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        1 Ramses

      

    
    
      I slam the apartment door with one hand and grip my gun with the other. It’s my first day on Earth and I’m already breaking the rules. I was supposed to meet up with the Chicago Police Department the moment my shuttle touched down, but I got an odd warning on a secure channel before I even broke orbit, and I don’t have time for bullshit bureaucracy.

      I slam the door again, harder this time, and I keep pounding with my fist.

      “Fuck it,” I mutter. “Time to break some more rules.”

      I kick the door, expecting it to break into pieces, but it just wobbles and bends. Damn it. There are too many Seraphim and Marauders on Earth now, and no one feels safe living in a house where a Seraph – like me – can just break the door open like it was as thin as tissue paper.

      “I can smell you inside!” I shout. “I’m a Seraph, not a human cop!”

      The guy inside is Seraphim, as well. I hear a few footsteps from within, moving toward the door.

      “Leave me alone then, man. You know what’s up!”

      “I’m a peacekeeper!” I shout through the door. If he’d open the fucking door, I wouldn’t have to shout.

      “For real?” he says. “Prove it.”

      “Then open the door and I’ll show you my badge.”

      “No way!”

      All right. We’ll do this the hard way. Peacekeepers – in theory – are the only ones authorized to use Marauder weaponry, and humans haven’t quite figured out how to make compact plasma pistols yet.

      “Back away from the door,” I shout.

      “What you doing, man?”

      “I’m proving to you that I’m a peacekeeper.”

      I adjust the gun so that it will fire a wide blast at low velocity, then pull the trigger.

      The plasma shoots out, nearly coating the door. Within moments, the door is melting, and the smell of burning wood makes me hungry for some smoked ribs, at least until the wood melts down and starts emitting an acrid stink.

      When the door is nothing but a smoking pile of chemicals, I leap over the debris and into the asshole Seraph’s apartment. He’s staring wide-eyed at the smoldering remains of his door, and his pale pink ears are bending back and forth in anger.

      “You burned my door down!” he shrieks. “That’s not very peaceful!”

      “What’s your name?” I ask, holstering my weapon.

      “Kaleb,” he says.

      “Where’s your roommate, Kaleb? I’m Ramses Ivanov.”

      I hold out my badge for him to read.

      “I don’t know, man,” Kaleb says. “Sanga doesn’t tell me where he goes –”

      I reach out a hand and shove Kaleb’s chest until his back slams into the wall. He grabs my forearm to try to break free, but I squeeze his wrist and bend his arm backward. He’s strong, but he doesn’t have the training I do.

      “Ahhh,” he shouts, wincing in pain. “Shit, man, let me go!”

      I don’t let go. I grip him harder and bend his arm way too far in the direction it’s not meant to go. “Talk, and I let go.”

      “They’ll kill me!” he hisses. “You won’t!”

      I bend his arm further, just short of breaking it, but I don’t go any further.

      He screams out in pain, but just keeps muttering. “They’ll kill me! I can’t talk. I don’t wanna’ die, man!”

      I finally let go of his arm. He grabs hold of it to cradle it, and then backs away from me as if I were a venomous snake.

      “Who will kill you?” I ask.

      “I’m not saying a word,” Kaleb says.

      “I think it’s the Marauders from the Darkstar,” I say. “And I think they have Seraphim from Earth working for them.”

      I shove him into the wall again, and I look deep into his pale green eyes. They widen in fear when I mention Darkstar. He looks down, avoiding my gaze.

      “Mind if I take a look inside, Kaleb?” I ask. “I never saw you here. You were out getting drunk, so I had to burn your door down and search the place from top to bottom.”

      He nods at me, grabs his wallet, and rushes outside.

      I ransack the place, tearing apart every drawer, dresser, and cabinet. There’s nothing there. Based on what I find in Sanga’s room, he does nothing but eat jerky and smoke. The floor is covered in ashes and jerky wrappers, and…

      I hear faint footsteps behind me, and then suddenly there’s the telltale sound of a human gun –  oiled metal plates sliding against each other.

      I jump and roll, and the moment I leave the floor, I hear the gunshot explode behind me.

      I pull my own gun out from its holster as I roll, and I raise it toward the shooter and fire –  not having the luxury of checking to see who it is before I kill him.

      And then I see it’s Kaleb. I’ve shot a hole clean through his stomach. The gun drops out of his hand, and his mouth hangs wide open.

      His body collapses to the ground. I search him. He’s got nothing on him but the gun, but I know I heard his keys jangling when he walked out a few minutes ago. The keys are not there now.

      I grab my phone and shout into it as I run. “Chicago P.D., this is Ramses Ivanov! I made a...pit stop...before reporting in. I’ve got a suspect dead and a potential terrorist attack unfolding. Requesting backup!”

      I scope out the alley around the corner, and spot a dumpster. Before biting the bullet and diving into the dumpster –  a dirty lesson I learned a few years back –  I check beneath and behind it. There I find Kaleb’s keys and phone. The phone is locked, but when I wave my badge over it, it opens right up.

      I scroll to his message and see one he’s received from Sanga.

      “Kill him, then meet us at the station.”

      I shout into my own phone. “Train station! Terrorists at the train station!”

      Shit. My shuttle landed at the train station. I was right there. I had to sneak around the main lobby to ditch the cop they sent me to meet. Elise something or other. It’s a good thing I lost her, or else this attack would have happened while I was getting my ass kissed at their backwater police station.
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      My phone lights up, and it’s the chief, of course.

      I pick up and hear him, already shouting.

      “Where the hell is our V.I.P.? Don’t tell me you lost him! I know his shuttle landed over an hour ago!”

      I grit my teeth and take in a deep breath. I speak back into my phone in a calm voice. “Sir, he told me he would meet me just under the clock in the main lobby. I’m standing under the clock right now, and have been all this time. He’s ignored all my messages. He was ordered to report in with us, so he must have chosen to disobey –.”

      “Don’t blame it on him!” the chief fumes. “Now you’re going to get the Tsar of fucking Venus on our case. As if we don’t have enough on our plate –”

      I mute the phone.

      I take a sip of my coffee and continue waiting. If Ramses fucking Ivanov wants to dick us around, that’s his choice, but I will not be the one who takes the heat for his bullshit.

      Just as I’m about to unmute my phone to see if the Chief is still shouting his insults at me. The phone flashes red. An emergency message starts broadcasting directly into the implants in my ears, bypassing the phone entirely.

      “Chicago P.D., this is Ramses Ivanov! I made a...pit stop...before reporting in. I’ve got a suspect dead and a potential terrorist attack unfolding. Requesting backup!”

      A map of his location displays right onto my eyes –  more implants –  and I realize he’s less than ten blocks away.

      I run, still holding my coffee cup in my hand, shoving my way past several bystanders as I plow my way out of the train station. I try to throw the cup of coffee into a trash bin as I run, but the lid pops off the cup and hot – though thankfully not scalding – coffee splashes all over my arm.

      “Fucking Ivanov,” I grunt, running faster as I clear the bulk of the crowd.

      I shove the lobby doors open, turn left out of the train station, and race down the street.

      I’m in pretty good shape, and at this pace I can probably make it to Ivanov’s location in just under seven minutes.

      The bastard not only disobeyed orders, but he managed to kill someone in his very first hour on Earth. Peacekeeper my ass.

      I’m halfway to his location when he issues another emergency broadcast right into my ears.

      “Train station! Terrorists at the train station!”

      I dig my heels into the sidewalk to stop myself.

      “You have to be shitting me! I was just there!”

      And now I’ll be there a few minutes before Ivanov. I’m sure a Seraph can run faster than me, but not that much faster.

      Ivanov is breathing heavily as he describes the suspects, and I can tell by the map that he’s gaining on me. I might only get there a minute or so ahead of him.

      “We’re looking for one or more Seraphim,” he says. “Prime suspect is named Sanga Horizont. He’s six-foot eight inches, medium build for a Seraph, long hair….”

      “I’m almost there, Ivanov,” I say, gasping for breath.

      I can see the train station again as I turn the corner.

      “You in uniform?” he asks me.

      He’s no longer on the emergency channel, just speaking directly to my implants.

      “Yes.”

      “Stop running,” he says. “You’ll scare them.”

      “Don’t tell me how to do my job, asshole.”

      I do stop running, though. He’s got a point. It’s normal for uniformed police officers to be milling around the train station. But as soon as you see police running, you know something is up.

      “And stop those cars!” Ramses shouts. “Send backup, but don’t make it so obvious.”

      I see all the backup on my map slow down and begin parking along the roadside.

      I’ll definitely be the first to arrive now, but at least if this Sanga guy doesn’t know I’m onto him, he might not shoot me on sight.

      I walk into the main lobby, but pretend to be looking down at my phone. I scan the room from the corner of my eyes, acting completely disinterested and unaware of any danger.

      The first thing that catches my eye is the tallest man in the station. Not a Seraph, but a pure-blooded Marauder. He looks like he’s pushing sixty years old. His skin is deep purple rather than the pale pink of a Seraph, and everything about him screams danger.

      “Got a suspicious Marauder –” I start to say, reaching for my gun.

      Something grabs my arm as I reach for the gun, and I hear Ramses Ivanov’s voice –  in the flesh –  right in my ear.

      “Don’t mess with this one,” he says. “I’ve got this.”

      I spin around, not sure if I’m going to gut punch him or kick him in the balls.

      But then I see him. He’s almost as tall as a pure-blooded Marauder, and his face looks like a chiseled marble statue back from the Imperial days. His cheekbones are impossibly high, his strong jaw is both imposing and gorgeous, and his eyes are the vibrant teal of the northern lights in the dead of winter.

      His eyes widen as he sees me, and I see his mouth open just wide enough to expose his perfectly white teeth. His ears twitch three times, and then stop.

      “You’re...Elise?” he asks.

      I force myself to calm down, trying to will my heart from pounding so hard in my chest. He’s absolutely drop-dead gorgeous, yes, but he’s a cocky asshole, and if I don’t keep my guard up, he might just get me killed.

      “Elise,” I say. “I mean...yes, I’m Elise.”

      He grabs my hand and starts pulling me out of the station.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I hiss. “That Marauder has to be involved.”

      Ramses turns around and glares at me, and even when glaring, those beautiful eyes take my breath away all over again.

      He finally gets me outside, then says, “You stay here. I’ll handle this.”

      He moves back toward the station as if it’s totally settled. He’s discarded me, and I don’t deserve even the slightest explanation.

      From the other side of the huge doorway, I see uniformed backup arriving.

      Ramses stops just short of the doors, and then I hear his voice again coming over the emergency channel.

      “There’s a Marauder inside. My father had me memorize the faces of every last Marauder from the lost ships. This guy is one of them. Grius. He’s from Darkstar.”

      The uniformed officers stop dead in their tracks.

      As part of the integration process over the past twenty-five years, Marauder technology has been tightly controlled. Weapons are limited to each planet’s militaries –  and to peacekeepers. And the most dangerous of Marauder weaponry, such as biosuits, are banned entirely. Before the Marauders arrived in the solar system, half of their fleet –  which wanted to obliterate us rather than integrate with us –  was destroyed. Except for two ships. Those two ships were thought to be lost after nothing happened for decades.

      But a few years ago, a defector from one of those ships reached Mars. He told us that the two ships are still operational, and there are a few thousand Marauders who are still alive on them. The defector said they are in a super-wide orbit around the sun, calling themselves Darkstar.

      If the Marauder just inside the train station is truly from Darkstar, then all weapon bans will be totally moot. He could be wearing a biosuit for all we know. I can see fear in the postures of the frozen cops on the other side of the doorway.

      But not on Ramses. He shoves the door open and disappears inside the train station.

      “Shit!” I shriek.

      “He’s a peacekeeper,” one of the officers positioned across the doorway from me broadcasts through my ear implant. “He knows what he’s doing.”

      I grit my teeth. The cop is just saying that to justify not going in. But I became a cop to help people.

      I shake my head and follow Ramses inside.

      The first thing I see is Ramses. He’s halfway across the main lobby, walking straight toward the Marauder.

      The next thing I see is a long-haired Seraph, and Grius hands something to him. The Seraph must be Sanga; he matches the description.

      Ramses has his hand on his gun beneath his coat. I can tell, even if the hundreds of people surrounding us can’t. I consider trying to disarm him, as I don’t entirely trust him to not open fire in a crowded train station.

      But the moment Sanga makes the handoff, Ramses lets go of his gun and stops walking. He turns at a 45-degree angle and walks away from the two terrorists.

      “I see you following me,” he says into my ear.

      I’m tired of fighting with him, and the fact that he put the gun away at least shows he has a brain behind that perfect face.

      “What’s your plan?” I ask.

      “I’m worried it’s an anti-matter bomb,” he says. “We know Darkstar has a small amount left. Grius may be arming domestic terrorists.”

      “How far would we need to evacuate –” I start to ask, but Ramses cuts me off.

      “The blast couldn’t be too big,” Ramses says. “Anything more than a few micrograms, and Harmony would have caught it entering Earth’s zone of control. But even a few micrograms can do huge damage.”

      “Shit,” I whisper.

      Grius disappears down a hallway, but Sanga lingers in the main lobby, his hands shoved down into his pockets. Sanga looks nervous, and he’s staring at the doors.

      Sanga pulls his phone out, presses it to his ear, and waits.

      After about ten seconds, Sanga’s eyes bulge, and he shoves the phone back into his pocket. His ears prick straight up, and he begins to scan the crowd.

      “He’s looking for me now,” Ramses says. “Elise, distract him.”

      I look for Ramses, but he’s gone. Moments later, I notice that Ramses is already positioned behind Sanga, and he’s coming up behind him.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. One clumsy move and that bomb could go off.

      How am I supposed to distract him? I’m uniformed police, and anything I do to draw attention to myself is just more likely to make him detonate the bomb.

      Before I can think of anything to do to distract him, Sanga spins around and breaks into a sprint.

      “You spooked him!” Ramses shouts. “You were just supposed to distract him!”

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Exactly the problem,” Ramses says.

      Ramses breaks into a run after him, and when the bomb doesn’t blow up right away, I decide it’s safe to run after him, as well.

      The three of us race down into the hallway that breaks off into the train platforms. I shout onto the emergency channel, ordering an immediate evacuation of the station.

      I don’t know how big the bomb blast might be, but evacuating the station could greatly reduce the number of casualties. I want as many people kept safe and out of the way as possible.

      An alarm begins blaring, and a voice instructs people to exit the building in an orderly fashion.

      Panic erupts, and people start shoving each other to get the hell out. It’s like trying to swim against the current, and I chase those pale pink figures down the corridor while everyone else does everything they can to run in the other direction.

      I spot Sanga turn and run up a stairwell, and then I see that Ramses disappears behind him.

      By the time I reach the stairs, the crowds are thinning out. I see a small Seraph child crying on one of the bottom steps. She’s alone and afraid.

      And then a metal orb, about twice the size of a baseball, hits the stairs and starts bouncing down. It hits each stair with a metallic clink and clatter, and I see red numbers displayed on it as it rolls. I can’t tell if it’s twelve seconds –  or fifty-one.

      “Bomb!” Ramses yells. “Clear the area!”

      I run back down to retrieve the child. I grab hold of her and lift her up into my arms.

      I see Ramses’s head peak over the top of the stairs as I turn around to run back down.

      I look down at the bomb, and as the numbers change, I can tell it was twelve seconds. Was.

      Five, four, three...

      With the girl in my arms, I keep the countdown ticking clear in my mind. I want to hit the ground right before it blows. The extra step or two I could take in that last second won’t be worth how much bigger a target I’d be standing at full height.

      I run for my life, and I trust Ramses is going back up the stairs to –

      No. He’s not. I hear him shouting as he charges down the stairs. When there’s still a few stairs left to clear, he leaps off the stairwell and falls on top of the bomb.

      My mental countdown hits one, and I dive to the ground, shielding the girl with my own body.

      She’s screaming loudly, and then my countdown hits minus one, minus two…

      From behind, there’s a loud beep from the bomb. I shield the girl again and cover her ears with my hands, but there’s no explosion. There’s just...a hissing sound?

      I risk it and look up, and see gas blasting out of the sphere and filling the hallway.

      “Shit!” Ramses says, grabbing his gun and standing up to back away from the bomb.

      “If you shoot it, it’s going to leak out everywhere!” I shout over to him.

      He messes with some dials on his gun, then blasts the sphere.

      A small blob of plasma hits the sphere. It burns molten for a few moments, then hardens. As it hardens, the gas stops leaking out.

      “Damn it!” Ramses says, putting his gun away and turning toward me.

      “Did it –”

      “I definitely breathed it in,” I say.

      We both look at the girl, but say nothing.

      She cries loudly and clutches tightly onto my shoulder. The only intelligible words out of her mouth are variants of “mommy.”

      “We’ll find her for you,” I say. I put her down on the floor and crouch next to her until I’m eye to eye with her. “Don’t worry. What’s your name, sweetie?”

      “Efra,” she says, her scared cries starting to subside.

      Ramses starts rattling off orders over the emergency channel in a low voice. I can hear it right in my ear, but Efra thankfully can’t.

      “First priority is quarantine of the train station. Two officers –  one Seraph and one human –  and a Seraph child exposed to likely pathogen. Assume it’s highly contagious. Second priority, Sanga and Grius on the run. It’s unlikely they are traveling together –  Grius is the higher value target….”

      “Can we go find my mommy?” Efra asks.

      As if in response, spider-dog drones begin rushing down the hall toward us, clattering and clanking with every step. They stand shoulder to shoulder at the end of the hallways, blocking our exit.

      Efra stares at them with wide eyes. “Are those doggies?”

      “Yes…,” I say. “Sort of like doggies. They’re just making sure we are safe.”

      The spider-dogs start to spray thick foam on the ground, and it builds up and up until it blocks off the entire hallway. While they are still spraying, more spider-dogs clank down the stairways and begin foaming off all of the train platforms. Before we are sealed off entirely in the hallway, one of the drones jumps over a foam wall still under construction and creeps toward us.

      “Hello! Citizens!” it shouts in an overly enthusiastic voice.

      “Hello!” Efra shouts back, and then she turns to Ramses and me and says, “It can talk! Is it Harmony?”

      “Who are you?” Ramses asks, standing up. “Check the girl and the officer first. Scan first for nerve agents and other fast-acting –”

      “Please sit down, citizen!” the robot shouts at Ramses.

      “I’m not a citizen,” Ramses says. “I’m a peacekeeper, and I’m from Venus, and who the fuck are you –?”

      Without warning, the spider-dog leaps up on all six legs, ramming its top-heavy body right into Ramses’s gut. He falls flat on his ass, and Efra laughs.

      “Thank you for your compliance, citizen,” it says.

      “It’s on low-level A.I.,” I tell Ramses. “It’s like...on stand-by until something higher-level takes it over.”

      “Or until I rip its legs off,” he says, glaring at it.

      He looks like he’s about to stand up again, so I take Efra by the hand and sit down against the wall next to Ramses. Maybe if we’re all sitting down, he won’t try to disobey the drone.

      I see his body tighten, but he finally sighs and rests his head against the wall.

      “So who is going to take it over?” he asks.

      “Harmony,” I say.

      “Oh,” Ramses says, scoffing. “Your robot overlord.”

      “That’s the one,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “My daddy says Harmony keeps us safe,” Efra says, putting a hand on Ramses’s knee. “Don’t worry!”

      Ramses grumbles something, and I elbow him. He smiles up at Efra and says way too cheerily, “Nothing to worry about, kiddo!”

      He smiles way too wide and ruffles her hair.

      “Something bad is going to happen, isn’t it?” Efra asks. “My dad uses that voice when it’s time to go to the dentist.”

      I scowl at Ramses, but he takes Efra by the hand and says, “We don’t know what’s going to happen yet, so we just have to sit here and wait. We can play a game to pass the time, it’s better than worrying –”

      “A GAME?” the spider-dog shouts. “Would you like to play a game?”

      “Yeah!” Efra says, clapping. “What game can you play, doggy?”

      “I spy,” the drone says, “with my little eye, something...grey.”

      Ramses gives me a horribly confused look, and I whisper into his comm link, “It probably noticed she’s scared and is playing along. Much better than you did, asshole.”

      “I was trying,” he says.

      “Grey…,” Efra says, looking around. The entire hallway is grey, and there’s nothing in it but us. “Is it the hallway?”

      “We have a winner!” the drone says. “How about another round? I spy with my little eye, something...pink.”

      Efra looks up at Ramses, and then down at her own hand. She whispers to us, “How do I know which one it’s looking at?”

      “Probably whichever one you say will end up being right,” Ramses says.

      I elbow him again.

      “Hmmm,” I say. “It’s probably looking at the prettiest pink thing in here, so what would that be?”

      “Is it...me?” Efra asks.

      “Another win! You’re on a roll! A two-win streak! Oh, wait, I’m sorry, young citizen, but the game is over now. Harmony is here. Goodbye, enjoy the remainder of your quarantine!”
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      “This is Harmony,” the spider-dog says, its voice much more calm and human-sounding. And then there is a woman’s voice. “Can you all please stand up now?”

      I stand first, and then I reach down to help Elise and Efra to their feet. I pull them both up. Elise’s delicate hand is wrapped around my hard forearm, and I don’t want her to let go. She does let go, but not before we lock eyes for a moment. I have to force myself to look away. Why does she have to be so damned attractive?

      “Hold out your right arms, please,” Harmony says.

      Elise holds out her right arm, and Efra holds out her left.

      “Other right!” Harmony says, and Efra quickly switches arms.

      “Mr. Ivanov?” the stupid fucking droid says to me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Your arm, please.”

      “What for?”

      “I need to put arm bands on all three of you to monitor for signs of infection,” it says.

      “Damn it, Ramses,” Elise says. “Just do what it says.”

      “That’s what they used to say about the Emperor,” I say. “Just do what he says, and then the next thing you know, you had Imperial soldiers swarming all over the solar system, killing and pillaging and –”

      She grabs my wrist and tugs it up, holding her hand there to keep it in place. Normally I’d tear my hand away, but I feel overwhelmed by her touch. I wish she’d touch more than just my arm.

      “Thank you!” Harmony says, and suddenly the top of its body opens. Three of its legs reach inside of the body, and before I can even consider pulling my hand back, the legs slam wristbands onto all three of us.

      I look down at the black wristband, and suddenly a green square appears. Looking over at Elise and Efra, I see green squares appear on their bands, as well.

      “You’re all free of infection,” Harmony says.

      “How can you possibly decide that so quickly?” I ask in an irritated and annoyed voice. “Grius is from Darkstar. You have no idea what kind of deadly pathogens they’ve been cooking up over the past two decades.”

      “I allocated enough processing power to this decision,” Harmony says. “It’s the equivalent of ten humans deliberating for a full year. I’ve considered everything. Thank you for your concern, Mr. Ivanov, but the quarantine is now lifted. You are free to go! Goodbye.”

      The spider-dog starts to run toward the foamed-off passage leading to the main lobby, and it blasts a liquid onto the foam. Soon the foam begins melting away, and I see a few men and women standing in wait for us.

      A tall man with grey hair and a big gut greets me with a nod of his head. “I’m Blake Warrington. Chief of Police.”

      “How many officers do you have tracking Grius and Sanga?” I ask.

      “Almost all of them,” Warrington says. “Are you both okay?”

      “We’re fine,” Elise says, holding up her bracelet.

      “Harmony says we’re fine, sir,” I say, “But….”

      “If Harmony cleared you, you’re good to go,” Warrington says confidently.

      I can’t help but think that Earthlings put way too much trust in their A.I. ruler.

      “I’d like to start tracking them down, too,” I say. “So if no one has any issue with that, I’ll –”

      “Fine by me,” Warrington agrees. “Bring Elise with you.”

      My nostrils flare, and I feel my ears twitch, but I try to keep them in check. How do I feel about Elise going with me? I feel my cock twitch now just thinking about it. I grit my teeth and try to think with my brain. She’s useful and knows the city. Those are the advantages. The disadvantages are that she’s a human, and we’re going up against a Marauder who potentially has a biosuit. In this situation, a human is a liability – a weakness. Protecting her will get in my way.

      “Sir,” I say, “I work best alone.”

      Warrington scowls at me. “To be honest with you, Ivanov, I was going to kiss your ass to make your parents and uncle happy. I could use that kind of pull. But you broke all protocol and nearly botched this whole thing. This was a terrorist attack in my city, and I can’t have officers running around doing whatever the fuck they feel like.”

      I see Elise grinning out of the corner of my eye, but I do my best to ignore her.

      “With respect, sir,” I say. “I had a lead. It was time-sensitive, and if I had followed protocol, we’d have been meeting and greeting over coffee while whatever the hell they were planning went down unimpeded in the middle of the train station.”

      Warrington grunts. “If you’d have told me about your lead, I’d have cut all the red tape for you and let you follow up on it. I’m giving you one more chance, so follow orders or go back to Venus. You’re here as a courtesy, so do me the courtesy of respecting our chain of command. Elise! This asshole is your new partner.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So where we going first? Partner?” Elise asks, grinning wide.

      “What are you armed with?” I ask.

      “Stun baton,” she says.

      “No gun?”

      “We don’t have guns here.”

      “So when Grius attacks with his biosuit,” I say, “and shoots a beam of plasma at you, or stabs you with two-dozen sharp tendrils –”

      “I’ll slap him with my baton,” she says, laughing. “And he’ll go down.”

      “This isn’t funny, you could –”

      “And if I did have a gun?” she asks. “From what I’ve read, a biosuit can absorb hundreds of bullets. Would a gun make any difference? Police work isn’t just about shooting people, Ramses.”

      “I want to go ask some questions around Sanctuary,” I say, changing the subject.

      Sanctuary is where all the Seraphim who “go bad” gather in Chicago. Many cities are starting to have areas like this as the first generation of Seraphim reaches adulthood, but the whole situation is becoming especially bad now.

      Elise nods. “I figured you’d want to go there. I have a...connection.”

      “You’ve got friends there?” I ask.

      “A connection,” she says. “We grew up together...we were friends.”

      “I see,” I say. “Until he was about fifteen or sixteen?”

      “She,” Elise says. “And yes. We were best friends. Now she hates my guts.”

      “Let me guess,” I say. “Her parents don’t get along.”

      Elise shakes her head at me. “It’s not a stretch to say that kids from broken homes are more likely to have a hard time.”

      “Nah,” I say, “I’ve got my own theory about all these Seraphim who are going bad. You don’t see humans ending up like this.”

      “And what’s your theory?”

      “The Seraphic Form was this kind of...holy ideal in Marauder culture. It was the end of the line for us, the thing we were searching for as we interbred with species after species. Marauder children always had to find a new species to breed with, otherwise they were sterile. We’ve already seen the first Seraphim having children of their own, so we know that humans – and Seraphim – really are different. But when we first made contact and arrived here twenty-five years ago, both Marauders and humans were over-eager. They….”

      I look at Elise, lick my lips, and see her cheeks flush red.

      “Let’s just say they couldn’t keep their belts on. Marauders are supposed to mate for life, but we have insane sex drives, too….”

      Elise blushes again. I cough into my hand and look away.

      “So my theory is that any Seraphim whose parents were not true mates are going to…have issues. I’m not religious like my father, but he’d say something along the lines of “we’ve been given a gift from God, and we have to treat it with reverence.’”

      “Hmmm,” Elise says. “That’s not totally stupid-sounding, but I see only one hole in your theory.”

      “Yeah?” I ask. “What’s that?”

      “Your parents are one of the most famous human-Marauder couples in the solar system, and anyone can tell they truly love each other. So how does that explain you?”

      I laugh. “Fine, fine, don’t take me seriously. But time will prove me right. I’d go so far as to say that these troubled Seraphim may even be sterile. I’ve talked to a number of them back on Venus, and they seem...restless.”

      “I guess that would explain Darkstar’s interest in them,” Elise says. “It’s probably too late for the Darkstar Marauders, but they could obliterate humanity, and these new Seraphim could travel on as a new generation of Marauder.”

      “Exactly,” I say, grinning. “Seems like you buy into my theory.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Elise says.

      She pulls out her phone. “My contact told me to piss off. We’ll have to just drop by uninvited.”

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      “She won’t be home until after dinner, so let’s get something to eat. You like Chicago dogs?”

      “Uh,” I stammer. “I like dogs, but they’re pretty rare on Venus. My mom has a Corgi –”

      “No,” Elise laughs. “Hot dogs.”

      “What?”

      “Hotdogs are one of the oldest surviving pieces of Chicago culture! How did you not look this up before coming here?” Elise looks at me and rolls her eyes in amusement.

      “I came on short notice,” I say.

      “Chicago was uninhabitable for more than one hundred years,” Elise says. “But most refugees ended up settling way up north in Hudson City, and they took the legendary Chicago Dog with them, protecting it for over a century. That is, until Marauder terraforming technology was able to cool Chicago down enough –”

      “You’re talking this up pretty hard,” I say. “Why not let it speak for itself?”

      “Fine,” she says. “Let’s go.”

      We hail the nearest car, and jump in when it stops next to us.

      “Jerry’s Dogs,” Elise says.

      The car chirps and floats up into the air en route to our destination.

      “Jerry’s is on the edge of Sanctuary – sort of near my contact,” she explains. “We can walk to her place from there, and you can get a feel for the neighborhood. Do you think Sanga or Grius are actually hiding out there?”

      “Maybe,” I say. “I think it’s a little bit too obvious for them though, and with Grius’s resources, they wouldn’t need to resort to it. I’m more interested in finding other Seraphim who Darkstar may have reached out to.”

      I watch the lights of the other cars flying along the skyline, and it reminds me a bit of Sankt Petersburgh, my home on Venus. The floating cities of Venus are more compact – by necessity – and the tops of the domes are covered in hydroponic forests. Beyond the dome, you can see the thick orange atmosphere, which is quite different from the smoggy grey of Earth. Marauder terraforming technology has rapidly made Earth more habitable again, and some forecasts predict that the sky may even be visibly blue again in some places within the next five years.

      “What’s Venus like?” Elise asks. “I’ve never left Earth.”

      “It’s….” I can’t think of what to say other than “better than this shithole.” I normally don’t mind sounding like an asshole, but I feel like I’ve given Elise enough of a hard time already. “It’s nice,” I say.

      “I grew up mostly in the floating jungles,” I admit. “My parents basically met there, and they wanted me to know about both jungle and city life. It was hard though, going from hunting boar with bows and spears and eating with your hands, to suddenly needing to know about six different types of forks.”

      I see the lights on the buildings blurring up as the car starts to descend toward the street.

      “You eat hot dogs with your hands,” Elise says. “So you’ll feel right at home.”

      I can already feel my stomach churning, though I have no real idea what I’m going to be eating. Ever since my parents bridged the gap between the cities and the jungles of Venus, most of the diet I ate in the cities became quite similar to the food we had in the jungles...just prepared in a more fancy style. The main meat was boar meat, and our diet was heavy in tropical fruits.

      We get out of the car and go into Jerry’s Dogs, which is a really tiny building with only a few tables. It’s a bit late for dinner time, so there are very few customers and several open chairs.

      “How hungry are you?” she asks me.

      My stomach churns. “Hungry.”

      “So I’ll get you two,” she says.

      “Three.”

      “You don’t even know how big they are or what they taste like –”

      “Three,” I say, still not sure it will be enough.

      “You think that makes you sound tough,” she says, “but you’ll look pretty sad when you have a half-eaten hot dog on your tray.”

      We reach the counter, and Elise orders four dogs “with everything.”

      When they arrive, I just see two pieces of bread covered in vegetables. I see red, green, yellow – nearly as colorful as the floating jungles. Then I sniff and smell meat.

      The hunger tears at me, and I grab the dog and tear into it, biting half off in one bite.

      My eyes widen in surprise. The taste is overwhelmingly good.

      It’s crunchy, the meat is delicious and juicy, and there’s even a touch of acid to round it all off. I nearly bite in again as Elise smiles up at me, but then my mouth burns. A fiery heat lances across my tongue and fills my entire mouth. The heat bursts up into my nasal cavity.

      Elise is raising her hot dog to her mouth, and I dive over the table and slap it out of her hand. “It’s poisoned!”

      I slide off the table and roll onto the floor, landing on my feet in a low squat.

      All the customers stare at me, some holding half-eaten hotdogs in their hands, and some with yellow sauce splattered all over their hands.

      Elise’s mouth is hanging wide open, and her hotdog and all its toppings are now spilled all over the floor.

      The burning in my mouth intensifies, and even if the poison brings me down, I’ll die knowing I saved Elise.

      I grab my gun and draw it, pointing it over the counter. The heat in my mouth is bringing tears to my eyes – it must be some kind of nerve agent. “Was it Grius?” I look down at my arm band, but it’s green. It likely wasn’t designed for detecting this poison. I shout across the counter at the guy working the register. “Or was it Sanga? Or another Marauder from Darkstar?”

      “Shit, man!” the man says. “I don’t know what the fuck –”

      I feel a hand on my arm, and it’s Elise pulling me back. She hisses into my ear, “No one is poisoning us! Put the gun away!”

      I keep it held up, ignoring her. The heat is still burning my mouth, but it’s starting to subside. It’s likely not strong enough to take down a Seraph, but surely it would have killed Elise.

      “My mouth burned shortly after I bit into the dog,” I say, “and –”

      “It burned?” Elise asks. “Like a hot pepper?”

      “What?”

      “A hot pepper. They put a small hot pepper into the dog.”

      “Why would they do that?” I ask.

      “To add heat. It tastes good.”

      The owner barges in from the kitchen, sees my gun, and starts shouting at me. “You fucking Seraphim shit birds! I’m tired of your shit, I –”

      “Please,” Elise says, pulling on my arm.

      I lower the gun.

      “He’s really sorry,” Elise says. Then she whispers into my ear. “Say it!”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m from Venus. We do not put painful, burning flavors into our food, and I thought you were poisoning us.”

      “Get the fuck out of here!” the owner screams at us.

      Elise and I leave the restaurant, but not before I grab the remaining hot dogs off the table and throw them into a paper bag from the tray..

      We step outside, and I await her fury.

      She looks up at me and bursts out laughing. As she’s laughing, she reaches into the bag, pulls out one of the green peppers and bites into it. “It’s barely hot to me, you big idiot.”

      I can still feel the burning on my tongue.

      “How?” I ask. “Are humans immune?”

      “No,” she says. “You build up a tolerance.”

      “I see,” I say. “You may eat one of my dogs, since I ruined yours.”

      “That’s so generous of you, Ramses,” she says, taking one from the bag and biting into it. She hands the bag to me and says, “Enjoy the rest, but just remove the peppers since you can’t handle them.”

      I furrow my brows at the bag. “I can handle them. I was worried about you. The burning sensation was not so bad...it barely registered to me, but I thought to a human it would be dangerous.”

      “Uh huh,” she says, a smile lighting up her eyes as she looks at me.

      I pull my half-eaten dog out from the bag and bite right into it without removing the pepper. Pain flares up in my mouth once again, and I squint my eyes to stop them from watering.

      “I can tell you really don’t like those, Ramses, so just take them off. It’s fine. Really.”

      “You will not out-pepper me, woman.”

      “I’m not the one crying over a hot dog,” she says, rolling her eyes and grinning.

      “You’re shame debting me,” I say.

      “Oh, here we go,” she says. “Look, Ramses, you saved my ass a few times already. If anything, I owe you shame debt.”

      I swallow the last bite of the first hot dog, and I wait for the burning to die down before speaking. “I thought you said it was my fault that everything happened the way it did.”

      “It was, partially,” she says. “But I can’t help but think what might have happened if we hadn’t interrupted their plans. It looks like the gas didn’t do anything, but maybe Grius had another sphere, and the gas was inert unless it mixed together? We don’t know the full extent of their plans.”

      I bite into the second hot dog, giving myself time to think of a response. I look at Elise’s bracelet, still glowing green, but it doesn’t put me at all at ease. I don’t trust Harmony, and I can’t believe that they’d have gone to all that trouble to set up an attack, only for the gas to do nothing.

      “How do you really know for certain that Harmony can’t be hacked?” I finally ask.

      “It’s an incredibly high-level A.I.,” Elise says. “It’s beyond a computer that can be hacked. It’s like...can you be hacked?”

      I stifle a laugh. The easiest way to “hack” a Marauder or a Seraph is through their cock. Elise, for instance, could – I shake my head and push the thoughts away. I need to focus on the job.

      “I could be persuaded, charmed, coerced….” I say.

      “But Harmony isn’t a human, Marauder, or Seraph –”

      “You can’t have it both ways,” I say. “She can’t be hacked because she’s not just a machine, but now she can’t be manipulated because...she’s a machine?”

      “No,” Elise says. “Because she’s too damn smart. It would take something way smarter than any number of humans to manipulate her. It’s why we let her make the big decisions.”

      “You let her make all of the decisions,” I say. “It’s fucking dangerous.”

      Elise scoffs. “Doesn’t your mother make all the decisions on Venus? How is that any less dangerous?”

      “There’s a parliament,” I explain. “She’s not like some ancient queen who calls all the shots.”

      “Anyway,” Elise says, “let’s get going, my contact should be home by now.”

      We start to walk down the street. The sun is still up. It’s barely visible through the thick haze of smog, but it’s still light enough that I don’t feel the need to keep my hand on my gun as we walk. I know neighborhoods like this can get really rough, but they’re much worse at night.

      When the Seraphim look out and see Elise’s uniform, they glare at her. Some take their kids and pull them away.

      “Looks like they’re afraid of you,” I whisper into her earpiece. I have to speak really low for Seraphim not to be able to hear me.

      “They break the law a lot, and we arrest them. So yeah, they don’t like us.”

      I nod. It’s similar in Sankt Petersburg. We’ve tried to offer counseling services or setting them up with other Seraphim who aren’t having difficulties, but nothing seems to work.

      “She lives here,” Elise says, pointing up at a building on the corner.

      We go inside and walk up two flights of stairs. Elise knocks on a door with chipped paint and splintered wood.

      “Hold on!” calls out a woman’s voice from deep inside the apartment.

      I’m tempted to knock louder, but I resist the urge. Old habits die hard.

      The door swings open and a tall, spindly Seraph woman scowls down at Elise. Then she looks over and arches an eyebrow up at me.

      “Oh, God,” she says. “It’s you.”

      “Gaia,” Elise says. “Please hear me out.”

      Gaia starts to shut the door, but I jam my forearm against it.

      “Oh?” Gaia says, flashing her teeth at me. “You’re going to strong-arm your way in here? You’re like one of them now, huh? Hypnotized by human pussy –”

      I swallow my rage. I’m good at distinguishing from people’s voices when they genuinely mean something and when they just want to get a rise out of me. Gaia is just trying to piss me off to make me do something stupid.

      “May we come in?” I ask.

      “Why the fuck would I let you two in?” she asks. “You think I need everyone in the building thinking I’m a snitch?”

      I can hear Elise sucking air in through her teeth, and her face has turned a deep crimson color. Her fists are balled up, and she’s staring daggers at Gaia.

      “We’re trying to help,” Elise says in a low voice, simmering with rage.

      “Oh?” Gaia says. “You have no idea what we are going through. None –”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t shut me out back when –” Elise starts to say, but Gaia shoves herself up into her face.

      “I shut you out to keep you safe!” Gaia says. “You didn’t need to be involved in all this shit. Something is fucking wrong with us, and –”

      I’m standing and looking down at both of them, and Gaia suddenly looks up at me and jabs a finger at me. “Not all of us, of course. And Seraphim like this tall asshole here? Instead of trying to help us, they just pretend we don’t exist! Do you know my boyfriend disappeared over a week ago? I called your fucking police station, and they didn’t do shit, they –”

      “What’s your boyfriend’s name,” I ask. “We’ll look into it for you.”

      Gaia scoffs and shakes her head. She starts to close the door on us, but stops short. “You help me in exchange for something? That’s not how cops are supposed to work. When one of us disappears like this, they never come back, and the cops sure as fuck can’t help find Sanga. If you really want to help me, then just get out of here before anyone –”

      “Did you just say Sanga?” Elise asks. “Your boyfriend is Sanga?”

      Gaia doesn’t open the door any further, but she leans in toward the opening and looks up at Elise and me with wide and shocked eyes.

      “You...know where he is?” she asks. I see hope glisten in her eyes, and then it dies back just as fast as it appeared. “Shit, that can’t be good.”

      “He was involved in an attempted terrorist attack,” I say, not wanting to soften the blow or mince words. “He escaped, but we’re trying to track him down.”

      Gaia lets go of the door and walks inside. She seems to be dizzy and shakes her head. “Fuck!” she screams, kicking the shoe rack just inside the door.

      She ignores us and keeps walking further to her apartment.

      I give Elise a look, and I point with my eyes further inside.

      Elise nods, and we both step through the open door.

      Gaia is holding a framed photo now, and looking down at it with red, teary eyes.

      “Gaia,” Elise says, “We’ll –”

      Gaia throws the picture down at the floor. The frame shatters into a bunch of pieces. “That lying piece of shit!”

      I put my hand on Elise’s back, and I move in front, putting myself between Elise and Gaia.

      “How did Sanga lie to you?” I ask. “Do you know where he’d run to?”

      “Not Sanga!” Gaia says. “That piece of shit Marauder.”

      “Grius?” Elise asks.

      “I don’t know his name,” Gaia hisses. “An old, grizzled fuck. He always smiled real wide, but there was nothing there. I didn’t believe a word that came out of his mouth, but Sanga wanted to believe.”

      Elise and I both stay quiet, not wanting Gaia to stop talking. She’s unstable now, and if we set her off, she could stop giving us information.

      Gaia shakes her head, looking down at the shattered frame. “He promised me he wouldn’t get involved, and then everything seemed okay. Sanga was happier than ever, and I thought he’d turned a corner. That was fucking stupid of me to think he had changed his mind. Now I see it...he was happy because he’d decided to follow that liar, and he didn’t care if he had to lie to me to do it.”

      “What did the Marauder offer you?” Elise asks.

      “To get out of this place,” Gaia says. “He said Darkstar still has a functioning ship, but not enough antimatter to leave just yet. So he needed Seraphim like us to help him.”

      The pieces start clicking in my head. Grius needs antimatter, and the Seraphim – as I’d been hearing – want to leave this star system. They want to become Marauders again.

      “Why would Grius focus on Earth?” I ask. “If he wants antimatter, Earth is the worst place to get it.”

      Only the governments of Mars and Venus have access to antimatter, and it can only be used when both planets agree on the use. When not in use, it’s kept locked up on Titan, in the factories started by my father and uncle. Because both Venus and Mars distrust Harmony, Earth has no direct say in the use of antimatter. Mars-Venus use antimatter to oversee the re-terraforming of Earth, but Harmony is never given direct access to it.

      “I don’t fucking care,” Gaia says. “I just wanted Sanga to stay out of this shit. Leaving this star system is a pipedream...we all want it, but most of us are smart enough to know we can never ever get it. That lying shit is just taunting us, saying what he knows we want most.”

      “Did he try to recruit you?” Elise asks.

      “Yes,” Gaia says. “Not that you care about me, so I’ll save you the effort: He didn’t tell me shit. You had to prove yourself – like I assume Sanga did – before you learned anything. Standard bait and switch – hey, what’s that blinking thing?”

      I see Gaia is looking down at Elise’s wristband, and then I see it is blinking yellow.

      Shit.

      I quickly check my own, and see that it’s still solid green.

      Elise notices her band, and she stops cold, staring down at it.

      “You guys need to leave,” Gaia says. “Out!”

      She starts shoving Elise toward the door.

      I take Elise by the hand and step outside the apartment door with her.

      “Sorry about Sanga,” Elise says.

      Gaia nods, then shuts the door in her face.

      “Ramses,” Elise says. “You should get away from me...at least until Harmony checks me out.”

      I pull out my plasma pistol and turn it to the lowest strength, and then I adjust the spread to a small pinprick. I point the gun at my own wristband and hold down the trigger. I drag it across, and as the band heats, I feel it burning my skin. The band splits in two, and I throw it down onto the ground.

      “Fuck, Ramses,” Elise says. “You can’t tamper with that, you’ll –”

      The band starts beeping rapidly, and the color turns to red.

      I snatch Elise up into my arms and run with her away from the band. I hear the explosion behind me, and shards of wood cut into my back as the heatwave hits me. When I turn around, I see it was only a small but concentrated blast. Part of the floor was blown open, and the surrounding walls are charred and blackened, but aside from the small scrapes on my back, I’m fine.

      I put Elise down and start to check her for cuts.

      “I’m fine, Ramses –”

      Her arm band begins to beep as hallway doors start opening, and Seraphim start looking in confusion to see what just blew the fuck up in their hallway.

      As soon as they notice Elise’s uniform, they slam their doors shut and pretend nothing happened.

      I point the gun at Elise’s wrist, and I put my fingers behind the band and between her skin, and then I fire. The extra heat burns my fingers rather than her wrist, and as soon as the band is cut open, I throw it full force through the window. It shatters and explodes in mid-air before hitting the ground.

      “Shit,” she says. “Why the hell would it explode…?”

      “Having you infected isn’t...harmonious,” I say. “Easier to just blow you up.”

      Elise stands shocked and stunned. “Harmony wouldn’t….”

      “Wouldn’t she?” I say. “Why risk you infecting everyone?”

      She looks down at her wrist, then up at me. “It happened because you cut off the band! If you hadn’t –”

      “You really want to have risked that?” I ask.

      “We need to go to the station,” Elise says. “We need to tell them what happened and let them know that Harmony….”

      I can see the realization creeping across her face as she speaks. Harmony controls the police. It controls everything. There’s nowhere she can go.

      “Shit, Ramses,” she says. “All the implants in me. It can easily track me.”

      “Not on Venus,” I say.

      “There’s no way I can get off the planet,” she says. “And shit, I have a life here, I can’t just...leave.”

      “I don’t think there’s any choice,” I say.

      More doors open, and Seraphim start scowling at us. I grab Elise by the hand and take her down the stairs and out of the building as fast as I can. We reach the street, and it’s dark outside. But darkness won’t keep us safe from a godlike A.I. that controls the whole planet.

      “There’s always a choice,” I say. “Here’s yours: let me keep you safe, or hope that Harmony isn’t out to kill you.”

      I don’t even know how I will keep her safe, but I’ll do everything in my power to protect her. She is infected...with something. But I’m not. It’s most likely something engineered, and it seems to target humans while leaving Seraphim unaffected. So Harmony wants to kill her and end the infection. Getting her off Earth might just be enough.

      There’s no time for careful planning. There’s only time for action.

      I see a car float down in the distance, and it lowers to the ground to let off its passengers.

      I grab Elise by the hand. “Come on!”

      I run with her toward the car, and it begins to accelerate and float back up. Before it can fly off, I let go of Elise’s hand and leap up onto it. I crash onto the hood and hit the windshield.

      The car’s lights start to flash, and it immediately begins descending.

      “Please stay where you are!” an automated voice says from the car. “I will call a medical vehicle. Please remain still in case of a spinal injury!”

      The car lowers gently down, and once it’s grounded, I blast open the hood with my pistol. Alarms start to sound, but I activate my bioglove and hack into the car.

      My father gave me the bioglove as a last resort weapon. If anyone saw me using it, I would be executed on the spot, but Elise is as good as dead if I don’t take this risk.

      The bioglove is a small piece of material hidden under the skin of my palm, and when I activate it, it flows over my whole hand as a teal liquid. The liquid hardens as a glove that covers my hand and part of my wrist. Part of the glove stays in liquid form and interfaces with the car’s computer. Once it connects, I can will the computer to reprogram using mere thoughts.

      I sense the connection to Harmony, and I sever it immediately. The alarms are still blaring, and Seraphim are starting to come outside to see what is happening. First they heard two explosions, and now they see me punching through the hood of a car with a uniformed human cop standing right next to me and letting it happen.

      “Ramses,” Elise says. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I cut off the car’s alarm and make the doors open. “Get inside.”

      I remove my hand from the car’s computer, and the bioglove breaks the link. I make the glove sink back under my skin, and then I take out my hand.

      “Did you seriously just punch the car so hard that it did what you wanted?” Elise says.

      Instead of answering her, I just grab her and pull her into the car with me.

      As soon as we’re inside, the car takes off.

      “A car is the worst way to get away from Harmony,” Elise says.

      “I reprogrammed it,” I say. “It’s taking us to a field in southern Illinois. The peacekeepers have ships hidden on Earth. We don’t trust Harmony.”

      I see her about to chide me, but then she remembers that Harmony almost blew her up, and she nods. “Thanks, Ramses. Though I don’t understand why you’re risking so much for me….”

      I look deep into her eyes, and a feeling of electric warmth surges through me. She swallows, and her face reddens. I can tell she feels the same, and there’s no need for either of us to speak or try to put it into words.

      I realize then that I am risking everything. For her. While we don’t trust Harmony, Harmony is still the government of Earth. And Peacekeepers are not allowed to defy or meddle in any government affairs without direct permission. Cutting off my own arm band was permissible, but as soon as I cut off Elise’s band, I’d completely broken all the rules. At best, I’ll be kicked out of the Peacekeepers and imprisoned, at worst, the Peacekeepers could be banned from Earth entirely.

      But I wasn’t about to let Elise be killed by that fucking tyrant machine, and I’ll sacrifice everything if there’s still a shot at getting her to safety.

      “How did you reprogram the car?” she asks, looking down at my hand.

      “Illegal technology,” I say.

      “Do you have a biosuit?” she asks.

      “No,” I say. “Just a glove. It’s small enough to avoid detection unless they know what they’re looking for.”

      “Shit, Ramses,” she says, sighing. “Any other surprises?”

      “Not that I can think of just now,” I say truthfully. I’m sure there’s plenty she doesn’t know, but none of it is relevant right now.

      I look out the back window, and the Chicago skyline has faded to just bright lights on the horizon. We’ll be at the hidden ship in less than twenty minutes, and hopefully out of Earth’s orbit in under an hour. I may have completely broken all the rules, but Harmony is strictly prohibited from directly acting within interplanetary space.

      But that doesn’t mean it will follow those rules if it thinks it can break them and not get caught.

      “Ramses,” the car says. “We’re being followed.”

      “How many?” I ask.

      “One car,” the voice says.

      “That’s not so bad,” Elise says. “If you have that glove.”

      “Can you show us?” I ask the car.

      Looking through the back windshield, a highlighted overlay appears, showing the car in the distance.

      “What are you going to do?” Elise asks.

      “Blow it up, I think.”
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      “You think?” I ask. It would probably be the first time Ramses had thought anything through since he landed on this planet.

      “Yeah,” he says. “I’m considering waiting for it to get closer so I get a clean shot. If I shoot now and miss, it’ll know I see it coming.”

      Ramses is looking out the back window, and the moonlight is hitting his face and forming soft shadows. His face is rock-hard and serious, but I see no horrible panic or fear painted across it. The terror must be all over my face, however. I’m a city cop with a stupid ass stun baton. The most dangerous thing I’ve ever done on the job – prior to today – was poking a crazy guy with my baton and knocking him out while Harmony sent bots to take him away for care. I’d even assumed he really was getting proper mental health treatment, but after Harmony nearly blew my arm off, I’m not so sure anymore. Maybe I sent that poor guy to his death? Death by machine, for the greater good.

      “Can you slow down?” Ramses asks the car.

      “Slowing down,” it says.

      “Shouldn’t we go faster?” I ask. “Isn’t it best to avoid having to blow it up?”

      “Ideally, yes,” Ramses says. “But no matter how fast we go, it will take time to get the ship off the ground once we land. We can’t risk Harmony hitting us during that time. It’s best to pick this thing off now, and then hope we can get out of orbit before she sends more shit after us.”

      There’s nothing below us now but endless corn fields. The Marauder re-terraforming has made Illinois a farmland once again. It had been barren desert for over a century. The farmland luckily does not have a lot of drones on patrol, so most anything that is chasing us will come from Chicago and not from the south.

      And I still can’t believe this guy who I took for a total asshole is endangering his life to save me. I haven’t even thanked him yet...but after that look he gave me, it would feel wrong to say something as plain and simple as “thank you.”

      So I will wait. And I’ll make sure he knows that I understand the sacrifice he made for me.

      “Okay,” Ramses says. “I think I’m close enough.”

      He raises his hand at the window.

      “Shouldn’t you break the window first?” I ask.

      “I can’t see the car if I break it.”

      The car is highlighted green, and Ramses’s hand is pointed right at it. Suddenly I see a teal-colored liquid rushing across his hand. It completely covers him, as if he dipped his hand just past the wrist into a bucket of paint. The liquid hardens into some kind of armor, and then it all begins to glow a deep purple.

      “You probably want to back up,” he says.

      I get off the seat and duck down, and then I see a thick beam of plasma erupt out of his hand. The purple light fills the car, lasting for a full two or three seconds, and then the light and the beam are gone. Ramses is still holding his armored hand outwards, but his face is filled with confusion.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, looking up at the hole in the windshield. Molten orange glass is dripping down.

      “There was no explosion,” he says. “I’m confident I didn’t miss.”

      “Maybe you just burned out the propulsion, and it dropped –”

      “No explosion on the ground,” he says.

      He squints, and I look up and see it, too. A faint purple glow behind us in the distance.

      “Dodge randomly! Hard!” Ramses shouts.

      Before I can even grab hold of something, the car obeys Ramses’s command. I feel my stomach churn, and I’m falling down the seat, right into Ramses. He grabs hold of me tightly, his hands lock around my waist and chest, and then I feel his muscles bulge as he secures me against his body. His back slams into the door as the car turns wildly, and in the sky above us I see a brilliant purple beam lance across it.

      The car jolts again, and Ramses swings his back around as we fall. He slams into the other door, shielding me from the impact with his own body.

      Another purple beam races across the sky, closer this time.

      The car keeps dodging, and Ramses does his best to shield me, but we are thrown about wildly for nearly a full minute. The beams continue shooting across, but none manage to hit.

      After another thirty-second rollercoaster ride, the beams stop.

      “Fly straight,” Ramses instructs. “Dodge if you see a purple glow.”

      The car stabilizes, but my stomach is still mush. Ramses doesn’t let go of me; he’s holding me tightly against him even though the car is totally stable.

      “Beginning descent to Peacekeeper ship,” the car says.

      “Why did they stop firing?” I ask. “And how the fuck does Harmony have plasma rifles?”

      “I don’t think it’s Harmony,” he says. “I think it’s Grius.”

      “What?” I ask. “How would Grius know we are…unless….”

      And then it hits me. “Harmony is working with Darkstar.”

      “Land two kilometers away from the ship,” Ramses says. “We’re getting off now.”

      “Getting off?” I ask. “We’re not even close to the ground!”

      Ramses punches the window with his armored fist, knocking out all the rest of the glass. “I’ve only done this once, but it was on Venus, so the gravity is almost exactly the same.”

      “Done what?” I ask.

      “It’s better if you don’t know ahead of time,” he says.

      I feel his arms tighten around my waist. Way too tight, unless –

      Ramses leaps through the hole that had been the windshield, and my gut churns as we plummet toward the ground.

      The wind is rushing so loudly against my ears that I can’t hear myself screaming. The cold air hits my eyes as we fall, and the tears gush down my face.

      Ramses grips me tighter with one arm as he lets go with the other, pointing his armored hand straight down.

      I see it blast dozens of small liquefied strings from his hand that he shoots straight down below us. It’s dark, but even in the moonlight, I can see the grey-white fields fast approaching as we plummet to the ground. To our deaths, as far as I’m concerned.

      I keep waiting for his glove to pull off some kind of miracle, but as far as I can tell, we are less than moments from splattering into a cornfield.

      But then I feel the sensation of an elevator coming to a stop, except it’s just way harder and more sudden. My stomach shifts so that it’s churning in the other direction, and Ramses’s arm tenses against me. The ground is coming at us slower now, and I see the tendrils from his glove spreading all the way down into the cornfield.

      When we’re only a few dozen stories above the ground, our fall cuts to a slow drop. When the individual cornstalks become visible, we are barely falling – we’re nearly suspended in mid-air – and then we lower down gently into the middle of the field.

      The tendrils must have hardened and slowed our descent.

      “Holy shit!” I say, panting. My ears are smeared with frozen tears, and I’m dizzy from the near-death experience. I shove Ramses in his big, stupidly wide chest, but he is solid as a thick tree.

      “Sorry,” he says. “You’ve gotta’ agree it was best that I didn’t tell you beforehand.”

      “Idiot!” I say. But he’s right, I would have been even more scared if he’d have warned me.

      All of the tendrils pull back into his glove and re-solidify. He points his hand up into the air and fires.

      The purple beam blasts through the sky, but it stops suddenly rather than continuing on into infinity. A second passes, and then an orange fireball erupts above us. It keeps moving forward as it grows. It plummets to the ground like a comet, but Ramses pulls me by the hand and takes me away before I can even see it hit the field.

      “Come on,” he says. “We need to get out of here before more come after us.”

      More what, I wonder, but I don’t ask. I just want this all to be over, my cop instincts are numbed from the constant barrage of curve balls, but I know the moment I have a few seconds to sit and think, my brain will be alight with questions.

      We run together through stalks of corn, with Ramses’s huge body plowing through and cutting a path for me. We continue like this for two or three minutes, until he suddenly stops.

      “This is Peacekeeper 121,” Ramses says. “Activate emergency evac.”

      The corn a few meters in front of us begins to move away. A big hole begins forming just in front of us, and Ramses guides me by the hand toward the edge. We look down and see a ship that has been hidden underground; its nose is pointing straight up.

      A ramp starts to appear from the door of the ship, moving right up toward us. It touches the ground, bridging the gap, and Ramses guides me down the ramp. As soon as he nears the door, it pops open, and he nearly throws me inside.

      As soon as I’m in one of the passenger seats, he pulls thick straps across my body, tightens them, and buckles them into a latch.

      He does the same for himself, then shouts, “Go!”

      I feel a bone-rattling rumble shake my entire body, and then an incredible g-force pulls down on me. It feels as if I weigh three or four times my regular weight, like my body just wants to melt onto the ground to get even lower than it already is. But the straps hold, and though my skin shakes and my stomach sinks, I remain conscious. The adrenaline alone may be the only thing keeping me from passing out.

      The seats are angled so that it feels as if I’m lying on a bed with my knees facing the ceiling, and I look over from the corner of my eye to see Ramses. He looks way too fucking calm for the situation, but some of that calmness spreads to me and helps me relax.

      The other thing that helps me stay calm is the lack of windows. I can’t see just how low the Earth is below us, nor can I see a beam of purple plasma almost killing us. If we get hit, we’ll die instantly, so it’s best that I can’t see anything.

      I don’t know how much time passes, but after way too many seconds of brutal g-force, there’s a jolt, and complete weightlessness overtakes me.

      “Shit,” I react. “We’re in orbit already?”

      “Yes,” Ramses says. “Stay strapped in though, I’m initiating a burn to Venus as soon as we’re in position.”

      Venus. What the hell am I going to do on Venus? Fucking Ramses Ivanov is the only person I’ve ever met from Venus, and I barely even know him. Though speaking of what I could do on Venus...I could do Ramses Ivanov, if –”

      “Ramses,” the ship says. “Incoming transmission from Sankt Petersburg.”

      The lag between Earth and Venus is about six minutes, so no real-time communication is possible.

      “Put it on the screen,” Ramses says.

      A Marauder with deep purple skin fills the screen. He’s a man of about fifty, and instantly recognizable as Aegus, the Tsar of Venus.

      “Ramses,” he says. “When you got in range of the ship, it started plotting a course to Venus. But at around the same time, three ships halfway between Venus and Earth started their engines, and they are preparing to intercept you. I saw this just minutes ago, but it looks as if you will not be able to make it to Venus. I don’t know what’s happened on Earth yet, but if there’s any way for you to stay there...do it. If not, there may be one other option, but I don’t like it. Here is the thrust vector you’d need to start out on....”

      The screen cuts off, and the thrust vector goes into the computer.

      “Fuck!” Ramses says. “Of course he tells me there’s another option, but doesn’t let me know what the hell it is.”

      “Ask him!” I say, panicked. “According to the navigation screen, that vector is going to just blast us out of the solar system.”

      “It will take six minutes for him to get our question, and six more for us to hear his response. We need to burn most of our fuel in a minute and thirty seconds to hit the window he gave us.”

      “How long if we wait until we’re in position again?”

      “Too long,” Ramses says. “Harmony will get us before we have another shot.”

      I bite my lip and look at Ramses. I still feel the plummeting sensation of zero-g, or maybe that’s just how I always feel looking at this man. I grab his hand and say, “I don’t know your father, but I know you. And I trust you. If you trust him, start the engines and go to his mystery location.”

      “I’m glad you trust me,” he says, grinning. He squeezes my hand back, then says, “And it’s not like there’s any other choice. We trust my father, or we wait here until they kill or capture us.”

      I see the timer blinking red now. The ship’s voice asks, “Would you like to initiate burn?”

      “Yes,” Ramses says. “Do it.”

      The last few seconds count down, and suddenly it feels as if there is gravity again, though it’s really just the acceleration from the engines. There’s a lot of shaking, but the thrust feels just about 1g, so it’s much more comfortable than before – just like being on Earth’s surface.

      “Engines will burn for eight minutes,” Ramses says, “then we’re locked in. Now, let me ask my tight-lipped father where the hell we are going.”

      He hits a button, and suddenly we are recording.

      “Should I be on the camera?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Ramses says, laughing. “There’s no room on this ship to get out of the way anyway.”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder and says, “Father, this is Elise. She was my...partner on Earth. For the few hours I was there, at least. We decided to trust you, and the ship is rocketing at 1g toward the middle of nothing, so I really hope those coordinates were correct. It looks like Harmony is working with Darkstar, and they both seem to want us dead. One other thing...Elise is infected with something that Grius cooked up, though she’s showing no symptoms. It seems it only affects humans and not Seraphim or Marauders. Let us know where we are going and what we should do...I really hope you have a rock-solid plan, or we are probably dead. I don’t think Harmony will obey the directive to stay on Earth, and even if she does, she can get Darkstar to come get us for her.”

      The message ends, and there’s a long silence. I interrupt the quiet by saying, “I’m still your partner.”

      He looks at me with deep concern etched across his face. “Sorry, Elise...I didn’t know how to introduce you. I was kind of on the spot –”

      “You did fine, Ramses,” I say, smiling wide at him. “I’m not quite sure what this is either.”

      “This?” he says, suddenly looking quite serious.

      “I mean,” I say, “we’re a bit stuck together in this whole situation. In this ship. Maybe it’s just that? Or maybe it’s not.”

      “When you’re trying to get information from a witness, are you always this vague?” He beams at me, and his ears flick up and down.

      I feel heat rush to my cheeks. “You know what I’m talking about,” I say.

      “I’d rather hear you say it, though,” he says.

      “I just think we make good partners,” I say, blushing.

      “You’re being vague, again.”

      Ramses unbuckles his straps and pulls them off. The thrust is still going, and with the way the seats are positioned, it feels as if we are both laying on the floor. Ramses sits up, which makes it look as if he is sitting above me while I lay beneath him.

      He leans closer to me. “I think I know what you are afraid to say.”

      And I am afraid to say it. My cheeks are still burning and my heart is thumping loudly, and as much as I want to look away from him, I’m entirely lost in his eyes.

      He starts to lean closer to me, but then the engines cut off.

      With the acceleration gone, Ramses begins floating away from me. Instinctively we reach out and grab hands, and he pulls himself all the way into me. Right into me, lips first.

      Without thinking about it – about how dumb and reckless an idea it is – I kiss him fully, deeply, intensely and completely. Our tongues meet, and the warmth of his mouth overtakes me. His masculine scent is overpowering, and I feel drunk on it as our tongues dance together wet and warm. I close my eyes and forget that I’m on a tiny ship flying toward oblivion – chased by killer robots and evil aliens – and I exist only as that kiss. With Ramses, a man who risked everything to protect me.

      And suddenly the screen cuts on, and the Tsar’s face fills the entire wall. I react by pulling away, as if he could actually see me. As if he’d actually care?

      “Ramses,” Aegus says. “I’m sorry to hear about your...partner’s...illness. There may be hope for her where I’m sending you. This is a high-level secret that we never told the humans about. When our fleet reached the solar system, we deep-scanned everything. There was a gravitational anomaly between Earth and Venus...it looked like a planet, but there was nothing there. We sent probes there, and they all went dead. When we sent manned shuttles, they never came back.”

      I look at Ramses, and I can still taste him on my tongue, but now my chest is tight with fear.

      “This sounds like a solid plan, huh?” he says.

      I roll my eyes.

      Aegus continues. “Finally we took a low-tech Martian clunker, stripped it of all advanced electronics and microprocessors, and made sure it could be piloted one hundred percent manually. You can’t even see this planet until you’re deep in its atmosphere.”

      “Planet?” I ask, though Aegus can’t hear me.

      “The humans used to think there was a lost city. They thought it was much more advanced than everywhere else in the world at the time, but one day – overnight – it disappeared. Some say it sank into the sea, others say it was buried by a huge erupting volcano. These stories were taken somewhat seriously, but after humanity developed satellites and other advanced scanning techniques, it was put to bed as a baseless rumor or myth.”

      “Is he talking about….” I start to say, but he cuts me off.

      “Atlantis is real,” Aegus says. “But it was never a city. It was a planet. It is still a planet.... ”

    

  


  
    
      
        5 Ramses

      

    
    
      After the message cuts out, I see Elise’s face is totally white.

      The news kept getting worse. Atlantis was more advanced than Earth – so advanced that they cloaked themselves and scrubbed the records of their existence from Earth as best they could. They existed isolated and independent of Earth for millennia, but by the time the Marauders found them, their planet had frozen over and their civilization was all but destroyed. No surviving Atlanteans had ever been found, and the entire planet shut off any human and Marauder technology more advanced than the simplest of rockets – which meant finding potentially hidden Atlanteans extremely difficult. Marauder research had continued on Atlantis, but the Marauders decided to keep it secret for fear that Darkstar would find it.

      But Darkstar did find it, and now they want it for themselves.

      “I know I said no more surprises,” I say to Elise, “but this one surprised me, too.”

      Though it wasn’t half as surprising as that kiss. It felt right to do it, but I still expected her to shove or slap me away. I worry still that she may not really be my mate – that the situation is pushing us together and deceiving me – but each minute I spend with her makes me feel more and more certain that she is my mate.

      “So it’s going to be cold,” Elise says. “Too bad you can’t shift into a bear, huh?”

      “Even if I could,” I say, “It wouldn’t help you. The real pity is that it’s a barren ice planet and not a jungle. I grew up in jungles and could easily survive in one with no tools...but I’ve never even felt snow.”

      “You’re not missing much,” she says. “I’m sure your skills will come in handy either way. I’ve never done anything but buy food….”

      “It will be difficult to survive there,” I say. “But I will provide for us both.”

      Five days. That’s how long it will be until my cousin Sara arrives from Mars with reinforcements. My father said the Darkstar doesn’t know the “trick” for getting onto Atlantis, which should buy us some time. But five days? It will be hard enough to protect Elise from the elements. Adding on Marauders and Seraphim hunting us makes things much worse.

      “We’ll be there in a few hours,” Elise says. “Let’s do an inventory of our equipment.”

      We’re both floating about the small cabin. There’s barely room for the two of us to stand up to our full height, and much of that room is taken up by my emergency supplies packed into every nook and cranny.

      We start pulling everything out and taking stock.

      “One box of jerky,” Elise says. “Enough for two days, maybe.”

      I pull open a panel and find a vacuum-packed bag with cloth inside. “Some thick coats,” I say, reading the label. “Rated for Mars.”

      “Atlantis is colder than Mars, isn’t it?” Elise asks.

      I nod. “Let me see your stun rod.”

      Elise pulls it off her belt and hands it to me. I activate my bioglove and interface with the rod’s computer.

      “How strong is full power?” I ask.

      “Enough to knock out a Seraph,” Elise answers.

      I set the rod to full power, but the glove’s senses tell me it’s artificially limited by some type of regulator. I remove the regulator, set the rod to simply draw directly from its power cell when activated, and then I destroy the computerized parts entirely.

      When I’m finished, I let the glove sink back into my skin.

      “What did you do?” she asks.

      “I’m hoping I made it so that this thing will still work on Atlantis. Made it a dumb shock stick. But I overcharged it, so don’t touch the zappy end...it would probably stop your heart.”

      “And I’m guessing that fancy glove is no good on Atlantis?” Elise asks.

      I shake my head. “Even if it was, I wouldn’t have enough food to keep it powered anyway. I’m running on Chicago dog fumes right now. We won’t starve to death in five days, but if we have to fight Grius and his Seraphim on empty stomachs, it will be rough.”

      It’s well past midnight on Earth, and I can feel the exhaustion taking hold of me. Elise is nodding off every few moments.

      “Let’s get some sleep. We’ll need to be fully rested when we make planet-fall,” I say.

      We look at each other, realizing that we are going to sleep together. Well, not sleep together, but sleep in the same small space. The only way to sleep is to strap ourselves back into the chairs, and they are not close enough to each other for anything to...spontaneously happen.

      “We, uh,” Elise stammers. “Should get some sleep now then, yeah.”

      I nod and strap into my chair. I need to keep a clear head and to protect Elise on the hostile planet, I will need to rest. I can’t risk going further with her. Not yet. If only for the calories we’d burn doing it.

      “Good night, Ramses,” Elise says, and she kisses my cheek. Then she straps herself into her seat before I can react. My first instinct was to pull her into me and kiss her back, for real. And judging by my hardening cock, I know exactly what that would have led to.

      “Good night,” I whisper, closing my eyes. I focus on my breathing and not on my cock. I try to count backward from thirty to clear my mind, but sleep takes over before I even finish counting down.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I awake to the beeping computer.

      “It must be time,” I say.

      “Do you know how to pilot the ship?” Elise asks.

      “I can,” I say. “And I’m usually pretty good, but I’ve never tried to fly into an invisible planet with no electronics.”

      “May I make a suggestion?” the computer asks.

      “Yes,” Elise and I both respond in unison.

      “I can do the calculations now,” the computer says. “I have all the data stored for our approach to Atlantis. If you leave the entire maneuver to me, I can put you onto an entry course that will not likely burn the ship up and kill you both. I’ll leave you just enough fuel for a few micro adjustments as you begin entering the atmosphere.”

      “Go back to the part about not burning up and us dying,” Elise says. “You said not likely. How not likely are we talking here?”

      “Depending on Ramses’s skill as a pilot, between forty and eight-five percent,” the computer says.

      Elise widens her eyes at me.

      “You think Harmony could do a better job?” I ask, laughing and twitching my ears at her.

      She punches my shoulder, but it looks like it just hurts her hand.

      “What if you do the whole thing manually?” she asks me.

      Before I can answer, the computer interrupts. “Well, Elise, your chances of death would be greatly increased...but at least your fate would be entirely in your own hands. Or in Ramses’s hands, in this case.”

      “God!” Elise says. “I hate Marauder computers.”

      “They can get a bit philosophical,” I admit. “We think it stops them from becoming murderous assholes. Maybe you should make Harmony read some Plato instead of teaching her how to play I Spy.”

      She goes to hit me again, but looks down at her hand – which I assume is still sore from the previous punch – and decides against it.

      “We will go with the forty to eight-five percent chance,” I say.

      “If your piloting ability is as good as your father’s, your chance will be much closer to eight-five percent,” the computer says.

      I swallow, and try to remain calm. The computer will handle all the engine burns, propelling us onto a course that ideally will plant us right into a shallow entry into Atlantis’s atmosphere. My job at that point will be to keep the nose up so that the heat shield on the bottom of the ship stops the insanely high temperature of atmospheric entry from burning the ship apart. Even on the lowest-tech human craft, this is done with computer assistance, which keeps the craft essentially stable, leaving the pilot to do only minor navigation corrections.

      The other possibility is that the computer itself messes up, and we hit the atmosphere at too-steep of an approach, dying instantly. At least then it won’t be my fault. I keep that little nugget of optimism to myself, though.

      “Strap yourselves in,” the computer instructs. “This is going to be uncomfortable.”

      We both make sure we’re securely fastened in our seats, and then the engines burn. The ship flips all the way around so that we’re now pointing away from the planet, then it burns again, giving us the familiar feeling of being slammed back into our seats again.

      There is another jolt,  we start shaking, and then we’re flipping back around again.

      “Jesus!” Elise curses. “You’re going to make me throw up!”

      “Just wait until I’m driving,” I say, reaching out and taking her hand.

      She looks up at me with a nervous smile, and then she squeezes my hand back. “I really don’t feel like dying today, Ramses. So I’m trusting that you are going to give us an eighty-five percent chance of survival.”

      The engines are still jostling us around as the ship makes repeated microbursts and adjustment burns. I can see they are making Elise nervous as hell, so I continue holding her hand in mine and think of something to talk about that will keep her mind off how bad things are getting.

      “I was born in Sankt Petersburg,” I say. “Venus’s biggest and most glorious floating city. I was literally born in the shadow of my father...well, technically the giant Marauder statue towering above the palace is just ‘The Marauder Statue,’ but no one can deny it looks just like my father. I don’t have any memories of Sankt Petersburg from those early years. As soon as I could walk, I was sent to live with my aunts – who aren’t really my aunts – Irena and Yulia in one of Venus’s floating rainforests….”

      I notice Elise is staring at me, waiting for me to keep talking. I’m definitely succeeding at calming her down, though I notice that the engines have already stopped and that we are only about ten minutes away from me needing to take manual control.

      “So the tribe raised me. Of course, my parents visited as often as they could – almost every week – but I grew up almost entirely in the jungle.”

      “Don’t the tribespeople walk around naked?” Elise asks.

      “Yeah,” I say. “I went from diapers to naked. I didn’t wear underwear until I was fourteen.”

      Elise laughs. “Must be difficult to get used to.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “Especially during puberty –.”

      “Oh my God!” she says, cutting me off. “Are you trying to brag about –-?”

      “No,” I say laughing. “I’m not bragging. It’s just a fact of Seraphim anatomy –”

      “You’re ridiculous, Ramses. You’re supposed to be calming me down, not humble-bragging to me about how big your cock is.”

      “Well,” I say, “if I’m bothering with that, it must mean I believe we’re going to make it through.”

      “So,” she says, “if we do make it out alive, you want me to know that you have a big cock?”

      “It is Seraphim anatomy,” I say. “But you should know that Marauder DNA is dominant, and we definitely measure up to –”

      “Okay,” she says, “Got it. We’re not going to die, and you believe it, that’s all I needed to know.”

      I grin. “So you’re not scared anymore?”

      “I appreciate the effort,” she says. “But if someone as cocky as you thinks he’s going to succeed...it just proves you’re cocky.”

      “All right,” I say, “but when I land this baby on Atlantis, you’ll owe me some serious shame debt for saying that.”

      “I’m human,” I say. “I don’t believe in shame debt.”

      “I do,” I answer, pulling out the manual controls. “So you’ll still owe me.”

      “Ah,” the computer says, “I think it’s time I bid farewell to both of you. I will go into stasis so that Atlantis does not kill me. But I have to wonder, if the ship stays on that planet, and I’m in stasis forever, how is that any different than the cold embrace of death itself? Though were I an organic individual, would I ask myself that very same question every night before going to sleep? What if, for example, I go to sleep and never wake up again --?”

      “Computer! Stop! Calm down!” I shout. “We’ll try to get the ship off the planet once Sara brings backup,” I say. “And if you stop talking about sleep and death, I promise we’ll try even harder.”

      “Deal,” the computer says. “Goodbye! And good luck!”

      When the computer shifts into stasis, the advanced screen shuts off, and the outer hull opens up to show a thick window with poor viewing angles. I hold tight to the control stick and look through the window, but there’s still just total blackness.

      “What if the planet doesn’t really exist?” Elise says. “Or it’s not really here, or –”

      “That’s why we only have an eighty-five percent chance,” I say.

      The sound of her voice keeps me calm, even when she’s deathly nervous. Normally I’d feel annoyed that someone was talking to me while I’m trying to pilot, but it doesn’t seem as if Elise can ever annoy me.

      Suddenly and without warning, the ship goes from total calm zero-g to violently shaking.

      “Is that supposed to happen?” Elise asks, clutching the arms of her chair so tightly that her knuckles turn white.

      I look out the window and see the first signs of the heat from our entry – a red glow pulsating across the small window. On my training runs I’d see Venus below, but now I see only empty blackness.

      “Well,” I say, “at least we know there’s something here with an atmosphere, so the chances that we will float on until we run out of oxygen just went down.”

      “What about the chances of burning to death?”

      “Still up in the air,” I say.

      “Tell me that joke wasn’t intentional.”

      I grin and clutch the stick. As I watch through the window, the red turns to yellow tinged with a hint of green. The vibrations start to intensify, as well. I risk pulling back on the stick, which pulls the nose up slightly, and the vibrations stabilize.

      I keep an eye on the instruments, as I’ve been trained to do, but they are all completely dead. I’ll have to do this by sight and feel alone.

      I spare a glance at Elise and I notice that her eyes are closed. She’s mouthing something to herself – it may even be a prayer.

      “I promised I’d protect you,” I say in a low whisper, inaudible over the loud vibrations, “and I will.”

      The red glow covers the whole window, but I can still see through it slightly. In one instant, the blackness beyond the fire gives way to a wide, curved, snow-white horizon.

      “Atlantis,” I say.

      Elise opens her eyes. “Holy shit.”

      “You’ll be the first human to step foot on Atlantis in millennia. Pretty cool, right?”

      The stick jerks in my hand, and the nose drops way too suddenly.

      My stomach churns, as if I’m falling off a cliff, and I fight to pull the stick back.

      Elise shouts an impressive string of curse words, and I see the horizon disappear off the top of the window, filling my view with white. We are way too deep for a safe entry.

      Slowly I get the nose shifted so that it’s pulling up again, but I can feel the temperature increasing in the cabin.

      “Don’t touch the walls,” I shout over the deafening sound of the atmosphere as it’s trying to burn our ship into charred metal.

      Elise looks over, and the wall nearest her is beginning to glow orange. He eyes widen at that, and she crosses her arms over her chest and then shuts her eyes tight again.

      “Best if I don’t have her keep looking at shit,” I mumble to myself.

      I wanted to get a good view of Atlantis while we were still high up – to scout out the terrain – but I can’t spare any attention to that now.

      With all of my strength, I pull back on the stick, and finally the horizon – now level – comes back into view and the rumbling begins to die down. After a minute or so, it’s gone entirely, and we’re gliding down toward the surface.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Elise curses, still clutching the straps and shutting her eyes tight.

      “We’re not going to die from intense heat,” I say. “Try to help me get a lay of the land.”

      She opens her eyes, but looks at me rather than looking through the window. “Not going to die of intense heat? I can read between the lines, Ramses, so that just means we’re going to freeze to death, right?”

      “That’s your cop instinct,” I say. “I’ll need to choose my words more carefully in the future.”

      From the window, I can see an icy coastline and liquid water. Either it’s not as cold as my father said, or the water is extra salty.

      “I want to land us on the coast,” I say.

      “You think we can drink the water? Fish?”

      “I doubt we can drink the seawater,” I say, “but we may be able to fish. My main reason for wanting to land there, though, is that Sara needs to be able to find us. We have some crude communications equipment on the ship, and telling her roughly where we are will be much easier if we are on a coast.”

      “Won’t that make it easier for Grius to find us, too?” Elise worries.

      “There’s always a tradeoff….”

      Elise points out the window and says, “Hey, there’s a big frozen sea. That probably means it’s fresh water, right?”

      I unstrap myself – the planet’s gravity is in full effect now as we coast through the lower atmosphere. I lean forward.

      “Yeah, good,” I say. “There’s a mountain range above, too, and a peninsula jutting down into the frozen sea. It will be easy to describe this spot, and we might be able to cut through the ice and get water.”

      I take the stick and guide us toward the peninsula.
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      The ship has landing gear, but since Ramses doesn’t know how deep the snow is, he says it’s smarter to just glide across it like we are a sled.

      “Are you sure?” I ask. “What if –”

      “If the snow is deep, the landing gear will dig in and cause drag, and it could rip off pieces of the ship.”

      “Fine, Mr. Know-it-all.”

      “I did get us safely through the atmosphere,” he says, “so it wasn’t just all ego.”

      “And now you’re gloating about it,” I snap.

      “I’ll have more to gloat about after I execute this sled landing.”

      I bite my lip and watch through the window. We passed the mountains already, and I can only see the sea on one side now. We’re very close to the ground, and the ship has no engine that can power it in the atmosphere. We have one shot at landing, and if Ramses overshoots the target, there will be no second chance.

      When the white snow comes right up under us, I hold my breath. I want to hold Ramses’s hand, or his arm – or embrace his whole fucking body – but I also don’t want him to botch the landing, so I settle for holding on extra tightly to my harness straps.

      “Here goes…,” Ramses says, and then I feel the ship catch the snow and begin to drag. It’s much gentler than I expected, and it really does feel as if we’re on a sled. A really big sled that just flew through space.

      “Hmmm,” Ramses says, still holding the stick and looking through the window with narrowed eyes. His high cheekbones are illuminated by the sunlight bouncing off the snow. “I just realized, the ship is probably still really hot, and I just landed on snow –”

      The gentle gliding sensation suddenly becomes a horrible, gut-wrenching grinding, and I feel the ship rotating around, but still sliding forward in the same direction. My stomach churns, and I feel dizzy as we begin to spin and slide.

      Ramses’s hands are off the stick now, and he grabs my hand and holds it. “Just for the record,” he says, “the landing gear wouldn’t have solved this problem….”

      I feel the speed slowing down quickly; the friction from the solid ground is much stronger than from the snow, and soon we come to a complete stop.

      Ramses lets go of my hand, rips off his harness, and then helps me out of mine. He pulls me up to my feet, and we start grabbing the gear. We both suit up into the heavy coats, which feels ridiculous, as I’m still sweating profusely from our entry through the atmosphere.

      “Remember this feeling,” Ramses says. “This might be the last good heat you’ll feel for days.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him, and he smiles wickedly at me. There’s another kind of good heat I might be able to feel, and he knows it.

      I take a glance out the window and see the coastline. The entire coastline  – and we’re on the wrong side of it.

      “Ramses,” I say. “Are we on the sea right now?”

      He presses his face to the window, and his ears perk straight up.

      Without warning, he grabs me by the hand, kicks open the hatch, and then throws me over his shoulder.

      He leaps out of the ship with me still hanging over his shoulder. He slides down the side of the hull and crashes onto the ice in a low crouch.

      He starts to run, but slips.

      He manages to lodge himself under me as he falls – even when he falls over he’s still trying to protect me – and I collide into his solid body. I look down and see that the ice is wet. When I look up, the bottom of our ship – the part that is touching the ice – is still visibly burning hot.

      The ice below us begins to crack. It’s a loud sound, like thunder mixed with an earthquake, and I shout over it. “Run! Like a penguin!”

      I do a few small shuffle steps in front of him as an illustration, then look back to make sure he’s following me.

      He follows me, mimicking the steps.

      “Oh,” he says, “I see, keep the center of gravity straight and don’t spread it across both legs.”

      I roll my eyes as I waddle forward. The snowy coast is near enough that I could probably run to it in thirty seconds, but waddling across the ice, I’ll be lucky if I can reach it in a full minute.

      Ramses quickly overtakes me – he can even waddle fast – and he snatches me up as he shuffles past me. He throws me over his shoulder and carries me as quickly as he can toward solid land.

      “You really like throwing me over your shoulder, don’t you?”

      “Sure as hell do,” he shouts.

      The wind is blowing hard, and the cold sucks the heat right from my cheeks. My head is insulated from the thick cloth, but it’s a Marauder beanie with ear flaps, so it does not protect my human ears. My ears feel frozen solid after only a few minutes on the surface,

      He holds me tight, and I look back at the ship as he waddles me toward land. The cracks in the ice start to spread, and I see the ice breaking open. Chunks of ice start to spread apart, and the ship begins to move.

      Suddenly it starts descending nose-first into the sea, and I see a crack in the ice racing and winding toward us, like lightning in slow motion.

      The crack goes right between Ramses’s legs, and he leaps onto one side of the crack as the ice parts, exposing the colder-than-freezing water just below us. Another crack hits the other side, and soon we are on a floating island of ice, only about ten meters from the safety of land.

      When we are about five meters away, our island of ice begins to drift away from land, back out toward the sea.

      Ramses shuffles faster toward the edge.

      “Shit, you’re going to jump, aren’t you?”

      “I’m going to throw you first,” he says.

      “Wha –”

      And then he throws me. I fly through the air, the deadly water churning just below me, but he’s strong, and I land on the snowy coast, falling into a deep pile of the soft, white powdery snow.

      I look up and see Ramses leap, but the island has drifted further away, and only one of his feet hits land.

      I reach up and grab his hand, but he slips and topples backward, right into the water.

      There’s a big splash, and Ramses disappears into the water. A few drops of the water splashes on my exposed face, and it feels so cold that it burns.

      I consider – briefly – jumping in to save him, but then I remember those anatomy lessons in school. Not the part where the girls were snickering about Seraphim cock, but the part where we learned how Marauder genes dominate human ones, and most of the Marauder traits – such as ability to thrive in incredibly inhospitable environments and extreme temperatures – were passed down to the Seraphim.

      If I jump in, I will die. If Ramses is still alive to be saved, then he’ll have to risk his life to save me.

      “Just wait,” I say. “Count down from ten, see if he adapts and swims back up.”

      I don’t know what I’ll do when I hit zero, but I start to search the surrounding area for anything I can use to help. There’s a snow-covered shrub, which I run to while continuing my countdown. I grab at the branches through the pillow-soft snow and start to break off the longest ones I can find. They don’t seem very sturdy, but it’s better than nothing.

      4, 3, 2….

      I get to the edge and dip the branch into the water. Right then Ramses explodes out of the water, and he grabs hold of the shoreline. His hands slip, and I throw the branch aside to clasp onto both of his hands. I anchor myself well into the ground, and Ramses uses his strength to pull himself out of the water.

      Once he’s out of the frigid water, he collapses onto the ground and laughs.

      “Shit!” he shouts. “That is cold!”

      I fall down to my knees and put a hand on his cheek, but it’s burning hot.

      “What the –”

      “My body warmed up to compensate,” he says. “Marauder genes. But it still feels fucking cold!”

      I’m shivering myself, and I didn’t even take a dip in the ice cold water.

      “Marauder genes or not,” I say, “you have to get these soaked clothes off –”

      “And we need a fire,” he says. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

      He unzips his wet coat, then yanks it off and throws it to the ground. He pulls off two more layers of wet clothing, and suddenly I see his not-quite-purple skin. His muscles are bulging, and his eight-pack abs are glistening with beads of freezing water. I watch captivated as he continues to strip down. He grew up naked in a jungle, so it’s probably no big deal to him, but it’s a big deal to me.

      His pants come off.

      A really big deal.

      As he removes his underwear – the last piece of clothing –a rock-hard teal dick springs to attention. It’s huge, bigger than even some Marauder dicks I’ve seen in photographs. Anatomy textbooks...of course.

      “Ramses,” I say, staring down at his gorgeous cock. “Were you...looking at porn down there, or what?”

      He looks down at his dick and laughs. I notice his muscles are even bigger than when he first stripped down. His biceps have become positively massive.

      “Oh,” he says, “my body is adapting to the cold. Increasing blood flow...to my extremities...to stave off frostbite. The increased blood flow makes my muscles get even bigger, though my dick is always this big, it’s just hard to keep it warm. But yeah, the blood flow increases everywhere...makes me hard.”

      I stare at him in dumbfounded silence. How can I even respond to that?

      He smirks at me. “I’m not going to say it, but you’re probably thinking it.”

      I grit my teeth at him.

      “Okay,” he says, “I guess I will say it. It wasn’t all ego. Everything I said I’d do, I did. And now I say I’m going to build us a shelter.”

      I reach into my bag and pull out a rolled-up thermal blanket. It’s made of some type of nanofiber that allows almost no heat to escape.

      “Oh,” he says, “you got the blanket?”

      “What do you mean? We gathered everything we needed….”

      I look out to the sea, at the gaping hole our ship sank through.

      “Yeah,” Ramses says. “About that...I didn’t get my bag. It’s underwater.”

      “What was in your bag?” I ask.

      “All our food and water,” he says. “Good thing I’m one of the most skilled hunters on Venus, which probably means one of the most skilled in the solar system.”

      “What if there’s nothing here to hunt?”

      He points to the shrub. “There’s vegetation, so there should be animals.”

      I throw the blanket to him and he catches it. “So, you want me to cover up, huh? Feeling shy?”

      “No,” I say. “You lost all our food, and you’re probably burning even more calories to keep your big dick hard. Bundle up so you don’t have to chow down all the food we do get when we finally find something to eat.”

      “All right,” he says, pulling the blanket over his shoulders. “I’ll keep this on for now, but I won’t be able to hunt or do any real work with this thing constraining me.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Food would be good,” Ramses says, “but it’s a luxury at this point. First we need water. I swallowed some of the seawater, and it’s fresh. It might be full of deadly bacteria that will kill me, but there’s at least not any salt in it. Unfortunately, all the water bottles and jugs were in the bag I forgot.

      “So…,” I say, “we just stay within walking distance of the coast?”

      He looks up at the sky, and we see the sun is fairly low in the sky.

      “I have no idea what the day and night cycles are like here,” he says. “Or how much colder it might get at night. Ideally, we’d find some kind of cave.”

      He looks in the direction of the mountains. They are incredibly high, and the terrain even half a kilometer in front of us begins to fill up with sharp ridges and foothills.

      He points toward one of the ridges. “Even if we can have one rocky wall sheltering us on one side, it would help.”

      As he turns to point to the ridge, the wind gusts, and his blanket blows up and exposes his chiseled ass. I stare down at it, but he doesn’t even seem to notice.

      “So water is covered,” he says, “shelter is urgent, but can wait a few hours...we need sharp sticks.”

      “Sharp sticks?” I ask.

      “We hope we’re going to have something to hunt,” he says, “but it’s also possible something will hunt us.”

      “You’re not making me feel better, Ramses,” I say. “What about the stun rod?”

      “I want to save it,” he says. “We should use it only as a last resort. By the way, what is a penguin?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “You told me to run like a penguin. I don’t know what that means.”

      “A penguin...it’s an animal. A bird. Well, it was an animal. It went extinct...but they waddled around on Antarctica.”

      “Why would it waddle if it could just fly?” he says, his ears pulling back in confusion.

      “They were flightless birds,” I say. “Good swimmers, though.”

      “Weird,” he says. “But it’s no surprise to me that a bird that couldn’t even fly went extinct.”

      We walk together to the shrub, and Ramses starts to tear off branch after branch.

      “These are too weak to be used as weapons,” he says. “We’ll have to settle for rocks. Come on.”

      He grabs my hand, and even through my thick glove I can feel his warmth…or maybe I’m just imagining it.

      We trudge through the snow, which goes up to Ramses’s knees and as far as my waist. Ramses starts to walk in front of me, cutting a path through the snow.

      “Are you seriously not cold?” I ask.

      “Cold as hell,” he says. “But I’ll survive.”

      I’ve strapped his soaked clothes onto the back of my pack, hooking them on the outside so they won’t get all of the other supplies wet. We still have more thermal blankets, some pots and pans, and some matches. I’d trade everything but the blankets for the food that Ramses lost. Though I can’t exactly blame him for losing the food. We had mere moments to escape the ship before it sank, and he prioritized our immediate safety over grabbing the rations.

      As we begin to walk uphill, my legs start to feel numb. I don’t know if it’s exhaustion or the cold – or a combination of both. There’s a ridgeline in front of us, and it goes about ten meters straight up. The face of the ridge is exposed rock, and there are small boulders circling all around the bottom, only partially covered in snow.

      When we make it out of the snow, I’m tempted to just fall to the ground, lay on my back, and go to sleep. I’m praying that we’ll choose this spot to take shelter, and that we won’t have to continue trudging any farther through the snow.

      Ramses starts to sift through the boulders, and he finds a few that fit in the palm of his hand. He hefts them up and down, then throws one at the rocky face of the ridge. It hits it hard, and the sound echoes across the rock.

      “Nice,” he says. “Here, put these in your pack.”

      He hands one to me, and it’s so heavy that I nearly drop it. He catches it as it falls out of my hand, and then he says, “Hmmm, I guess I’ll carry the pack.”

      He takes the pack from me, throws his blanket off and exposes his full nakedness once again. His dick isn’t rock-hard anymore, but there’s definitely still a lot of blood pumping through it.

      Over Ramses’s shoulder, I see something move suddenly.

      I tear my eyes away from Ramses and stare back at the pile of rocks.

      “What is it?” he asks, whirling around.

      “Maybe the rocks were just shifting,” I say. “Something moved.”

      Ramses opens up the bag and pulls out the stun rod.

      “Isn’t that to be used as a last resort?” I ask.

      Ramses doesn’t respond. Instead, he just holds the stun rod up.

      Then the rock shifts again, but I see – to my horror – that it’s not a rock at all.

      “Stay behind me!” Ramses shouts, throwing one of the boulders at the source of the movement.

      The thing moves toward us, scurrying across the rocks on eight legs. It looks like a giant spider. It’s grey like the rocks, and it has dozens of eyes all over its face.

      He picks up another rock, this one slightly larger than the last, and points the stun rod toward the spider.

      I back up a good five paces, as I’m completely unarmed. “We should just run –”

      “Keep backing up,” Ramses says, also taking steps backward.

      The spider takes tentative steps toward us. Its body is slightly larger than Ramses, and its big legs jut up to twice his height before bending at the joint and going back down. As it steps into the thick snow, I see that it has evolved to this height to keep it well above the snow.

      We continue stepping backward along the path that Ramses created, which leads straight back to the ice-cold water.  We can back up, but not for long, and if we try to run sideways, the deep snow will slow us down while the spider moves effortlessly and catches us.

      For each step back we take, the spider takes two – or sixteen – steps forward, if you count each movement of each leg as one step. Its fangs start to move back and forth – as if it’s ready to eat – as it draws closer and closer to Ramses.

      “All right,” Ramses says, “I’m going to go in on it; you hold this.”

      He tosses the stun rod back to me, and I catch it in both hands.

      Go in? With what? A big rock? Why the hell did he throw our best weapons back to me?

      “Do you want me to zap it?” I ask.

      “No!” he shouts. “We need to save that rod for Grius. Back up to the sea! Don’t get near this thing!”

      And then he rushes forward, charging toward the spider, his big boulder held high above his head.

      Ramses roars out some kind of battle cry, and the spider takes a few steps backward. It’s probably never encountered any animal dumb enough to rush straight toward it before, and it doesn’t know how to react.

      Two of the spider’s legs lift up and slam down. Ramses dodges both of them, then he slams the boulder into one of the spider’s eyes. It squeals and tries to scurry back, but Ramses leaps.

      He jumps right over its fangs, grabs hold of the hairs on its body, and climbs up on top of the spider.

      “You fucking idiot…,” I murmur to myself, still clutching the stun rod. Ramses told me to run back to the sea, but I stay as close as I dare, holding the rod ready. At the first sign of something going wrong – as if Ramses riding a giant spider isn’t already wrong – I will turn the rod on and jam it right into the big gross spider’s face. Grius be damned – I’d rather die to a Darkstar Marauder than to a disgusting-looking  fucking spider.

      Ramses clings to the spider’s back, and it starts to spin around wildly, jumping and bouncing around. It wants to fling Ramses off, and if it does, I will jam it with the rod before it can get on top of him.

      “Get back, Elise!” Ramses shouts. He gets himself turned around so that he’s laying totally flat on its back, maximizing the surface area that he’s touching and making it as difficult as possible for the spider to throw him off.

      The spider stops spinning after a few moments, and then it locks its dozens of eyes on me, stares and flexes its fangs, and starts moving right toward me.

      Ramses yells again, raises his rock, and slams it into the spider’s head. He raises the boulder and slams again, and again, and again.

      With each hit, the spider begins to veer dizzily off the path through the snow, stepping through the deep snow and going further away from me.

      I start to trudge through the waist-deep snow after Ramses and the beast, still ready with the stun rod.

      But Ramses slams the boulder down, and I see a disgusting green ichor blast out of the spider’s head, and the green goop oozes out of the shattered hole and stains the snow green. The spider’s legs go limp, and it falls down onto the snow, with Ramses still on top.

      “Damn it, Elise!” he shouts, rolling off the spider’s back and falling into the snow. He stands back up, throws his arms up, and pushes back through the snow toward me. “I told you to get to safety! What were you --?”

      “What was I doing?” I shout at him over a howling gust of wind. “One hit from this rod and we could have safely downed the spider, but instead you have to fucking show off and ride it around, slamming it with a big dumb rock? You have to be kidding me.”

      “Conservation of limited resources,” Ramses says. “That’s what survival is about. If we use up all of our tools on the first day, we’ll have nothing left when we really need it. Do you think I can defeat Grius with just a rock? Not a chance. But a big dumb spider, that’s easy.”

      “It didn’t look easy,” I say.

      Ramses laughs. “Okay, it wasn’t actually very easy, but you have to admit it was pretty badass. I didn’t know if the rock would do the job or not. I was going to start jamming its eyes out if I couldn’t slam through its carapace.”

      “There’s a sentence I never wanted to hear.”

      “Speaking of something you probably never wanted,” he says, “at least now we have some spider meat to eat.”

      I nearly retch just thinking about it.

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “Hunger is the best spice.”
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      The sun is low in the sky, and my dick gets rock-hard even with the blanket wrapped all the way around me. The extra blood flow is keeping me protected, but hunger is gnawing away at me. I cut off three of the spider’s legs and bundled them together with the soft branches, and now I’m carrying them over my shoulder. I need to get a fire started to cook them. It’s possible they are safe to eat raw...but I don’t want to risk it. And getting Elise to eat them after a nice cooking will be difficult enough. She’d probably have to be on the verge of total starvation to consider eating them raw.

      We’re walking along the rocky ridgeline to avoid the worst of the wind and the deep snow.

      “I need to take a rest,” Elise says.

      She’s said this every ten minutes or so, and then every five. And now even more often.

      “Can you walk?” I ask.

      “Ramses, I can barely even feel my feet.”

      Frostbite. The extra blood flow protects me from it, but Elise is susceptible. It’s getting too cold. We need shelter, and now.

      I take the blanket and wrap it around her body.

      “Okay,” I say. “Here’s what you do. Take your boots and gloves off, then wrap your arms around my shoulder and your legs around my waist. Keep your hands and feet against my body, and hold the blanket clasped tightly around us to trap the heat in.”

      “You’d like that...huh?” she says. Her voice sounds tired and fading, as if she’s about to fall asleep from exhaustion. I can’t risk her falling asleep, though, or she may succumb to hyperthermia.

      I get her shoes and gloves off, and I see her hands and feet are already suffering from frost nip. I quickly get her onto my back, and she closes the blanket tightly around us.

      “Wow, Ramses,” she says. “You’re so warm...like a nice warm oven.”

      “Don’t let go,” I say, walking forward. She’s not that heavy, and it’s trivial for me to lift her, but I need to find shelter before it gets even colder. My body can only produce extra heat for both of us for so long.

      We keep walking forward in that stance, and the feeling of Elise’s body pressed up against me keeps me going as the sun sets.

      The moment the sun falls below the horizon, it feels as if the wind starts to blow twice as hard and it’s twice as cold. The thermal blanket keeps out most of it, but when even a sliver of wind seeps through, it feels like falling into that icy water all over again. Thankfully my body has dried out at least, though my clothes won’t be dry again until we get a fire going.

      To get Elise onto my back, I’ve had to slide the pack around to the front, and I’m holding the spider legs in my arms now. I feel more like a pack mule than a Seraph. I crammed spider pieces into the bag as well, throwing out some of the pots and pans to make space. Elise objected to this, but we really only need one pot.

      After what feels like an eternity, I spot a small hole in the ridge. It’s a little taller than me, and it goes about three meters deep into the rock.

      I sigh in relief and I walk us into the opening. As soon as we are inside, the wind stops barraging me, and I feel warmer straight away.

      “Are we home yet?” Elise asks.

      She’s barely awake at this point. I need to get her warm before she falls asleep in this cold.

      “I don’t think you want to call this home,” I say. “But yes, tell me something about Earth. You can’t sleep until you finish telling me a story.”

      I need her to stay awake while I build the fire and set up our shelter, but I can’t keep checking in on her while I do it. As long as she’s talking, I know she’s awake.

      I wrap the blanket tightly around her, and place her sitting up against the deepest wall of the mini-cave.

      “How are your hands and feet?” I ask.

      “They hurt,” she says.

      Good. At least she can feel them.

      I throw the pack down onto the ground. “Tell me a story about when you were younger.”

      “I wanted to be a doctor,” Elise says. “Ever since I was little….”

      I haven’t forgotten about the infection. The danger of the cold is more pressing, and since Elise hasn’t seemed to show any symptoms, I’ve let it fall to the wayside, but I worry that any extreme cold could weaken her immune system. There’s still a chance that she’s not really infected, but I don’t want to bet on it.

      One reason I’m so determined to keep the stun rod for Grius is so that I can capture him alive. Elise’s only hope may be if I can get Grius to tell me what the infection really is.

      I open up the pack and pull out the spider guts. There’s several organs which are full of the gooey ichor. I have a gut feeling about the ichor, but I also want to see which of the spider pieces is most palatable when cooked.

      “So when I was sixteen,” Elise says, “after I passed the initial tests and interviews, they let me start interning at the hospital. I was working under this really great doctor, Dr. Leedy, and she was everything I wanted to be. She was patient, caring, and incredibly knowledgeable. I still had regular school for half the day, but Harmony puts us on career paths early on, since she could evaluate what career we are most suited for. Every day at school, I was counting down the hours until I could go to Dr. Leedy’s office and do what I really wanted to do….”

      Below the spider pieces is the one pot I saved. I set it to the side and dig through until I come to the extra blankets. I’ve stacked my soaked clothes, which are frozen stiff, in a bundle against the wall.

      The blankets have a small pouch filled with tools such as rings, hooks, and stakes. I use one of the boulders to ram the stakes into the rock just above the opening, and I hang the blanket down so it covers the opening of the cave – mostly. There are some gaps, but it should trap in a good deal of heat and keep out the worst of the cold.

      I go back inside and throw the bundles of sticks down into the center of the cave. I grab the matches from the bag, and echo a huge sigh of relief that Elise managed to save them. I’m used to starting fires with flint stones, but there’s no guarantee I could have found the right kind of stone here on Atlantis.

      “One day,” Elise continues, “when I came into the office, there was an addict that Dr. Leedy was treating in the waiting room when I walked in. He was going through withdrawal, and I could see him shaking and getting nervous. He kept asking the receptionist when he could go in and get his meds. He was on one of those programs where he had to go in every day to get medication and addiction treatment – to keep him on the wagon – but I guess he’d missed his scheduled time, so he had to wait an extra-long time, and was losing it. He started shouting at the receptionist, pacing the room, that kind of thing. Normally I’d just walk right through and go help Dr. Leedy, but the receptionist seemed in over her head, and I wanted to help….”

      I set smaller stones from outside around to form a small barrier for the fire, and then I take the kindling and smallest branches and place them in the center. I light the small branches, and once they are burning, I slowly stack larger branches on top. There are a few more shrubs outside, and to keep the fire going at this rate, I’d need to make constant trips all night long to throw more and more weak, tiny branches onto the flames.

      Once all of the branches I’ve gathered are on the fire, the heat starts to wash across me, but just as soon as I feel the glorious relief of that warmth, the branches are already burning out.

      “I’d had self-defense training since I was little,” Elise says. “My mom was mugged back in the last days of the Empire, and she wanted me to be able to protect myself. So I see this addict grab the receptionist by the arm, and she looks at me with these terrified eyes. The guy pulls her arm through the booth, and the chair falls out from under her, but the guy is still tearing at her arm.

      “He was bigger than me, but he was also wasting away from the addict lifestyle, and he had no real muscle mass or anything. I grabbed him from behind, shoved him against the counter with my forearm, and then jammed my other elbow into the pressure point on the back of his arm. He screamed and let go of the receptionist, and I held him there like that until Harmony sent a drone in to fully restrain him.”

      Now it’s time to test the ichor.

      I take one of the spider guts, tear it open a bit, and drip some ichor onto the flames. As soon as the green fluid hits the fire – even just a few drops – the fire flares up, and heat surges out.

      Excellent. I have enough ichor in all these guts that I can slowly feed the flames without having to gather more branches and twigs.

      I hold my hands over the fire and nod to Elise. “And so Harmony decided you shouldn’t be a doctor after all?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” she says. “I always wonder what would have happened if I just hadn’t done that. If I had just ignored it and walked by.”

      “Well,” I say. “That’s not who you are. You saw someone who needed help, and you helped them.”

      “But maybe I’d have done more good as a doctor,” she says.

      “If you had been a doctor,” I say, “I’d never have met you.”

      “And you wouldn’t have been on this horrible planet right now,” she says. “You’d be on Earth still probably...doing real good, instead of wasting your time babysitting me.”

      I move to her side and pull her body close up against mine. “I chose to do this. I wanted this.”

      “We’re sitting in a cave full of spider guts, Ramses. How could you want this?”

      “I wanted you,” I say. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

      I kiss her, and she pulls the blanket around me, locking our warmth in together.

      She kisses me back, and my hands move down her body. I tear furiously at her clothes, needing to get them all off. Elise half helps me remove her clothes, and half grabs hungrily at my body.

      She squeezes my arms while tugging at the zipper on her jacket. I pull her belt off, and her lips fall down to my chest. She licks my body as I pull off her clothes piece by piece.

      Soon – though it feels like ages – we are both totally naked under the blanket, with the fire warm beside us. She roughly grabs hold of my hard cock, and it begins to vibrate in response.

      I run my lips down her body, stopping between her breasts. I squeeze and massage them gently as my lips and tongue work around her glorious curves. I run my tongue in circles around her right nipple, and she moans loudly, throwing her head back. I squeeze her harder, and then wrap my lips around her other nipple, pressing my tongue firmly against her, and suck.

      “God!” she groans. “It feels so good!”

      Her hand squeezes the base of my shaft, and as I suck and tongue her nipple, she begins to stroke me up and down. My dick lubricates itself, and soon her hand is sliding slickly against my soaked shaft. She runs her thumb up and down the head, and I shudder from the intensity of her touch.

      With her nipple still in my mouth, I reach down straight between her legs, and I grin in satisfaction at how wet she already is at her core.

      “I was cold for so long,” she says, “I never thought I’d feel this warm again.”

      “It will get warmer still,” I say.

      My stomach is empty, but the hunger for food is nothing next to my hunger for Elise.

      I run my fingers along her wet and swollen lips, dipping them in her soaking juices. I find her clit and rub gently. I listen to her moans, and as they grow louder and more intense, so does the rhythmic movement of my finger on her clit.

      When she screams out, I can’t take it anymore, and I shove her onto her back and dive face-first between her legs. She’s lost all shyness and hesitation, and she wraps her legs obediently around my head. I slurp up her juices, and run my tongue all along her most sensitive parts. She screams and moans louder, and it just urges me to lap and tongue her harder and faster.

      I suck loudly, and wanting to feel more of her, I slide two fingers into her tight and slick channel. She lets out a mix between a laugh and a frustrated moan, so I put in another finger, and she squeals.

      I move my fingers in and out of her faster and faster while I worship her clit with my lips and tongue.

      Her thighs squeeze and flex against my cheeks, and I feel her inner walls contracting wet and hot against my fingers.

      Her hips begin to buck against me, and I pull my fingers out of her and slide my tongue inside. My tongue slides deeply into her, deeper than any human tongue could dream of going, and it fills her up completely. My fingers are dripping in her come, and I rub her clit rapidly as I slide my tongue in and out of her over and over.

      I taste her juices flowing across me like a river, and I feel her pussy squeezing my tongue, while she continues bucking her hips and presses her clit hard against my wet fingers.

      I slurp up her juices and swallow every last drop, and then her walls start to pulse rapidly as she screams and moans. Her hips shoot up, and she comes all over my tongue. I never let off her clit, and my tongue slides in and out of her faster and faster. Only a Marauder or Seraph can tongue fuck like this.

      Her fingernails dig into my hair, and I’d laugh from ecstasy if my tongue wasn’t so deep inside her.

      She comes hard all over me, and I slow down the thrusts from my tongue, and let off pressure on her clit as her orgasm subsides.

      When she’s fallen flat on her back and is panting and trying to catch her breath, I pull my tongue all the way out of her and suck the wet juices off my fingers.

      My stomach is tearing at me, and I know Elise must be hungry as well. “Want me to cook up some spider meat?”

      Still lying flat on her back, she laughs loudly. “God, I’m not that hungry yet.”

      My cock is rock-hard and vibrating wildly, and looking at her soaking wet pussy in the firelight is driving me wild. “Want to work up some more hunger then?”

      She sits up and looks at me with a wicked smile. Her dark brown eyes are wet and glassy in the soft glow of the fire. She licks her lips and shoves my chest with both hands. “Get on your back, Ivanov.”

      I let her shove me down, and my cock pops straight up. She grabs hold of it and strokes it a few times, then she moves to straddle me. She sits on my abs, with my cock behind her ass. She slides her wet pussy across my eight-pack, and cups my balls with her hands.

      I reach up and squeeze her tits, which look incredible from this angle. They are like mountain peaks bursting out above me, though they are soft as snow.

      Her big ass presses against my cock, and she raises herself up above it. She slides her wet pussy back and forth across the head of my dick, and finally she starts to lower herself down onto me. She gasps when my head pushes her lips open and penetrates her, and I feel a tremble go up my entire body. My eyes roll back in my head, and my ears twitch. Her pussy is so fucking tight against my cock. I start to vibrate wildly inside her, though only the tip of my cock is inside her.

      She lowers herself further down, and her tightness slides across the bulging veins of my dick, and she lets out a high-pitched whine.

      I slap her ass hard, and look up at her with pure lust. “I want to feel all of you,” I say to her.

      She nods, bites her lip, and presses down further. Each centimeter feels twice as good, and I can see her white pussy juice dripping down my veiny shaft. We’re both soaking wet, and the vibration of my cock inside her feels incredible.

      “Ramses, God,” she says.

      I pull her down as impatience overtakes me, until she’s pressing down against my balls.

      “Ride me,” I order her.

      She adjusts herself atop me, leaning further forward. As she moves forward and her hips rotate, I feel the incredible warmth and tightness slide wet around my shaft, and then she presses her heels onto the ground and starts to rise.

      As her hips rise, I see my teal cock soaked in her juices. She pulls me almost all the way out, but then bounces back down onto me. Her ass slaps hard against me, and I feel my cock deep inside her once again. She starts to jostle up and down furiously, and my eyes wander up to her big tits slapping up and down against her body as she rides the hell out of me.

      I slap her ass to urge her on, and I start to thrust against her even while lying flat on the ground. Her nipples are pointing out like missiles as her tits bob up and down, and I reach up and squeeze them, though nothing can stop them from bouncing furiously while she rides me.

      The fire dances in rhythm with her fucking, and I see the shadow of our bodies cast on the wall. The silhouette of Elise riding me accentuates her feminine curves, and I grunt with incredible satisfaction as the warm tightness gives my cock everything it’s ever longed for.

      Elise presses her palms into my chest, leans further forward, and rides me up and down from a new angle. We fuck like this this with increasing hunger and intensity, until finally I feel her inner walls pulsing against my cock.

      I vibrate to full speed as Elise begins to come, and when her pussy squeezes me tighter than ever, my dick finally erupts.

      The first blast of come is massive, and every pent-up feeling and tension I’ve felt since setting eyes on her releases into pure warmth as that load of thick come fills her.

      She moans loud as I unload into her, again and again and again. Her pussy squeezes me back, milking me for everything I’m worth, and our loud moans and grunts fill the entire cave until we finally collapse on our sides, my dick still inside her.

      We lay together for a time, and when I finally pull out, a warm buzz is filling my chest. It feels like peace and a sense of being at home – even though I’m further from home than I’ve ever been

      We lose ourselves in each other’s eyes, until Elise buries her face into my chest. I wrap my arms around her, and hold her until she falls asleep.
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      I wake up still feeling warm. There’s a blanket wrapped around me, and sunlight is seeping in from the edges of the blanket. There’s still embers from a fire, but the flames are gone.

      I smile thinking of last night, but then a horrible hunger overtakes me. I look up and see Ramses eating, and then the smell hits me. It’s not something I’d normally consider a good smell, but from my terrible hunger, I feel myself salivating at the scent.

      “Can you lie to me,” I ask Ramses.

      “What do you mean?” he says, holding a chunk of meat in his hand.

      “I’m hungry,” I say. “But I don’t want to eat spider meat.”

      “Oh,” he says, nodding. “I see. Well...you’re in luck then, because while you were sleeping last night I went out to pee...and I saw a chicken walking by.”

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      “Yep,” he says. “It was a nice big chicken, and I just hit it with a rock, de-feathered it, and roasted it over the fire while you slept. Would you like some?”

      I nod, and he hands me a piece of meat. I don’t look at it, just smell it, pretending it’s really chicken. I bite off a piece, ignore how much it doesn’t taste like chicken, and swallow.

      “It’s pretty good,” I say.

      “Way better than spider meat,” he says.

      “You’re so bad at this,” I say, laughing. “But I have to admit it tastes...okay.”

      I take another bite, and relish the thought of not feeling so hungry.

      He hands the pot to me, and it’s full of water. “After I killed the chicken, I chipped out some ice from the sea and melted it so we’d have something to drink. I boiled it too...just in case.

      I take a drink of the water, and smile. I never thought I’d feel so content from something as simple as a drink of water. But then I realize that a lot of that feeling of satisfaction is from what Ramses and I did last night. The orgasms were so good that I still feel a residual afterglow washing over me. With the fire dying down, the cold is seeping in, but between the blanket and the afterglow, I feel almost toasty.

      Ramses and I eat together, and every time I look up at him I feel safe and protected. I forget that I might be infected with something, or that we might freeze or starve to death, or that Darkstar Marauders might come for us at any time.

      “I think we can stay here and lay low until my cousin gets here,” Ramses says. “When we lost the ship, we lost our communications capability though.”

      I was afraid to ask about that. “How can Sara find us then?”

      “We have four days left. I’ll have to figure out something by then...some way to signal them.”

      Every time Ramses has said he’d do something, he’s done it. I’m tired of worrying and doubting him. Now when he says he’ll find a way, I feel I can trust that he will.

      Ramses’s clothes are hanging on a hook he’s nailed into the wall, and he starts to pull them off and put them on.

      I frown at him, and he laughs.

      “What?” he says. “You want me to keep walking around naked?”

      “Well,” I say, “I was getting used to it...I have to say I’ll miss it.”

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “There’s nothing for us to do at night except each other.”

      I laugh. “That’s an amazing line.”

      He grins. “I was up all night thinking of great lines...that one is just a sample.”

      He puts on his coat and hat, then steps outside.

      I get dressed and follow him out. The sun is rising across the frozen sea, and it looks brilliant and beautiful as the light reflects and shimmers across the ice.

      “What do you think happened to them?” I ask. “The people who lived here. Were they even human?”

      “I think they were,” Ramses says. “Though I don’t know why. You humans used to call Venus Earth’s sister planet, before you knew what a hellishly hot place it was. It’s the same size as Earth, the same mass...looking at it through a telescope, early humans thought it might be a thriving place just like Earth. With technology we’ve managed to get cities and jungles floating in its upper atmosphere, but the pressure and heat on the surface is not survivable. And now...Atlantis. Another sister planet – or maybe a brother planet. It stayed habitable longer than Venus, but where Venus became too hot, Atlantis froze over.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t always this cold?” I ask.

      “Just another feeling,” he says. “From what my father said, it sounded like this planet used to be like Earth.”

      In the sky, I see a bright light that looks almost like a star, though it’s too bright to see any other stars now.  “Is that Venus?” I ask, pointing.

      Ramses looks up and squints. Now I can see that the light is moving. It’s not a star.

      “Shit,” Ramses says. “It’s Grius. Gather what we can carry...blankets, some food, nothing too heavy.”

      The light has a tail as it breaks through the atmosphere, and soon it’s growing closer and closer. We gather as many supplies as we can, stuffing them into our bag, while the ship grows larger and larger above our heads.

      And then it seems to explode, but it’s close enough now that I can see it consists of a handful of smaller pods – maybe five or six.

      A few fly off toward where we originally landed, while others drift toward the other side.

      “They’re cutting us off,” Ramses says. “They’re behind and in front of us, with mountains on the side.”

      “What do we do?” I ask, lifting up my bag.

      Ramses looks over to the ridge, and points to a shallower slope. “We need to try to find a way up into the mountains. This way they will have to follow us up, and we’ll have the high ground.”

      I swallow nervously, but decide to put my faith in him. I can’t argue with the logic of his plan – not that it’s a good plan – but it’s the only one we have.

      “Let’s go,” he says, taking my hand.

      We walk toward the shallow slope on the ridge line, but as we begin to ascend, it suddenly doesn’t feel shallow at all. Ramses cuts a path through the snow, but with the heavy pack on his back and the slippery terrain, it’s incredibly hard to climb at all, let alone quickly.

      “They seem to have a rough idea where we are,” Ramses says as we climb the slope. “But I don’t think they know for sure. A few pods landed around the area we did because they probably saw the hole in the ice left by our ship. It took us a few hours yesterday to reach the place where we camped, but they’ll be able to follow the path we left. I’d say we have around an hour and a half.”

      “An hour and a half to do what?” I ask.

      “It will be too easy for them to track us,” Ramses says. “But if we find a fortified position, we can overshoot it to leave false tracks, then double back and defend. Something like a flat platform above a raised mountain pass would be ideal. I expect they’ll have simple human guns, and if I can get the jump on them, I may be able to disarm one.”

      “Good thing we saved the stun rod, huh?” I ask. “You can use the rock, and I’ll use the –”

      “No,” Ramses says. “You’ll keep going while I defend. You know how to survive here now, and you’ll have the best chance of living through this if you go on without me.”

      We reach the end of the incline, and we’re now atop the ridge. I can see the frozen sea from high up behind us, and ahead of us is an incline much more gradual than the slope we just climbed, but it ends in jagged and harsh, rocky mountains after a few kilometers of empty snow.

      “Ramses,” I say. “Our best chance is to stand and fight together. You’re not going to get me to abandon you.”

      “I promised I’d protect you –”

      I put my gloved hand on his cheek and shake my head. “You are protecting me. Do you really think I can make it alone in the mountains? Especially if you don’t make it – and it sounds like you are planning on a suicide mission – how long until they track me down? If we both fight together, we may actually win. I am a cop, Ramses, even the murderous robot overlord saw that in me.”

      Ramses sighs. “I’ll think about it, come on.”

      We begin to climb across the barren snowy hill. The mountains seem so far in the distance, as if we will never reach them. After walking around twenty minutes, when I look back, I see just how far we travelled – and just how obvious a path we’ve left.

      “The good thing,” Ramses says, “is that we will see them coming from up there.” He points to the mountains. “They can track us, but we’ll be able to watch them coming for us, and react accordingly. Being up in the mountains like that and looking down at someone on this big, wide-open space...there’s nowhere for them to hide – no way for them to get up undetected.

      And then another light flares up in the sky, and it roars across our heads like a comet. I think it’s going to crash down directly on top of us – but instead it buzzes over our heads, leaving a thick smoke trail, and it slams down into the mountains.

      “Shit,” Ramses says.

      “So…,” I say, “there’s nowhere for us to hide, on this big, wide-open space.”

      “We run,” Ramses shouts. He ducks his head down and plows through the snow like a bull. I try to keep up with him, but even though he has to cut a path through the snow, I still can barely keep up with him.

      Even though I’d been exhausted and panting just from walking uphill so long, Ramses had seemed calm and collected, but after running for two or three minutes, he’s panting hard as he runs. The mountains seem close now, but the pod landed a while ago now, and assuming whoever was inside it survived and is armed, I don’t see how we’ll make it to a safe spot before –

      There’s a flash of light from up ahead, and Ramses grunts.

      Everything in front of me had been the brown of Ramses’s coat, and the white of the snow, but now there’s red.

      His blood is staining the snow, dripping out of his shoulder, but he’s still running forward.

      I stop dead, paralyzed by fear. My cop instincts are telling me to do something, but we’re in an impossible position. There are enemies on both sides of us, a sniper on the high ground, and we’re armed with rocks and a stun rod with an effective range of just over one meter.

      There’s another flash from the mountains, and this time Ramses falls down. Now his leg is bleeding.

      I cry out and start to run toward him, but his other leg explodes open, exposing the bone through his pants and skin.

      “Ramses!” I scream, running toward him, sliding down onto my knees, and pulling the blankets out of the bag. If the sniper wants to kill me, he can kill me, but I will do what I can to stop the bleeding while I’m still alive.
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      The last shot hits a nerve cluster in my leg. I know because the pain explodes out across my entire body, and because the leg goes dead. I try to push on, but the leg just falls limp beneath me, and I crash to the ground. I can smell my own blood thick in the air, and I can feel it dripping warm across my arm and legs.

      Elise runs to me, and I try to tell her to run, but my voice just comes out as a low groan. She wraps something around my blown-out leg, and the cold starts to engulf me.

      I don’t know how much time passes, but I drift in and out of sleep. Each time I wake up, I hope that Elise has come to her senses and abandoned me, but she’s always by my side each time I open my eyes.

      And the last time I open my eyes, the sniper is standing above me.

      He’s a Marauder, but it’s not Grius. It’s a Marauder that wasn’t on the file my father had me memorize...he’s too young. He must have been a baby when the fleet first departed my father’s birth system. He hibernated through the flight as a child? And he grew up on Darkstar….

      “Ramses,” he says. “Elise.”

      He slams the butt of the huge sniper rifle down into the bloody snow. Elise clings to my body and looks up at the Marauder towering above us.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she snarls. “And what the fuck do you want with us?”

      “I’m Kain,” he says. “I’m supposed to kill this one.”

      He points down to me. His eyes are jade green, and against the snow they look as if they are almost glowing. His skin is a deep purple, and he’s wearing a long, white trench coat. His hood is covering his ears, but he has a strong jaw and calculating eyes.

      “If you kill him,” Elise says, crying, “then kill me, too!”

      The stun rod is poking out of my bag, but it’s about a half meter from my grasp, and I can’t feel either of my legs. I consider pointing to it, hoping Elise will use it, but I don’t want her to. If she goes for it, Kain might just kill her. It needs to be me.

      “I’m not going to kill him,” Kain says. “Grius, my father, wants me to kill him to hurt Aegus. But I don’t believe that the sins of the father should be paid for by the son. I’ll take you and leave him here. If he’s as strong as he claims, he may just survive. It’s the best I can offer him.”

      Kain holds out his hand toward Elise, “Come with me, please, and I promise you won’t be harmed.”

      Kain steps between me and the stun rod. “I see you eyeing that thing, Ramses. I’ll let you keep it. You’ll need it to survive here.”

      I snarl at him and dig my one good arm into the ground. I pull my entire body with just one arm, dragging myself across the bloodied snow toward the stun rod.

      Kain kicks me with his booted foot, slamming me in the chest so hard that I flip over.

      Damn it. I won’t be able to fight him. I won’t be able to stop him. I have to trust his word, that he won’t harm Elise. If she can survive until Sara gets here with reinforcements...she may just have a chance.

      “You promise you won’t hurt her?” I ask, lying flat on my back, pain lancing across every nerve in my body.

      “I promise,” Kain says. He seems like a total fucking bastard, but for some reason his word seems to carry weight.

      “Elise,” I say, my voice a rattling rasp. “Go with him. Forget me. You know you can trust me….”

      Grius and Kain don’t know that Sara is already on the way. I don’t want to tip them off to it either. I need Elise to understand, and –

      She dives for the stun rod, rips it from the bag, and rolls away from Kain.

      “No! Elise!” I try to yell out to her, but my voice is just a throaty whisper.

      Kain grabs his rifle, and I muster every last ounce of strength I have to pull myself on one elbow closer toward him.

      I hear the stun rod whirr as Elise hits the button, and she lunges toward Kain.

      He’s holding the sniper rifle by the barrel, and he swings it like a bat toward Elise. The stock of the rifle slams the stun rod as she lunges, knocking it out of her hand. It flies several meters through the air and disappears into the snow.

      Elise tries to run for it, but Kain flips the rifle around and points it at Elise’s back as she runs.

      “Elise, no!”

      I grab Kain’s ankle and start to pull, but he fires.

      Instead of a bullet, a net blasts out of the barrel, and it wraps around Elise. Magnetic balls slam together in front of her, locking her in. She tumbles to the ground, her limbs tangled up in the net.

      “I told you I wouldn’t harm her,” Kain says. “You probably will need to find a way to stay awake, Ramses, or you’ll never wake up again. Good luck.”

      He hoists the big gun over his shoulder and walks toward Elise.

      I hear her screaming my name as Kain hoists the net over his other shoulder, and he carries Elise away.

      I drag myself by my elbow a few centimeters at a time toward the pack. One of my legs doesn’t seem to be bleeding so badly, but the other is gushing out, and I’ll die if I don’t stop it.

      I keep an eye on Kain and Elise as they shrink on the horizon, but they’re leaving a clear trail for me to follow. I don’t know how I’ll follow with both legs blown out...but I will follow. Even if it kills me.

      I dump the bag onto the ground, and I grab the matches and a sphere-shaped piece of spider innards.

      I roll back onto my back and force myself to sit up. As soon as I sit up, I realize how much blood I’ve lost. I go completely lightheaded and nearly pass out straight away, but I bite down on my lip until it bleeds to keep unconsciousness at bay.

      I try to tear the spider organ open with one hand, but my fingers are numb and weak. I raise it to my mouth and bite it open. The ichor starts to ooze out, and I hold the thing above my wound. The ichor drips all over my gaping wound, and I move the organ around above the wound until the whole thing is covered in the sticky ichor.

      Then I drop the thing to the ground, push it about a half meter away, and light it on fire. I throw the blankets, twigs, and the bag itself into the flame, and it flares up. Heat starts to wash across me, but I’m not done yet. The worst is yet to come.

      I take the still-lit match, which has burnt down nearly to my fingers now, and I drop it on the ichor-covered wound.

      The ichor alights, and pain explodes across my leg. At least I can still feel it, but as it burns and cauterizes the wound, the pain completely overtakes everything, and the last thing I feel before passing out is the back of my skull slamming into the ground.
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      I fall in and out of sleep as Kain hauls me down the slope and toward the frozen sea. Ramses told me to trust him. He promised he’d protect me, and I have to think he meant he’d still do everything he could to fulfill that promise. But I’m more worried about him, and whether or not he will still be alive an hour from now.

      Kain seemed to think he had a chance of survival, but with two horridly injured legs, a shoulder wound, and sub-freezing temperatures with no shelter...I can’t help but worry.

      When we’re nearing the sea, I finally see other Marauders – or maybe Seraphim – as dark silhouettes walking along the coastline.

      “Asshole,” I shout. “Tell me what is going on. Why keep me alive?”

      He already let slip that he’d disobeyed his father, Grius, and I want to try to get him to talk more before he’s back under their authority. Judging from the distance, I have maybe ten or fifteen minutes.

      Kain just ignores me, so I start to punch his back through the net.

      “Stop that,” he grunts. “It’s bad enough that I have to carry you.”

      “You don’t have to carry me,” I say. “You could just let me go.”

      “Not an option,” he says.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know what they want with you once the baby is born,” he says. “But I’ll try to see that they let you go. As far as I’m concerned, there’s no reason to kill you.”

      “What baby?” I ask.

      “You could come with us,” he says. “That’s also an option. The baby will fare better with its mother –”

      “How the fuck do you know I’m pregnant?” I shout, jamming my elbow into him, aiming through all that thick muscle for his spinal cord.”

      “The gas,” he says. “Back in the train station. It modified your DNA, and made both you and Ramses extremely fertile.”

      “What the fuck?” I ask. “How could...your father wanted to set that gas off in the train station. There’s no way –”

      “Harmony is smarter than all of us,” Kain says. “Once we convinced her to help us, we told her what our end goal was, and she connected all those little dots way, way back – step by step – then we just had to do what she said.”

      Pregnant. With Ramses’s child? And now he’s dying out on the snow, and I’m being taken hostage to God-knows-where.

      “Just fucking let me go!” I start to kick him.

      He throws the net down on the ground and looks down at me. “Look, Elise. You know what our end goal is? It’s to get the hell out of this star system. We should never have come here at all. You can see it – even Harmony sees it. You know why she agreed to help us? Because she wants us out – gone. The fallen Seraphim are too much for her to deal with, and the cleanest solution she found was simply for them to leave.”

      “So fucking leave!” I shout.

      “Seraphim can’t hibernate,” Kain says. “More evidence we never should have come here. We have a whole generation of offspring who won’t survive a trip to another star, and all but a few original Marauders – me included – are young enough to make the trip. We need a fresh generation of real Marauders...and your child is the first of that.”

      “Ramses is a Seraph, you idiot –”

      “Yes,” Kain says, “but the gas modified your DNA. Your child will be able to hibernate, and we think we can replicate it – give it to the Seraphim – and offer them a chance to leave. Do you see? We don’t need to destroy you, we can just leave – become what we are meant to be again. It’s best for all of us. Now will you stop kicking me?”

      “No,” I say.
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      I wake up in a bed. A real bed with blankets. I gasp and tear the blankets off. I expect to see two blackened husks of frostbitten legs, but they are the usual pink. And there’s not even a scar from where the ichor burned hot.

      Seraphim can heal fast, but not like this. Just how much time passed?

      I look around the room. Everything is an aqua-blue color, from the walls to the blankets to the door. There’s very little in the room aside from the bed. I see a small dresser in the corner, and the wall is covered with a projection of fish swimming in the ocean.

      “Where am I?” I say aloud. I expect my voice to be gone, but it sounds strong. I’m not even thirsty.

      Have I been in some kind of coma? Did Darkstar capture me and bring me back to their ships? Is there any chance Elise is nearby?

      “Let me the fuck out of here!” I shout, jumping off the bed.

      The door opens, and a human man with a tall nose, bronze skin, and strange clothes steps inside.

      “You’re awake,” he says.

      “You’re human?” I say. “I’m not on Darkstar?”

      “No,” he says. “Human...technically. You’re still on Atlantis. I’m Atlantean. I’m Gera.”

      “Where is Elise?”

      “They took her,” Gera says.

      “I fucking saw them take her,” I snarl. I get right up in Gera’s face, but his deep brown eyes just look at me, analyzing. He doesn't back away or show any fear.

      “You’re wondering why we saved you but not her?” Gera asks.

      “Who says you saved me,” I say. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing here or why you took me. And yes, why did you let them take her?”

      “A long time ago,” Gera says. “Our ancestors made a decision which we have held to for thousands of years. When the agricultural revolution began spreading across Earth like a virus, kings and emperors soon rose to power, and with them slaves and suffering and war.”

      I start to connect the dots. “So you just gave up? You cut contact and ignored it, not your problem?”

      “That’s not how we would phrase it, but yes, that is more or less accurate.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Are you not human?”

      “We share a common ancestor,” Gara says. “Effectively we are human though, yes. Twin planets...or maybe even triplets. Perhaps Venus failed long before.”

      “It’s doing fine now,” I say. “Thanks to my parents.”

      Gara huffs. “More rulers. They are doing well enough, and maybe you’d do well too. But how long until one of your descendants becomes hungry for power?”

      “Where is Elise?” I say. “We can discuss the pros and cons of monarchy after I rescue her.”

      Gara nods. “We are underwater right now, and Elise is on the surface. The Marauders from Darkstar are setting up a camp. Elise is there.”

      “How many days have passed?” I ask.

      “Three. Your cousin will be arriving tomorrow.”

      “I can’t wait,” I say, “Elise may not have that long. And are you really going to let these bastards colonize the surface of your planet?”

      “They can’t colonize it,” Gara says, “Not enough technology can function on the surface. And they don’t plan to stay here. It’s a temporary staging area for their mass exodus. We are happy to let them use our planet if it helps to get rid of them.”

      “Get me to the surface,” I say. “And give me a gun.”

      “We don’t have any guns,” Gara says. “We isolated ourselves from Earth to avoid war and conflict.”

      “I’m sure you can fucking manage something. I counted six pods. I’ll need more than rocks to fight them and rescue her.”

      “What if we don’t want you to rescue her? She’s key to getting them out of the solar system. We don’t like the potential conflict these Marauders are creating –”

      Anger flares across my body, but I ball up my fists and count my breaths to force myself to calm down. I feel almost as if Gera is testing me, and he seems to hate nothing more than violence and conflict. If I lose it and attack him, he might never help me save Elise.

      “What do you want?” I ask.

      “Darkstar is a problem,” Gera says. “But Harmony is our true concern.”

      “So you are not willing to fight or do anything, but you want us to fight your battle for you?”

      Gera narrows his eyes at me. “It’s becoming more and more intelligent. It’s still possible to stop it, but the longer you wait, the more difficult it will become.”

      “My family is powerful,” I say. “Help me rescue Elise, and we’ll help you stop Harmony.”

      Gera nods. “And if that isn’t incentive enough for you, you’ll probably want to know that Harmony is the one who tipped you off when you first arrived in Earth orbit. About the terrorist attack.”

      “If Harmony knew...then why –”

      “It wanted you to go after Sanga, it wanted you and Elise to get exposed together, and it wanted you two to have a baby together.”

      “A baby….”

      “She’s pregnant,” Gera says.

      “I have to rescue her. Now.”

      Pregnant. We’re going to have a baby together. Nothing will stop me from rescuing her. Nothing will take our life and future away from each other.

      Gera nods and walks toward the dresser. He pulls out a small glowing orb and holds it in his palm. “You see...when Harmony is aware of all the variables – all the pieces in play – she can see too many moves ahead. She can orchestrate everything so that it happens exactly as she’d like it to.”

      “Fucking great,” I say. “Then I’ll just go ballistic...attack erratically so she can’t –”

      “No,” Gera says. “You don’t understand. Harmony doesn’t know we are still here. She can’t predict or control when there are hidden variables.”

      Gera squeezes the orb, and his hand begins to glow. He reaches down and grabs my wrist, and the glow floods into me.

      “Your bioglove will work now on the surface, and it’s fully charged. Harmony did not account for this. Now let me take you to the surface. You are our hidden variable.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gera has me walk right into that screen with the fish. But it’s not really a screen – it’s a window. The window bulges out as I walk into it, and it surrounds me like an orb.

      The orb begins to fog up, until I can’t see anything through it.

      “We can’t let you see our city,” he says. “If you fall into enemy hands, it’s best if you know as little as possible. If you do end up in a situation where they interrogate you, please make use of your bioglove’s self-destruct function. It would be unfortunate if you let Harmony know of our existence. Good luck, Ramses.”

      I feel no motion within the orb, and I stand waiting. It must be moving, I just can’t feel it. I’m wearing a thick white coat to camouflage me in the snow and shield me from the bitter cold.

      After many minutes, the sphere becomes transparent again, and a map of glowing aqua-blue etches itself onto the surface of the orb as it floats through the sea.

      The map shows my current location as a pulsing glow, and the coastline is just in front, but approaching rapidly. Not too far down the coastline is a larger collection of pulses, and a picture of Elise. The Darkstar base.

      Once I reach the coastline, the orb begins floating straight up, and it shatters up through the ice. The top half of the orb opens up and exposes me to the biting cold. I jump out and onto the ice, and I begin walking like a penguin across the ice and back onto the shore.

      I don’t fall down this time.
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      I’m brought into the largest tent. There are heaters pumping in warm air, and Grius is sitting at a table in a long, black coat. His ears are twitching as he scribbles with a pen on a sheet of real paper. No computerized writing system will function here.

      “Elise,” he says. “I understand my son already filled you in?”

      “On how you’re going to take my baby from me? Experiment on it? Yes, he told me.”

      “That’s what I’m here to talk to you about. There’s been a change of plans.”

      Kain narrows his eyes.

      “Straight from Darkstar high command,” Grius says. “The deal with Harmony is off. High command doesn’t trust her, and rightly so. They saw how easily she manipulates people...how do we know she’s not manipulating us?”

      “It’s a valid concern,” Kain says. “But her goal is to get rid of us. Our goal is to leave. We share the same goal –”

      “We can’t pretend to understand what it wants, Kain. It’s too far beyond us, and even if I agreed with you, High Command does not. While Harmony is still confined to Earth, we’re going to use our antimatter to obliterate the entire planet –”

      “Father,” Kain says. “That is….”

      “Not our call,” Grius says. “I don’t relish the thought of slaughtering so many Seraphim...but we will get as many off Earth as we can in the next nine months.”

      “Nine months,” I spit. “Until my baby is born?”

      “Elise,” Grius says. “We will destroy your planet. I’m sorry, but it must be. We can bring you with us. You’d even be permitted to breed again, should your modified DNA produce true Marauders, of course, rather than Seraphim. The alternative is that we take your baby away from you and drop you on Mars or Venus. It’s your call.”

      I have to warn Earth. Harmony may be a problem, but destroying my race’s home planet is like nuking a bed to get rid of bedbugs.

      I notice that Kain’s ears are pulled back, and he’s standing in stunned silence. He seems to question High Command’s decision. But does he question it enough to betray them?

      It’s all I have to work with, so I’ll need to play along until I can get Kain alone.

      “I just want to be with my baby…,” I say. “You’ll treat us well?”

      “Of course,” Grius says. “We’ll have to work on a way for you to hibernate...but nine months is a long time.”

      I can tell he’s lying to me. I know that I’m dead as soon as I give birth. But nine months is a long time. A long time for me to work Kain and bring him to my side. Assuming Sara doesn’t arrive soon and defeat Grius.

      I try not to think about Ramses. He’s strong, and he may have found a way to survive. If he can hold out long enough, Sara could find him...I could find him if I get out of here. He might be alive, and that’s why I try not to think about it. Because he might also be gone.

      “Good,” Grius says. “So now that we’ve all agreed, I need to get back to work.”

      He waves me away, and Kain takes my arm and walks me out of the tent.

      The cold hits me like a wall as we exit the tent, and the wind drowns out everything.

      We’re only about twenty paces to the tent they usually hold me in, but Sanga is also in there, and I don’t trust him for a moment.

      “Kain,” I shout over the wind. “Do you really want to destroy Earth?”

      “High Command wants to,” he says. “Not my call.”

      I stop walking. He tries to shove me, but I plant my feet down and look up at him defiantly. “You don’t want to destroy a whole planet of tens of billions of people. I know you don’t want to.”

      “You’re a cop,” he says. “You know how chain of command works.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “And it all comes down from a scheming, murderous robot.”

      He stares at me as the wind lashes across us. “We’re not lead by a machine. It’s a Marauder chain of command.”

      “It’s the same problem,” I say. “Your High Command is ordering the deaths of billions. The end of an entire planet. Innocent people...children. High Command may as well be a murderous machine. At least Harmony minimizes violence when it can.”

      “There’s nothing I can do,” Kain says, but I can see something in his eyes. He’s shaken, and I’ve started to get under his skin.

      “If you really believe that,” I say, “then you’re just as bad as High Command.”

      He shoves me back into motion, toward my tent.

      When we get inside, the warmth is back, but it’s cancelled out by Sanga’s presence.

      “You hear the good news?” Sanga asks.

      Kain looks up at Sanga with narrowed eyes.

      “With that glum look, I’m guessing you didn’t!” Saga says. “High Command gave us the go-ahead to blow up Earth. I was hoping we’d get to eradicate Venus and Mars, too, but we need that antimatter to get ourselves out of the solar system and on a course to Epsilon Eridani.”

      I look up at Kain, and I can see his jaw trembling.

      “Sanga,” I say, “Gaia is still on Earth.”

      He’s sitting down and oiling a disassembled machine gun, but now he jumps to his feet and thrusts a finger at me. “Gaia made her choice! I begged her to come with me, to end our suffering together, but she wanted to rot away on Earth. You’ll not make me feel sorry for her.”

      Kain, seeming to ignore the argument entirely, sits down where Sanga was and begins to reassemble the gun.

      “So,” I say, “just because she disagreed with you, she should die?”

      “No,” Sanga says, getting up in my face. “She didn’t disagree with me. That’s just it. She was just too much of a coward to act on her convictions.”

      “I guess it takes a truly brave hero to obliterate an entire planet –”

      Sanga’s hand grabs my neck, but just before he can squeeze, he squeals and is ripped away.

      Kain lifts him into the air with one hand, and Sanga flails his arms around like a paralyzed insect. Kain slams him down hard, back first onto the hard, frozen soil, and before Sanga can even catch his breath, Kain punches him hard in the face.

      I expect the fight to go on, but Sanga is motionless – out cold.

      Kain looks up at me with clenched teeth. For a moment, I think he’s going to go off on me, but finally he speaks in a low growl.

      “Get that gun put back together. The ammo is in a crate under Sanga’s bunk. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      He starts to walk out, but I grab his arm. “Wait, I don’t know how to put a gun together, I’ve never –”

      He spins toward me, and his eyes are bulging. His ears are standing straight up, and his whole body is trembling. “Look, human. I’m going to betray everything I was raised to do, to save a planet I’ve never seen, and a people who hate me. I’m going to betray my own father. I don’t need your help, so if you can’t figure this out, you’re useless, and I’ll leave you behind.”

      Before I can say another word, he ducks down and disappears out of the tent and back into the cold.

      I stand in stunned silence for a few moments. What is Kain going to do in the next ten minutes? Will he really come back for me? And what the hell am I supposed to do with the gun while he’s away? Assuming I can even put it back together.

      And then the urgency hits me, and I rush toward the bench with the gun parts all laid out, jumping over Sanga’s unconscious body as I go.

      Kain has already partially assembled it, I realize. Had he planned this all out while Sanga and I were arguing? All of the tiniest pieces – the little nuts and screws and pins that would have taken me ages to figure out – are put into place. I count the remaining pieces. There are only seven of them. I imagine a jigsaw puzzle with so few pieces; it would be a children’s puzzle...I can do this.

      There are screws and a screwdriver laid out in a neat line. And there’s one big, long spring that I have no idea where to put. But still – only seven pieces.

      On a jigsaw puzzle, I’d first find the corners. The pieces of the puzzle that are most distinct, and whose position is clear. For the gun, I grab the grip. I find the stock, and push it up against the grip – it fits. I grab one of the screws and start to screw it in with the screwdriver. I control my breathing and make sure I don’t do anything idiotic like drop the screw or strip the threads.

      Next I find the metal strip with the trigger on it – which Kain has thankfully already assembled. I place that over the grip and the stock, and then I screw in the three screws that hold it in place.

      I spare a moment to look down at Sanga. There’s dried blood on his nose and mouth, but he still is breathing, though he hasn’t so much as moved an inch.

      The next parts of the gun are more confusing. There’s a rectangular metal piece with a little rod sticking out of it, and another wooden strip that looks like it’s made to grip with the hand that isn’t holding the main grip. I move the pieces around a bit around where I’ve already assembled, and I find the metal piece fits above the trigger section. I screw it in, and then the wooden piece pops right onto the rod.

      All I have left now is the big top section with the barrel of the gun...and the fucking spring.

      I bolt the barrel on, and I try to jam the spring into the back. It goes in, but as soon as I let my finger off, it springs right back out.

      “Fuck!” I hiss. It almost feels like I’m missing a piece, but the table is empty now – I’ve gotten everything in.

      What if...what if Sanga was holding part of the gun?

      I look down at him, and he’s shifting around, as if he were asleep and trying to move to a more comfortable position.

      Shit. He might wake up soon.

      I hold the gun – minus the spring – in my hand and tiptoe toward him. I crouch down beside him and slide my hand into one of his pockets. It feels as if I’m sticking my hand into a hornet’s nest. I expect any moment that he’ll snap down and rip off my arm.

      I remind myself, however, that his entire plan hinges on my unborn child, so he couldn’t kill me, but whatever he might do to me short of that would likely be quite painful.

      The pocket is empty. Rather than risking reaching across his entire body to check the other pocket, I decide to move all the way around. This way I can get away more easily if he starts to wake.

      I hold the gun clutched in one hand while I reach into his other pocket. I grab hold of a heavy piece of cold metal.

      Kain, you asshole, did you know that Sanga had the missing piece? Was this a test?

      And then Sanga’s arm springs up and grabs my wrist.

      In pure instinct and reaction, I swing the gun by the stock, and the heavy metal barrel slams into his head, right where Kain punched him before.

      He grunts, and his arm goes slack, releasing my wrist.

      When I turn around, I see Kain standing just beyond the entryway, his arms crossed.

      He nods at me. “You found the bolt.”

      “I found the….” I look down at the chunk of metal in my hand. “You fucking bastard! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Now I know you are useful,” he says, reaching down under Sanga’s bunk. “Get the bolt in.”

      I put the spring in and press the bolt in. I hear it click.

      I reach out to take the magazine from Kain, and he hands it to me.

      I try to click it in, but it doesn’t work.

      “Twist it,” he says.

      I twist the magazine and it clicks in.

      “Now cock it,” he says, pointing to a small protrusion on the bolt.

      I obey, and pull to hear a satisfying click.

      “What were you doing for the past ten minutes? I thought you’d be getting all kinds of stuff for us….”

      Kain is holding only his big sniper rifle, and nothing else.

      “I was jury-rigging and planting a bomb in the munitions tent. They will still have some weaponry, but very little ammo.”

      “So what’s the plan then?” I ask. “Once the bomb goes off? Do we go take out Grius?”

      He glares at me. “I don’t agree with my father...but I will not ‘take him out.’ We will sneak out of here together and find Ramses. I trust he’ll have a way to warn Earth?”

      I think of Sara’s imminent arrival. “He will...but not until tomorrow. Is that fast enough?”

      “Yes,” Kain says. “It is. Now follow me.”

      He opens the tent flap, and the visibility is poor in the gusting wind. No one is out and about right now, so all the tents are sealed, and everyone is inside. It’s unlikely anyone will see us moving.

      “Which way?” I ask.

      He points. “This way, the opposite direction of the munitions tent.”

      We start to walk, and after only a few minutes I can’t see a single trace of the camp. But then the bomb goes off, and I turn around and see the bright orange glow through the thick, snowy wind.

      “It’s not as big as I thought,” I say.

      “I’ve never heard that from a human woman,” Kain says, smirking.

      I glare at him, and then another series of explosions goes off.

      He flicks his ears at me, then turns and keeps walking.
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      I reach the peak of the high ground overlooking Grius’s camp. The wind has picked up, and it’s blowing snow everywhere. I can’t see the camp from here, but I know from the map I saw that it is less than two kilometers away.

      Even with my bioglove, walking blind into the camp is a terrible move. I need to at least let the wind die down long enough to get a mental picture of the camp’s layout. Ideally, I can observe long enough to get an idea how many Marauders and Seraphim there are and which tents they are in. If I can figure out where they keep Elise, I could simply obliterate every other tent with plasma blasts from this hill.

      And then I see an explosion cut through the wind.

      “Elise!” I shout over the wind. There’s an orange glow from where the camp should be, and I start to run down the slope toward it.

      A few moments later, there’s another explosion. It’s in the same spot as the first, but it’s larger, and it sounds like a chain reaction more than a single blast.

      It’s too early for Sara to have arrived...so what could it be?

      I race down the slope, wasting no time to think. If shit is exploding where they are keeping Elise, I need to be there. And now.

      As I near the bottom of the slope, I see two shadowy figures appearing from through the thick haze.

      I drop immediately onto my stomach to lower my visibility. The likelihood that one of these people is Elise is incredibly low, but I have to be certain it’s not her before I kill them both.

      I watch them moving, and I spot the familiar silhouette of a giant sniper rifle. It’s Kain.

      And the second figure...is smaller than any Marauder or Seraph. I badly want it to be Elise, but I can’t yet be sure.

      I can kill Kain though, that much is certain. I can’t risk using anything that might hurt Elise as collateral, so I decide to shoot out some tendrils from my bioglove, pull Kain into close range, and kill him with my bare hands. It’s almost too good a death for him. More than he deserves.

      I raise my biogloved hand toward him, and launch two tendrils – one for each of his ankles.

      He’s almost two hundred meters away, but the tendrils snake around his ankles in moments, and then I pull.

      Kain falls hard onto his back, but he doesn’t let go of his gun.

      He slams the rifle into the tendril – which I can feel – as I pull him toward me. When he’s halfway toward me, he points the rifle right onto one of the tendrils and fires. It breaks off, but I keep dragging him by one foot with the remaining tendrils.

      He raises the gun up toward me, but now I can see the whites of his eyes.

      “Ramses!” he shouts, “Wait, I have Elise –”

      I throw him up into the air and kick him in the gut with all my strength. He hits me upside the head with his rifle just as my foot connects, and I fall backward with my head ringing as Kain drops to the ground.

      My tendril is still holding tight to his ankle, so I pull him back in toward me.

      But my head is still ringing, and Kain gut punches me as I fling his body into mine. His rifle must have fallen on the ground somewhere, so it’s barely a fair fight.

      I blast out several more tendrils and pin Kain down. I drop knees first onto him, and start to punch his face over and over. I slam my fists into him until I feel his nose break, and blood starts coating my hands.

      “Ramses!”

      It’s Elise’s voice.

      “Kain saved me! Please let him go!”

      “What?” I say, looking down at Kain. I punch him in the face, again. “He saved you?”

      “Yes!”

      I punch him again. “You’re sure?” I punch him two more times, then look back up at her.

      “Yes,” she says. “Positive!”

      “Should I stop punching him?” I ask, shouting over the wind.

      “Yes! Please!”

      “All right,” I say, looking down at his bloodied face. I punch it again. “We’re even now,” I say.

      Kain starts laughing, and I reach down and help him up.

      He spits blood onto the snow as I run toward Elise.

      She jumps onto me and wraps her legs around me. I squeeze her back, afraid to ever let go of her again.

      “Ramses,” she says, “I’m so glad we’re both safe...I didn’t know if you’d live –”

      “I knew he would,” Kain says, walking dazedly toward us.

      “You look like shit, Kain,” I grunt.

      “I look better than you did when I left you. Speaking of, it looks like you’re not even injured. And how the fuck did you get a biosuit to function on Atlantis?”

      “You knew, didn’t you?” I ask.

      He grins at me. “I had some hunches. I didn’t think whatever field is being projected here to shut down technology could keep running for millennia...unless someone was still here to run it. And my father had some document. It wasn’t in any human language...he kept it secret. Even from me.”

      Elise tugs on my arm. “What are you guys talking about?”

      “The Atlanteans,” I say. “They are still alive...but they live underwater.”

      “I knew it!” Kain says.

      “Can they get a message to Earth before Sara arrives?” Elise asks.

      “I don’t think so,” I say. “The only reason they showed themselves was to get me to agree to take down Harmony. They want to keep themselves secret from it...broadcasting a message to Harmony is the last thing they’d do. It would expose them.”

      “The bomb is in orbit,” Kain says. “On one of our lander pods. I don’t know which one.”

      “How do we get into orbit from here?” Elise asks.

      “We could wait,” I say. “Until Sara lands.”

      “It’s a risk,” Kain says. “Reinforcements are already en route from Darkstar and Earth.”

      “Are all those ships one-way?” I ask.

      Kain smiles. “No. Good thing you’ve got that bioglove.”

      “Let’s go in now,” Elise says, “while they are still disoriented.”

      “No,” Kain says. “We need to wait for the reinforcements to land. If we go in now, they will be able to spread out, or they may not land at all. Right now there are no ships that can take off again, but I know they are sending a handful. Old clunkers that don’t need any computers to make it back to orbit.”

      “So we’ll make camp,” I say, “and watch for those ships coming in.”

      “As soon as we attack,” Kain says, “they could just launch the bomb toward Earth. It can hit Earth in just over thirty-six hours.”

      “Then we can’t risk attacking at all,” Elise says. “We have to –”

      “If we don’t attack...if we just sit here,” I say, “Sara will attack without us. The same thing will happen when she shows up, but they’ll see her coming from even further away. At least our attack will come as a surprise.”

      “As soon as we get something in orbit,” Kain says, “we can warn Harmony. She’s cunning enough to intercept the bomb before it’s in range.”

      I sigh. Working with Harmony makes me feel queasy, even if it’s to save the whole planet and everyone on it.

      “Let’s find a place to set up camp,” I say. “Preferably on the high ground.”
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      We go up into the mountains, and just when I think my feet are going to freeze off, we find a nice space with rocky ridges on all sides. There’s no cover from above, but it’s a necessary sacrifice, as we need to be able to see the drop pods and Darkstar ships breaking atmosphere when they arrive.

      Ramses gets a fire going, but it’s lit only with the wispy twigs, and it gives off little heat.

      “We could use another giant spider right now,” I say, holding my hands over the weak flames.

      “Giant spider?” Kain asks.

      “They seem to live around the ridges...camouflaged against rock,” Ramses says. “They don’t taste great, but the ichor is great for fueling fires.”

      Kain nods. “I’ll go get one.” He hoists his rifle over his shoulder.

      “Do you need help?” I ask, grabbing the submachine gun.

      “No,” he says. “I like to hunt alone. Rest up.”

      He walks through the narrow pass leading into our shelter, and disappears.

      “You really think we should trust him?” Ramses asks.

      “I guess we have to,” I say. “I can’t see what other motivation he’d have had….”

      Ramses puts his hand on my waist, then moves it to my stomach. “They told you?”

      “Yes,” I nod. “I can hardly believe it….”

      “It’s a gift,” he says. “Among all the horrible things that are happening...this child is a gift.”

      I feel my stomach jumping, full of butterflies. “We never talked about this,” I say, “It just kind of happened, and –”

      “We didn’t need to talk about it,” Ramses says. “It happened for a reason.”

      “We know the reason,” I say, “Harmony wanted to –”

      “Fuck that,” Ramses says, shaking his head. “That’s not our reason. This happened because….”

      He puts his hand on my face. It’s warm, and his eyes stare deeply into me.

      “Because?” I ask.

      “Because we’re meant for each other,” he says. “I know it’s only been a few days...but I feel it.”

      I nod. I feel it too. “It’s been a long-ass few days,” I say, laughing.

      “We can tell our kid,” Ramses says, “that we had Chicago hotdogs on our first date, and an Atlantis giant spider on our second.”

      “Ew,” I say. “Eating the spider counts as a date?”

      “At least the giant spider wasn’t covered in hot pepper,” Ramses says.

      “I thought you were tough and could handle it?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

      He grunts and crosses his arms. “Maybe I didn’t like it. Not because it was too hot, but just because I didn’t like the taste.”

      I scoff at him. “Whatever.”

      He kisses me, and I grab hold of him in response. I dig my nails into the back of his jacket, and he throws it off onto the ground.

      I pull off his shirt, and he reaches for mine.

      “It’s too cold,” I say.

      My nipples are pointing out like swords, and the fire is barely doing anything.

      “You won’t feel cold when I’m done with you,” Ramses says.

      He pulls me up to my feet, pushes me against the rocky wall, and starts pulling my clothes off layer by layer.

      When I’m totally naked and shivering, he pushes his own naked body up against me, and it’s hot like a furnace.

      And his cock is hard as a rock, and impossibly warm.

      I moan in pleasure, and he presses his cock between my legs, then rubs it back and forth against my outer lips. I’m already wet, but as his cock massages my clit and pussy lips, I drip wet on his big teal rod.

      His cock starts to vibrate, and he adjusts himself until he’s rubbing slowly back and forth along my clit.

      His hands run up and down my body as his vibrating member massages my nub of nerves. He cups my breasts and rubs them until they are so warm that I forget entirely we are in a frozen wasteland. He squeezes and tweaks my nipples.

      “One advantage of the cold,” he whispers into my ear.

      “Don’t tease me,” I moan.

      “I will tease you as much as I like,” he says. “Though I know you like it, too.”

      I give up arguing. His cock slides back and forth, dripping with my juices, and my clit is throbbing and swollen against his veiny dick.

      Ramses kisses along my neck and up my chin, and he bites and nibbles along my ear. His tongue runs gently along my earlobe, and I can feel his hot breath on my skin.

      “Elise,” he whispers into my ear, and I nearly melt just from the sound of his voice and from the way he says my name.

      I try to say something back, but I just moan as he licks and bites me.

      I reach down and run my hand up and down his shaft. I cup his balls and play with them, and he moans into my ear.

      “You like that?” I ask.

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I say.

      He spins me around, pushing me until my breasts press against the rock.

      He slides his steely rod up against my clit, but then he presses his arm onto my back and bends me forward. My hands are flat against the rocky wall, and my back is nearly parallel to the ground.

      I look back at him, and he’s staring down at my ass, his soaking wet cock in his hand.

      He pushes his dick into me, sinking it into my wet pussy.

      I gasp and look forward again, gripping the rock with my fingers. He slides deep into me, and I’m so gushing wet that he readily goes in steadily and deeply despite his enormous girth.

      Every part of my body feels warm now, except for my hands against the cold rock. But I’m so hot everywhere else that this one point of coldness comes as a relief, a contrast to the burning hot furnace that is Ramses’s rock-hard body.

      As his vibrating cock sinks deep into my wet pussy, he fills me up from the inside with his incredible warmth. There’s no need for a blanket when you have a red-hot Seraphim buried inside you.

      Ramses grips my hips and starts to pump me for all he’s worth. I scream out as he thrusts in and out of me.

      He pushes me forward until my body is up against the rock, but I keep my ass stuck out so that he can keep fucking me raw. He reaches around and fingers my clit as he drives into me.

      “I want to see you,” I say.

      He slides his cock out, and I look down and see it covered white in my juices.

      He turns me around and pulls me up onto him. I wrap my legs around him and dig my heels into his back. He presses my back against the rocky wall and fucks me hard from the new angle.

      We lock eyes with each other, and he leans in and kisses me. His tongue slides into me, and his warm lips press against mine. At the same time his cock slides in and out of me, and his rock-hard body and bulging muscles press against me. My tits press into his chest, and I dig my nails into his chiseled back.

      It’s like riding a bull – not that I’ve ever done that – but I imagine it’s a similar feeling: I’m clinging onto this powerful force of nature, and it’s all I can do but hold on and not let him completely overpower me. But if I lose the struggle and he does overpower me...it will be an amazing orgasm rather than being bucked off and tossed onto the ground.

      I bite his lip as his cock fills me up and my pussy tightens all along his dick.

      “So tight…,” he mumbles, never stopping his rhythmic thrusts.

      My pussy tightens and pulses around him, and he starts to fuck me harder and faster. I can feel his balls slap against me with each thrust, and I squeeze my legs tighter around his studly body.

      When I begin to come, he goes so hard and fast that the sound of our wet slaps fill the entire enclosure – that and my loud cries and euphoric moans.

      I feel his cock start to pulse inside of me as incredible warmth overtakes me, and then even more warmth begins to fill me up. Each time his cock pulses, I feel thick wetness filling me up inside.

      When he stops thrusting, his cock twitches a few more times, and I feel his seed spilling and leaking out of me.

      “I guess if you weren’t really pregnant before,” he says, panting, “you are now.”

      I laugh, and he lowers me down. We collapse together against the wall, and he takes my hand in his.

      Sweat is dripping down my forehead, and I wipe it off with my free hand. “I’m burning up.”

      “I told you,” he says.

      “What?”

      “That you wouldn’t feel cold when I was done with you.”

      I grin at him, and he twitches his ears at me.

      “We should probably get dressed, though,” I say.

      He looks down at me and lets out a satisfied breath. “Why?”

      “Because we will get cold,” I say. “The fire is nearly dead.”

      I grab my clothes and start to dress, but Ramses just stands naked and watches me. His eyes probe me up and down, and he licks his lips as I clasp my bra.

      When I’m fully dressed, I throw his clothes back to him. “Come on, you need to keep warm. We don’t know if Kain will even be able to find any food.”

      I hear footsteps from the path, and Kain’s shadow casts across the entrance. And then I see Kain himself, holding chunks of giant spider roped all along his back.

      He throws the pieces of spider down on the ground. “Who’s hungry?”
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      “So,” Kain says, “I spotted it moving against the rocks, even though I was at least half a kilometer away...I still saw it despite its camouflage.”

      I yawn. Loudly.

      Kain holds up his hands like he’s aiming a gun. “I sighted across my rifle, and the wind was blowing hard, but I am one with this gun. I adjusted for the wind and distance, and boom! The bullet went straight to its nerve center...I took it out before it felt anything.”

      “So you laid down and pulled a trigger?” I ask. “Impressive.”

      Kain thumps his chest and raises his chin. “Listen here, Seraph. I provided for you and your woman while you laid down cozy by the fire. You owe me great shame debt! Or are you too human to recognize Marauder culture?”

      “How do you think I killed the spider when we first arrived?” I ask. “I was soaking wet and naked in the cold...armed with nothing but a rock –”

      “You had an overclocked stun rod,” Elise says, “But you were to stubborn to use it.”

      Kain laughs.

      I raise a finger. “Even better...I had a weapon that would have given me an easy kill – not as easy as a cowardly sniper rifle – but easy all the same. But I chose not to use it! I needed to save it for the real enemies.”

      “But you never managed to hit me with it,” Kain says. “So your woman is right. You were stubborn and foolish. You risked your life to kill the spider with a rock, even when you had a perfectly good weapon at your disposal. This is nothing to brag about.”

      And then, above our heads, we see three bright lights streaking across the sky.

      “Reinforcements are here,” Kain says. “It’s time.”

      The three lights streak by fast, but then a much larger light lumbers through the air.

      Kain points up. “That’s the ship we need. It has an ion pulse engine for reaching the upper atmosphere, then we just hope there’s enough fuel left in it to reach orbital velocity….”

      “Solid plan,” I say. “I owe you great shame debt for cooking up such a sure-fire strategy.”

      “Can you guys stop arguing?” I ask. “Or do you want to pull your dicks out and measure them?”

      “I’m a full Marauder,” Kain says, “Of course mine is –”

      “Rhetorical question,” Elise says.

      I laugh, but I narrow my eyes at Kain. We’ll have to measure them later – I’ll show him that my Marauder genes are dominant where it counts.

      Elise picks up the submachine gun. “Ramses, let’s skip the shit where you say it’s too dangerous for me to go with you. I’m going, and –”

      “I don’t object,” I say, grinning.

      “What?” Elise says. “Don’t you want to protect me, and the baby, and –”

      “You’re safest right by my side,” I say. “If I leave you here, they could come for you.”

      Kain hoists his rifle over his shoulder. “Cocky fuck.”

      I raise my bioglove up and squeeze my fist. “You ever used a biosuit?”

      “I’ve seen them used,” Kain says. “We had to break most of them down into antimatter...only the highest ranking Darkstar Marauders can use them.”

      “Guess you’re not high-ranking enough?” I say.

      “I am,” Kain says, “but I’m so good with this rifle that I chose not to waste one. Let a weaker fighter use it as a crutch.”

      Kain looks down at my glove and grins.

      I scoff. I don’t need the glove, but I’d be a fool not to use it. “How many biosuits are there in the camp?”

      “One,” Kain says. “My father’s.”

      “Well,” I say, “if he chases us out of orbit, we’ll have to watch out for it.”

      Kain shakes his head. “I don’t know how, but it must have been something in the book he’s reading. The day after we set up camp, his suit was suddenly activated. When I asked him about it, he just glared at me.”

      “Shit,” Elise says. “So we have a bioglove up against a full biosuit?”

      “Yeah,” I say, “But we’ve got a full Ramses up against a little Grius.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As we are walking through the narrow mountain passes toward the Darkstar camp, we see at least twenty more drop pods race across the sky.

      “Shit,” Elise says.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “We can take them.”

      “Is there like, a limit to your ego?” Elise asks. “I mean, at what number do you start to be realistic? There are at least forty of them in that camp now by my count, and there are three of us. Maybe the bioglove is worth twenty? Maybe Kain with that rifle and the element of surprise is worth ten –”

      “Wait, woman –” Kain starts to say, but Elise cuts him off.

      “But what about Grius’s biosuit? It’s a suit, not just a glove. You are good, Ramses, I admit it. You’ve pulled through every time...but can we please let the dick-waving down for just a moment and make a real plan here?”

      Kain and I narrow our eyes at each other, and then at Elise.

      I sigh. “It shame debts me to admit this, Kain, but I think Elise is right.”

      Kain nods, but doesn’t speak. The bastard can’t even verbally admit he was being an asshole.

      “Grius’s biosuit doesn’t cover his head,” Elise says. “The teal thing he was wearing was the biosuit, right?”

      “Sounds like it,” I say. “But even if Kain can make the shot –”

      “No,” Kain says.

      “What?” I say. “You’re bragging so much about how good a shot you are, and now it’s just ‘no?’”

      “Two no’s,” Kain says. “The first: now that I have betrayed my father, he will in fact keep his biosuit set to active defense. The suit will deflect or absorb my shot.”

      “What’s the second one?” I ask.

      “I will not kill my own father. The shame debt is too great.”

      “What about the shame debt of destroying an entire planet?” Elise asks.

      “I am helping you two, and I’ll kill anyone else. Just not my father.”

      “Fine,” I say. “I can pick him off then – with a plasma beam. It might even damage him through the armor.”

      “Wait,” Elise says. “Kain, you said the bullet won’t hurt him if you shoot him?”

      “No,” Kain says. “The biosuit will hear the shot coming, harden itself in the appropriate direction, and absorb the shot.”

      “So why can’t you shoot him then?”

      “I just told you,” Kain says, ears poking straight up, tight as a drum.

      “You can shoot him,” Elise says, “Just not kill him.”

      Elise seems to be onto something, but I don’t quite understand. “Explain.”

      “When Grius sees his own son shooting at him, he’ll be distracted. And he doesn’t know that you’re even alive still, Ramses.”

      “Oh,” Kain says. “This could work. Thinking I am the only threat, I can draw a large number of them toward me. Then you two can go in and take the ship.”

      “What about you?” Elise asks.

      “I will lose them and loop back around to you,” Kain says.

      Bullshit. I start to open my mouth, but Kain shakes his head at me. He’s going to go on a suicide mission...but if it keeps Elise safe, how can I say no? And if I let her know, she’ll refuse.

      I’ll do my part to protect her – and our child. And with the bioglove, I may just be able to clear enough of a path for Kain to keep his promise to make it back to the ship.

      Elise looks up suspiciously at Kain.

      He grins. “A lot of their numbers are Seraphim from Earth. Little babies protected by Harmony – no offense, Elise – with only a crash course in combat training from Darkstar. The less stubborn ones will break and turn tail as soon as they see how bad real combat is.”

      “What about the stubborn ones?” Elise asks.

      “They’ll fight poorly, and die,” I say.

      “Now you sound like a real Marauder,” Kain says. “Let’s move.

      The cold has been ever-present since we landed, and my body has almost fully adapted. My dick doesn’t even need to stay fully erect to keep the blood flow going – though with Elise pressed up against me as we walk, it’s hard to keep it down. I feel the cold still, but even if I walked around naked it wouldn’t actively harm me, just give me some slight discomfort.

      Elise, on the other hand, is only human. She’s strapped the submachine gun to her back, and she has an arm tightly wrapped around me as we trudge through the windy pass. The snow on the mountain pass is blessedly shallow, but I can see that the cold is wearing Elise down.

      We’ll be off this planet soon, and I’ll take her someplace warm. Like Venus. Hopefully she likes walking around naked in the jungle.

      “You think the Atlanteans did this to the surface?” Kain asks, looking down at Elise’s shivering.

      Elise perks up. “You think they did...what’s the opposite of terraforming?”

      “Yeah,” Kain says. “They made their whole planet like Antarctica, then hid under the frozen water.”

      “I still don’t see why they’d waste a perfectly good planet,” I say. “This place could have been full of lush and beautiful jungles and forests...and instead it’s creeping with giant spiders and a bunch of grey rocks. And snow...lots of snow.”

      “They probably were observing Earth – seeing humans putting down permanent roots on every continent...except Antarctica.”

      Elise shakes her head. “We must have really pissed them off if they wrecked their planet just to ditch us.”

      “Marauders could live here,” Kain says. His big rifle is still over his shoulder, and he doesn’t turn back to face us when he speaks. He’s always a few paces ahead of us, as I’ve slowed down to match Elise.

      “Or Seraphim,” I say. “I don’t think the Atlantians would be too keen on it, though.”

      “Maybe,” Kain says. “You’re the only one that’s spoken to them. What did you think?”

      “The guy looked human,” I say. “But their technology is advanced, maybe it was like the way a biosuit can make one of us look human? And you’re saying ‘them,’ but I only talked to one of them. One guy. One room. One short conversation.”

      “You blew it,” Kain says. “Think of all the questions you could have asked –”

      I take a few wide paces toward him and grab his shoulder. “The woman I love was kidnapped. You’d just blown my legs off with that big...compensation stick, and I didn’t have chitchatting with an ancient race of aliens on the top of my mind.”

      “I’m just saying,” Kain says, shoving my hand off his shoulder and turning back around, “that I’d have done better. And this rifle is not compensation.”

      “If he wants to do better,” I mutter to Elise, “maybe I can shoot his legs off and see if they rescue him.”

      “I heard that,” Kain says.
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      The mountain path turns into small foothills and ridges, and Kain stops walking. “The leisurely walk phase of our attack is over.”

      He points ahead into the grey wind.

      Leisurely walk? I can barely feel my hands or feet, and despite all the cold, the small of my back is still managing to sweat. I can feel the sweat dripping down my ass, and then it freezes against my pants, making them feel almost crusty.

      I cannot wait to get the fuck off this planet.

      I’m worried Kain is going to order us to start marching, and that Ramses will not realize just how tired I am.

      “So we flank?” Ramses asks.

      Kain nods.

      “Shouldn’t we get closer first?” I ask. “I still can’t even see the camp.”

      “It’s wide open terrain up ahead,” Kain says. “If we knew for certain the wind would hold like this, we could use it to our advantage. But if the wind stopped when we were halfway between the tent and these ridges, we’d become sitting ducks.”

      It would almost be worth it, I think, if it meant the awful wind would stop. Maybe the sun could even show up a little? I could squint from the brightness rather from the freezing cold, dry-as-hell air lashing across my face and freeze-drying my eyeballs.

      “If you walk east for about five hundred meters, you’ll come up on some elevated ground with good cover. Use that to keep your head down and observe. From that elevation, you should be close enough to see them moving out without being seen yourselves. Once I start firing, they’ll form a line to attack me. My father might just try to blow me up, but I’m going to a spot with even better cover than you guys, so don’t worry about me. Just get to that ship.”

      “How will you signal that you’re on the way back?” I ask.

      Kain and Ramses both give each other a look, and Ramses’s mouth opens, but Kain cuts him off. “You’ll signal me. Shoot some plasma up into the air once you have the ship, and I’ll start to loop around. Get the ship all warmed up for me.”

      The two give each a look, again.

      “First you guys are butting heads, and now you’re speaking to each other with your eyes. What’s going on?”

      “Come on,” Ramses says, grabbing my arm. He looks back. “Good luck, Kain. See you on the other side.”

      I’m too tired to fight him, so I shout back to Kain, “Don’t do anything stupid!” and I let Ramses pull me forward. We must have walked over ten kilometers today through horrible, barren terrain. What’s another five hundred meters?

      I soon realize that it’s five hundred meters of incline through thick snow. I fall as the slope picks up, and Ramses catches me.

      He lifts me up and hoists me over his shoulder.

      “Ramses,” I say, my voice worn out and tired. “You don’t have to carry me.”

      “I do,” Ramses says.

      “So I’m just weak then –”

      “You’re not weak,” he says. “Your body isn’t evolved for this. It’s why the Atlanteans did this. You’ve walked further in this terrain than any other human I know could have – except maybe my own mother.”

      “Oh,” I say, “so you like strong women because your mother is strong?”

      “Don’t psychoanalyze me,” he says, but I start to nod off as his wide steps bump me gently up and down.

      I wake up fully when we stop moving. Behind us I can see the steep slope we climbed, and before us are some scattered boulders stretching out to the ledge. Ramses goes prone onto his belly, raises his white hood to cover his face, and then nods back to me.

      I follow him, and as much as I hate crawling around like a lizard, anything feels better than walking at this point.

      We crawl among the boulders, and I keep a sharp eye open for giant spiders, though with Ramses’s bioglove now active and charged, I no longer have to worry about him fighting one with a big rock.

      When we reach the edge, the boulders form a sharp slope downward, tapering off to pure-white snow. It’s by no means a sheer drop, but if I accidentally stepped off and onto the incline, I’m sure I’d tumble down and bust my head open on one of the boulders. If I did survive that fall, it wouldn’t be pretty.

      Ramses points. We’re shoulder to shoulder and only a half meter from the edge.

      I squint and make out the closest of the Darkstar tents. They look grey-blue through the wind.

      “Couldn’t you just empty your entire glove?” I whisper. “Like use every last bit of fuel to just flood the entire camp with plasma? Kill them all before they know we’re here?”

      “It’s basic geometry,” Ramses says, which lets me know he’s about to say something complicated and make me feel like an idiot for not understanding. “The beam forms a circle, and if each square centimeter of its radius consumes one kilojoule of energy, and if each milligram of antimatter provides –”

      “Never mind,” I sigh. “I’m guessing that means you can’t shoot out a big, badass beam.”

      He shakes his head. “The further away I am, the thinner it needs to be. We’re pretty far.”

      “So we wait for Kain?” I ask.

      He looks away from me at that, refusing to meet my eyes even when I stare him down. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      He still won’t look at me, so I watch the camp.

      The wind is dying down significantly, which means it’s good that we didn’t take my advice and walk closer. I can see the wear and tear and other fine details on the closest tents, and I can even make out the details of the ones pitched farther away now.

      The ship that we want to steal is parked in the center, its landing struts pressing down into the snow. A ramp from the ship is lowered down to the ground, and I suddenly notice three figures moving down the ramp.

      But then one of them...trips? He stumbles and drops limply to the ground. The other two stop walking, look at each other, and then start to run. The second one falls, and when he slides down the ramp, I can make out a faint hint of red.

      “Kain is attacking,” Ramses says. His voice sounds on the edge of terror.

      “According to plan though, right?” I ask sarcastically. “Though I don’t know what the real plan is, so I can’t really evaluate how well this is going….”

      Tent flaps fly up, and coated figures rush out. Some pure purple figures even exit tents – not wasting time to dress before fighting, in true Marauder fashion.

      All the figures exiting the tents are holding weapons, and they take cover behind their tents, putting the tents between Kain and themselves.

      From the ship, walking down the ramp, I see a bright teal figure. It’s Grius, I realize, fully armed in his biosuit. He holds his arm straight out as he walks down the ramp, and a purple beam lances out across the sky. It’s so bright I can see where it stops: against a sharp wall of stone far in the distance. The rock melts under the beam, and the beam cuts all the way through.

      “Shit,” I say. “Kain must be hiding behind the rock, but the rock is fucking melting.”

      Ramses grabs my arm. “How much do you like Kain?”

      “What?” I say. “Are you jealous --?”

      “No,” he says. “Okay, listen. The real plan, the one Kain and I made, is that he will draw them all out, and we steal the ship. End of plan.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You mean...he doesn’t plan to get on the ship?”

      “No,” Ramses says. “And this is it. This is our chance to change the plan. I can go in on them right now, but we’re back to your forty against three scenario then. We won’t be able to sneak off with the ship if I intervene now.”

      “We can’t just let Kain sacrifice himself for us,” I say.

      “He’s not doing it just for us,” I say. “For Earth, too.”

      I think it through. When trying to make a difficult choice, I used to pretend I was Harmony. How would a super-intelligent computer handle the situation? What would the best call be, setting my emotions aside? But Harmony is the problem, I realize, and Harmony would certainly leave Kain for dead. But I’m not a machine.

      “We save him,” I say, standing up. “We fight.”

      Ramses nods. “I’m going to try to ignore Grius, pick off as many of the easy targets as I can while they are super exposed like this. Just, uh, get down.”

      “I can fight –”

      “Not from this range you can’t. Get down!”

      He props his biogloved hand on a rock to steady it, and his hand begins to glow. It fires a blast of purple plasma toward the Marauders and Seraphim who are taking cover behind their tents.

      I haven’t obeyed Ramses’s command to get down, and standing up I have a clear view of what his bioglove can do.

      The Darkstar army is all ducked down and positioned so they are difficult targets for Kain, but Kain is on the other side of the tents. Their sides and backs are fully exposed to us, and as Ramses sweeps his beam across, dozens fall down one by one.

      But then Grius spins toward us and raises his arm. This cues me to actually listen to Ramses, and I hit the deck.

      Ramses falls down just after me, and the purple heat blasts above our heads. I try to get even lower, as I feel the burning heat come close to my body. I should never have complained about the cold – this is what I get.

      Then the beam lowers down, and I see it splashing off the boulder in front of us.

      “Shit!” Ramses shouts. He jumps in front of me and holds his hand out toward the boulder, as if he were a traffic cop politely asking it to stop.

      The boulder explodes open just as a teal shield forms from Ramses’s hand. I hear and see parts of the boulder slamming into the shield, and Ramses stumbles backward with each impact. He crouches down in front of me, shielding me, as well.

      “Start moving backward, stay right behind me,” he says. “And listen this time!”

      He starts stepping backward, and then I see purple light radiating out across the boulders to the sides of us. I realize that Grius’s beam is focused right on Ramses’s shield. His shield and the energy used to sustain it are the only things keeping us from being vaporized.

      I grip his forearm as we both step back, and soon we are down the slope enough that when Ramses falls prone, the beam shoots past and above our heads.

      He sighs loudly. “Ready to use that gun?” he asks me.

      “You think Grius will come for us, or for Kain?”
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      I re-aim through the scope and fire. I see the bloody hole pop open against the Seraph’s chest, and he crumples down onto the ramp.

      Two down.

      I see Marauders and Seraphim rushing out of their tents. Some are armed and ready to go, but others are confused and naked. I shoot one of the armed Marauders – prioritizing the most threatening targets – and he falls dead.

      I keep a mental count of my ammunition: seventeen shots left in this magazine. Plenty.

      I hit another two Marauders before they manage to figure out what direction the shots are coming from and cower behind their tents.

      And then, from the corner of my eye, I spot something teal moving down the ramp of the ship.

      I swing my rifle around and sight through the scope, and I see the teal, armored legs stepping down the ramp.

      My father, fully suited and ready to fight.

      I put the crosshairs right on his legs, but I feel my chest tighten. I know it’s the plan, and I know the shots will barely even slow him...but it still feels wrong to fire at my own father.

      And then his face becomes visible. I put the crosshairs right on his chest, and I summon the steel resolve needed to –

      Without warning, my father raises his hand toward me. It’s already glowing.

      “Shit,” I whisper.

      He knows the terrain. He knows the kind of spots I like to snipe from. He knows exactly where I am.

      I pull the rifle away and roll back behind the rock wall.

      Just before I reach cover, I see the flash of purple on the edge of my vision.

      The wall is thick, but it won’t hold forever against plasma fire. In a one-on-one battle, my father would need to conserve his energy. Using huge amounts of antimatter to melt rock is anything but efficient, but when he has an entire army that is likely fanning out to flank me and flush me out, melting rocks and destroying my cover suddenly becomes very efficient.

      “At least I’ll die without shame debt,” I mutter to myself, holding the rifle across my chest as the beam slams into and melts the rock. “I finally acted on my convictions...disobeyed my father. I helped save an entire planet, that’s got to erase the shame debt of betraying family, right?”

      The beam cuts off abruptly.

      I risk a peek up, expecting another beam to blast out the moment my ears poke above the rock.

      But instead, I see something that really pisses me off. My father is blasting a beam right toward where I told that asshole Ramses to go.

      “Trying to one-up me?” I ask, adjusting my aim onto my father once again. I see charred bodies littering the ground and tents on fire. Ramses seems to have cleaned up a good portion of the pincer squad.

      Now, instead of dying without shame debt, I might have to live with so much of it that it will take a lifetime to clear. “Fucking Ramses.”

      I fire at my father’s chest, and the moment I pull the trigger, I see a shield materialize, blocking him from my view. The bullet hits the shield – doing almost nothing. I fire again, but with the same result.

      I risk taking a look down, and I see men with rifles crawling out toward better cover. Ramses didn’t kill all of them, and they’re still coming for me.

      My father is shielding himself and focusing on fighting Ramses rather than me – or so it seems.

      I’ll have to get his attention again.
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      There’s a purple blast, but the beam doesn’t erupt above us.

      Before Ramses can stop me, I run in a low crouch toward the ridge.

      “Elise!” he shouts, running after me.

      I fall prone behind a boulder and look out to see Grius firing toward Kain once again. There are more bodies on the ground, but not melted ones.

      “Kain is picking off more Darkstar soldiers,” I say. “Forcing Grius to deal with him.”

      Ramses crawls up beside me. “Shit...he’s shooting from deep within the ship! I can’t even see him.”

      “He knows we want the ship?” Elise asks.

      “Guess so. We’ll need to move up on him while Kain is still buying us time.

      “Stay close behind me.”

      Ramses raises his arm, and his bioglove forms a large half-sphere in front of us. I move up behind him and clasp his shoulder.

      “Closer,” Ramses says. “Wrap your legs around me and hold tight. Pretend that you’re holding on for your life.”

      “Am I holding on for my life?”

      There’s a pause, and then he says, “Yes.”

      I wrap my legs tight around his waist, and wrap my arms around him, over his broad shoulders.

      “Now don’t let go,” Ramses says.

      I feel my stomach drop, and when I look down, I see the steep, rocky hill below us. But we’re not falling down the hill, we’re...floating above it.

      When we’ve cleared the drop, the snow below starts coming up toward my feet, and I see several teal tendrils pressed deep through the snow.

      The tendrils lower us down until Ramses’s feet are deep into the snow. He presses forward, and the half-sphere shield cuts a path. I feel almost no resistance from the snow, but I see water seeping below Ramses’s feet.

      “You’re melting the snow with the shield?” I ask.

      “We gotta move fast,” he says, as if that answers the question.

      I hear a loud pling, and Ramses slows down--just a little.

      “Are they shooting us?”

      “Yes,” he says. “Just bullets though.”

      I never thought I’d feel relieved that the people shooting me were just using bullets.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I say. “I can’t see anything.”

      “I can’t either,” he says.

      In front of us is the shield, and it’s a deep teal.

      “You’re running blind?” I ask, suddenly terrified.

      “The other side of the shield is white to match the snow. It’s why only one bullet has hit us. I can make the shield transparent, if you really want to see so badly.”

      “Why not?” I ask. “They know we’re coming, and the bullets are just bullets.”

      “When we get closer,” Ramses says, “The camo won’t do anything, just be patient.”

      I clutch to his body, and pretend that I’m riding on his strong back for fun. I pretend that he’s taking me to a romantic picnic, and he’s shielding the path ahead because he doesn’t want to ruin the surprise for me. The weight from the submachine gun on my back is actually a basket full of delicious, crusty bread; a nice wheel of creamy brie, and jam made of freshly picked strawberries.

      But after a few minutes, another bullet pings off the shield, and then another.

      The shield suddenly becomes transparent, and I see Grius. He’s standing only about a dozen meters in front of us, with a twisted grin on his face. The ship is just behind him. We’re almost there.

      Ramses digs his heels into the ground to stop us, but already I see tendrils launching from Grius’s biosuit. Straight toward us.

      I let go of Ramses, drop to my feet, and reach for the submachine gun.

      Ramses throws both arms forward, and the shield launches off of him. Grius’s tendrils begin to move around the shield, dodging it, and they snake back around toward him.

      The tendrils reach right past Ramses, and they lunge for me.

      The shield slams into Grius just as the first of the tendrils wraps around me, and he’s knocked backward.

      Ramses squeezes the tendril with his gloved fist, and it melts apart, freeing me.

      I point the gun at Grius as he falls and squeeze the trigger. The gun rattles off shot after shot, and the recoil is surprisingly minor. I see bullets cutting across the snow just in front of him, and I let go of the trigger and adjust my aim.

      I fire again and see dozens of sparks erupt across Grius’s chest as he stands back up. The gun does nothing to him.

      And then Ramses charges him. He runs full speed toward Grius, dozens of tendrils blasting out of his body as he runs.

      The tendrils slam into Grius, and both Grius’s suit and Ramses’s tendrils liquify. They start to merge together, and Grius’s eyes widen.

      “That’s a true Marauder trick, boy,” Grius rasps. “Not something a halfblood like you should--”

      “Get back, Elise,” Ramses shouts back to me. “I’m neutralizing his suit--and mine. Fall back to safety.”

      If he’s neutralizing the suit, then why the hell would I fall back?

      I see strain on Grius’s face, and suddenly the biosuits of both warriors drop off into teal puddles. They shoot toward each other, slam together between Ramses and Grius, and they harden into a teal sphere.

      Now Ramses and Grius are both naked, bodies tight and flexed.

      “Ready for a real fight?” Ramses says. “Or are you too old?”

      Grius scoffs. “I don’t care how young you are, my blood is pure, I’ll--Fire!”

      Grius drops to the ground, and suddenly I see two Marauders pop out from behind the ship’s landing ramp.

      Their muzzles flash, and Ramses goes down.

      Blood rushes to my head, my ears burn, and my chest goes cold with fear.

      One of the shooters falls--Kain--and the other dives behind one of the landing struts.

      Grius leaps to his feet and rushes toward Ramses.

      My hands are frozen cold against the grip of the gun, and even though time seems to be running in slow-motion, my body is even slower.

      With agonizing slowness, I raise the gun toward Grius, pointing at his wide chest.

      He’s almost on top of Ramses.

      I pull the trigger, and adjust my aim as the gun fires.

      The first several shots miss, but then I see blood.

      Two, three, four bullets hit Grius in his gut, but then he dives and rolls.

      He grabs the teal sphere, and the suit reforms across his body in less than a heartbeat. I fire more shots, but his suit hardens and deflects them.

      I look down at Ramses, and I see blood pooling below him, but he’s breathing.

      “We’ll get you a nice, full-blooded Marauder,” Grius says. There’s blood coming out of his mouth, and he’s walking in a slow daze. “It’s the least we could do for you.”

      “Fuck you!” I shout, pointing the gun right at his face. I pull the trigger, but it clicks.

      He laughs.

      “I hit your gut,” I say. “You’ll bleed out internally.”

      “My suit is already repairing the damage,” he says. “Though those were good shots.

      The Marauder taking cover behind the landing struts peeks out, and Kain blasts his head off.

      Grius shakes his head. “You turned my own son against me. You think I’d be angry about that, but I respect it. You used the resources available to you as best as you could. It shows strength and resolve…”

      Grius grasps his chest and starts to keel over.

      “Having a heart attack, old man?”

      Ramses says. His voice is a rattling rasp, barely audible.

      Grius opens his mouth, but blood spatters out onto the snow. He looks up with wide eyes, and then down at Ramses.

      He takes a step toward Ramses, his fist clenched and ready to punch, but he grunts and  falls to his knees.

      “Greedy bastard,” Ramses says. “I really didn’t think you were dumb enough to take the bait.”

      Grius falls forward onto his elbows and wails. He tries to stand back up, but topples down onto the flat of his back. His body convulses, and I see his teal eyes roll back into his head, and after several agonizing moments, he stops moving entirely.

      I fall down beside Ramses and put a hand on him. I look down at his chest. There are two bullet holes.

      “Can you get the suit to repair the damage?” I ask.

      “No,” Ramses says. “I used up the last of the energy to tear Grius up from the inside.”

      I feel tears welling up in my eyes, and burning anger fills me. “You asshole! You can’t die on me!”

      “I don’t plan to,” Ramses says. “And it looks like my cousin is here. Fashionably late.”

      He points up to the sky, and I see several ships in the distance.

      “You’ve got to tell her,” Ramses says. “Warn her about Harmony,” He coughs up blood. “And the antimatter.”

      “I’m not leaving your side,” I say, squeezing his hand.
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      I wake up feeling warm. At first I think I’m underwater again, and that Gera will come in, but when I look around I see rusty bulkheads and shabby, utilitarian furniture.

      And Elise. She’s in a chair next to me, and her head is dropping down. She’s asleep.

      “Elise,” I say.

      She snaps awake, and a wide smile fills her face. “Ramses.”

      Then she starts to cry.

      “Ah,” I say, “Come on, don’t cry.”

      She squeezes me tight, and pain shoots across my ribs. But damn, the pain is worth it.

      I hug her back, and she kisses me.

      The door opens, and I see Sara walk inside. And just behind her, Kain.

      “Little Ramses,” Sara says.

      Her ears are much more humanlike than most Seraphim, and she’s tall and lanky from growing up on Mars.

      “Ah,” I say, “Come on, don’t call me that.”

      “Need your big cousin to save your ass?” She says, laughing.

      “Elise saved me,” I say.

      “You’ll deny the shame debt you owe me?” Kain asks, his voice incredulous.

      “And Kain,” I say, “I guess he helped. Though he had a clear fucking shot--”

      “I told you I wouldn't kill my own father,” Kain says. “Would you kill yours?”

      “My father isn’t a genocidal asshole.”

      “Fair point,” Kain says.

      I suddenly remember the rest. “Shit!” I sit up, and my ribs hurt so bad that I nearly black out. “The antimatter--”

      Elise, Sara, and Kain give each other solemn looks.

      “Tell me--” I start to say, but Elise talks over me.

      “We warned Harmony in time,” Elise says. “She intercepted the bomb.”

      I laugh, but pain cuts across me. “Fuck,” I say, clutching my ribs. “Remind me not to laugh. Of all the places to get shot… the ribs?”

      “Better than the liver--or the heart,” Kain says.

      “So we won?” Ramses says. “What is Earth going to do about Harmony?”

      “That’s the problem,” Sara says. “Harmony intercepted the antimatter. She controls it now, and said if she gets a hint that someone is going to pull the plug on her...she’ll use it.”

      “Fuck,” I say. “Though if you think about it, she probably always had the same kind of idea. Antimatter or not, she’d never have allowed anyone to pull the plug.”

      “It’s much worse now, though,” Kain says. “She could have crashed the economy, thrown Earth into a dark age, but now she can quite literally obliterate the planet itself.”

      “Maybe,” I say, “This will scare the habitats into actually working with us.”

      Elise scoffs. “Good luck with that.”
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      We lay in the shadow of the Aegus statue. The tall, colorful towers of the palace are above us. We’ve been in Sankt Petersburg--on Venus--for several months now. It almost feels like home. Almost.

      “Want some mango?” Ramses says, holding it out to me.

      “Mm, yes please.”

      I bite into the mango, and I can nearly taste the jungle. It’s not quite the grapes I imagined, but it’s just as good.

      “You need to eat well,” Ramses says, putting a hand on my stomach.

      The baby kicks.

      “She’s ready to come out,” Ramses says.

      “I’m ready for her to come out! I’m tired of being so...huge.”

      “You miss the jungle?” Ramses asks.

      “Uh,” I say, “Kind of?”

      The jungle was nice. Walking around naked, and being surrounded by naked people, was weird at first, but I quickly got used to it. The heat, and the rain, and the living in huts thing--not so much. After Atlantis, I thought that a tropical forest would be like paradise, but it turned out Sankt Petersburg is much closer to ideal for me. Air conditioning, cars, tall buildings--it’s all much closer to home for me.

      “You’ll hurt my aunts’ feelings,” Ramses says. “We’ll have to bring the baby there so they can gush over her.”

      I smile. The baby. I may never be able to return to Earth, but having a baby with the man I love can create a new sense of home for me. A family.

      I sense a presence above me, and when I look up, I see the Tsar. Aegus.

      I sit bolt upright. “Your Excellency--”

      “Elise,” Aegus says. “Please. You’re my daugher-in-law. You don’t have to call me that.”

      I nod, feeling embarrassed. In my head, Aegus had always been some type of historical figure, not a real person. Even after all these months, it still hasn’t gotten through to me.

      “You’re sure you don’t want to go, Ramses?” Aegus says.

      “And risk missing the birth of my daughter?” Ramses asks.

      Aegus smiles. “Are you sure Kain is ready?”

      “I’m sure,” I say. “He saved Earth once...he can do it again.”
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      “Felicia,” I say, shaking my sister by the shoulders. “You have to stay awake.”

      Felicia’s eyelids flutter, but she groans and pushes me away.

      “Up!” I shout, shaking her more forcefully.

      Felicia’s face scrunches up, and she rolls away from me.

      The cold is seeping into my bones. We’re dying a slow death, but I have to keep her awake. There’s still a chance.

      I slap her face.

      She snaps awake and takes a swing at me. “What the fuck! Kara you--”

      “Stay awake, sis,” I say, looking her straight in the eyes. “You don’t want to die out here, do you?”

      “You were always an optimist,” Felicia says, rolling out of bed. She floats down slowly in the barely existing gravity, and lazily gets her feet beneath her, then stands and yawns.

      We’re on a planetoid a little bit further out than Pluto’s orbit. It’s not so much a planetoid as a big, ugly rock; but it’s full of big, juicy paydirt: gold, platinum, cobalt, iridium--the list goes on.

      “We’ll be rich, Felicia,” I say, shivering.

      Felicia shakes her head, but says nothing.

      Our mining drill blew a fuse. The fuse fried not just the mining drill, but also our engines... and the heat regulator.

      Our fusion reactor, mining drill, and oxygen is all still good to go. As is our distress beacon.

      “We’ve got a lot going for us still,” I say. “I’ll do it this time.”

      “It’s not your turn,” Felicia says.

      “Just relax,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

      She sighs, but doesn’t object again. Two weeks. We’re almost out of food. We can synthesize water and oxygen from the materials on the rock, but we can’t synthesize food. If my optimism turns out to be wrong, we’ll die of starvation.

      I step into the suit, and Felicia helps me in. She locks the arms into place, and then I put on the helmet.

      When the ship is working properly, the waste heat from the reactor is converted to microwaves, and beamed out into the cold of space. A tiny amount of that heat is reserved and used to keep the ship a nice, comfortable temperature for my sister and me. But that’s with the heat regulator working properly.

      Now, it’s either all waste heat pumping into the ship, or all going out. No in between. The only way to flip that switch, however, means suiting up, going through the airlock, and bolting a bunch of hoses on and off.

      When I’m outside, I hold up my big wrench and get to work on the first hose. Once all the hoses are in place, I’ll flip the switch. Within five minutes the icy-cold ship will be nice and warm. In ten minutes it will be a sauna. In fifteen we’d be dead.

      I bolt in the last hose, and then I double-check all of them to make sure they are tight and secure.

      I hit the switch, and put my gloved hand onto the hose to feel for vibrations. I press my faceplate onto the window, and I see Felicia huddled up against the heat vent. She gives me a thumbs up and flashes a wide smile.

      I start the timer on my suit’s wrist.

      At around the twelve minute mark I need to kill the heat. By the time I get back inside and have my suit off, it will still be slightly toasty, but it will quickly drop back toward below freezing. Then it will be Felicia’s turn.

      We’re both exhausted from this. Exhausted, sleep-deprived, and starving.

      While I wait, I keep looking up into the void, hoping to see a ship on the horizon. I’ve hallucinated seeing one often enough, that I don’t believe the light in the distance could possibly be one.

      I squint at it, and it seems to be moving. Yes. It really is moving. But it could just be a small piece of debris--or a distant comet.

      I don’t even want Felicia to see it. False hope is the most deadly thing for her right now. I move in front of the window again and start making stupid faces at her.

      She rolls her eyes at me, but I see her smiling. And soon I see sweat beads dripping down her forehead.

      When my watch hits the ten-minute mark, I turn away and check the sky again. It is a ship.

      If it’s a ship, it must have heard our distress beacon. Real hope is in sight.

      But I still have to get the hoses off, or Felicia will cook.

      I try to ignore the ship as I work, but my mind is racing.

      Best-case scenario is that it’s a perfectly upstanding crew--maybe a Martian military craft on a scouting mission or patrol. Second-best case is another mining ship, and they would be happy to rescue us if we hand over most of what we mined.

      After that, the less optimistic possibilities begin. It could be pirates. They’d likely take our haul and leave us for dead. And if it’s particularly nasty pirates, we’d wish they’d left us for dead.

      Worst case...what is the worst case? Darkstar Marauders. No one knows for sure where Darkstar is. It could be about as far out as we are now, or it could be halfway to the Oort cloud. Some people think it’s even in the Oort cloud. One thing is for sure though: Darkstar Marauders hate humans, and we’d be lucky if they gave us a quick death.

      I put the wrench onto the third hose and start to turn, but it doesn’t move. I go a bit harder, and still it doesn’t budge.

      I calm my breathing and try not to panic. I check my watch. Eleven minutes, thirty seconds. Plenty of time...as long as I don’t lose my cool.

      I re-adjust the wrench for more torque, get both gloves firmly on, and pull.

      My feet slip out from under me as the wrench moves, and a pressurized blast of heated air shoots out from the socket.

      It blasts the wrench out of my hand, and it flies out of my hand. I watch as it gleams in the floodlight from the ship, and then disappears into total darkness. The gravity is so slight that--while it will land, eventually--it might not land for several hundred meters. Maybe even a kilometer.

      Twelve minutes, thirty seconds.

      I don’t even know which direction to look in. In this suit--and with this little gravity--even if I knew where the wrench landed, it would take me twenty minutes to reach it, and twenty to bring it back.

      Too long.

      I look up toward the ship, and see that it is a ship. It’s close now, and it’s definitely coming toward us.

      “Please don’t be a Marauder,” I whisper to myself as I try--hopelessly--to get the hose off with my gloved hands.
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      Darkstar.

      I never thought I’d have to go back there. I felt--for the first time, however faint--the sun on my skin on Atlantis, the frozen planet. And then I traveled to Venus, where the sun’s energy is trapped by the thick atmosphere, and I felt warmer than I’ve ever been.

      Darkstar. The sun’s rays barely reach it. A barren rock, cast out from the sun’s inner circle. My former home.

      All the other Darkstar Marauders sent with me to Atlantis were killed. Including my father. I killed over half of them--but I didn’t kill my own father. That was a shame debt I could never take on, even if my father was a genocidal monster. I couldn’t pull the trigger to end him.

      I’ve betrayed Darkstar and become a peacekeeper. My first assignment? To go back there. To pretend I never changed.

      The computer beeps.

      “Kain,” it says, “There’s a distress beacon from a nearby planetoid. We should ignore it.”

      “How nearby?” I ask.

      “It’s close enough to reach, but we’re too close to Darkstar now. You need to keep your cover.”

      “I can reach it and get back on course to Darkstar? There’s enough fuel?”

      “Yes, but--”

      “Do it,” I say. “Change course.”

      “But--”

      “Do it!”

      The computer goes silent, and I feel the ship start to rotate, then change trajectory.

      “Mining vessel,” the computer says. “Two humans requesting evac.”

      My ship could hold two humans, but what then? On Darkstar, humans are sterilized--so the disease of humanity will not spread--and then used as sex slaves. If I rescue these humans, I can’t bring them to Darkstar.

      But I can’t just leave them to die.

      Maybe I could fix their ship. Or give them enough supplies to make it until a human vessel can rescue them.

      I sit back and wait. There’s no use planning with such limited information. I’ll save my energy until I know what I’m dealing with.

      After over an hour, the ship’s display shows me a magnified view of the planetoid. It zooms in further and shows a ship. It’s a mining ship, and the drill is still deep in the rock. The ship’s floodlights are on, and there’s a suited figure standing outside the ship. It’s...struggling.

      “Zoom in more,” I say.

      “We’re at maximum zoom,” the computer says. “We’ll have to get closer to see more.”

      The ship is already slowing itself down as it nears the planetoid, preparing for a touchdown.

      As we get closer, I see that the human is trying to remove some kind of pipe or hose from the ship. But they have no tool, and the pipe is not coming loose.

      “Why are the humans outside the ship?” I ask.

      “Analyzing,” the computer says. “Hm…”

      “Don’t ‘hm’ me,” I grunt. “What is it?”

      “It’s a thermal distribution hose connected to the tokamak reactor via the heat regulator.”

      “What?”

      “It makes the ship hot,” the computer says.

      “Then why is she trying to pull it out?”

      “It seems the interior of the ship is nearing the limits of human tolerance, and another woman is still inside.”

      “They’re women?” I ask, feeling my chest tighten.

      “Yes,” the computer says. “And one is going to die if that hose is not removed.”

      “Hard landing!” I shout.

      “Kain, that will use too much fuel--”

      “Hard fucking landing! Now!”
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      The ship’s engines cut off.

      “What? No...no...no... please!”

      But then I realize that the engines were facing me. Meaning they were being used to slow it down. So if they cut off...it means the ship is coming even faster toward me.

      I don’t know what to make of that, but without the engine burn, I can’t see the ship at all. I start to worry that I hallucinated it all along.

      I give the hose another good turn, but it doesn’t budge. I feel the veins in my neck bulge as I tighten my grip and give it everything I’ve got. My stomach flexes, my thighs burn--every muscle in my body goes to work, but nothing moves.

      “Fuck!” I shout, falling ever so slowly to the ground as I collapse from exhaustion.

      I pant until I have my breath again, and I stand up to check on Felicia.

      She’s chugging water, and her skin is red. Her hair is matted onto her forehead, and it’s soaking wet from the sweat.

      Okay, she needs hope now. Even false hope is fine.

      I tap on the window, and point up to the black sky.

      She gives me an exasperated look that makes it seems she has no idea what I’m saying. She holds up two hands as if she is gripping a hose, and she rotates her wrists in opposite directions, miming a hose disconnecting.

      I hold my hand up like I’m still holding the wrench, and then I use my other hand to mime an explosion. I hit the explosion to the invisible wrench, and I show her the wrench had drifting away up, and up, and up.

      She slams on the glass, and her mouth moves.

      I’m not good at lip reading, but it looks like three syllables. Idiot, maybe?

      I point up again, and then I see the engines flare once again. The ship is right above us.

      The light from the engine burn nearly blinds me, and I shield my eyes.

      The ship is settling down only about one hundred meters away from me, and directly below it rocks are flying everywhere. The gravity is so low that small pebbles and even larger chunks of rock slam against our ship.

      I check through the window and see Felicia slouched down against the wall. Her skin is red like a crab, and she’s not even sweating anymore.

      “Shit...shit!” I slam my hand against the window, but her eyes don’t open.

      I look back and see that the ship has landed. It doesn’t look like Martian military, maybe it’s Venusian?

      The landing ramp hits the ground, and one figure begins walking down.

      His suit is tight, form-fitting teal. He doesn’t even walk all the way down the ramp. He leaps from the top of it.

      I see him floating through the microgravity, straight toward us. He floats through the air--but really is just falling extremely slowly--for many seconds, and his feet hit the ground just a few meters from the other side of our ship.

      I try to get a look at his face, but he disappears behind my ship before I can see him.

      Moments later he comes around the corner, and God, he’s fucking tall.

      His faceplate goes transparent, and I see that it’s a Marauder.

      I hold my breath, maybe because I’m terrified, or maybe because he’s so fucking handsome. His cheekbones are razor sharp, and his eyes are vibrant green. There’s a kind of tortured darkness hiding behind his eyes, but the worried look on his face shows true sympathy.

      He’s the youngest Marauder I’ve ever seen. Marauders can’t mate with other Marauders, they can only mate with humans, which produces pink-skinned Seraphim. The Marauders entered our solar system just over 25 years ago, so most of them are pushing 60 by now. But not this one--he barely looks 25, he must have been a baby when they arrived.

      He points to the hose, and steps toward it. I take a step back out of his way.

      He grabs the hose with his gloved hand and twists. He pulls the hose right out.

      Then he flips the switch.

      Now all the waste heat is beaming out as microwaves, and not into the ship. If I had flipped the switch without removing the hose, the microwaves would have cooked Felicia just as bad as the radiated heat.

      The Marauder narrows his eyes at me, and even though it’s hard to see through his faceplate, I swear I see him grin.

      He reaches to the airlock and starts to turn it. It takes me almost two minutes to turn the thing enough to open the first door, but he does it in just seconds.

      He gets it open, but there’s only room for one of us inside. He looks at me, nods, and points inside.

      I nod to him, and he shuts the door.

      I exhale. Had I really been holding my breathe that whole time? The look he gave me...it was like he was telling me with just one look that everything would be okay. And there was something else behind those eyes. Something I don’t dare to even think about.
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      I shut the outer door of the airlock, and it cuts me off from the woman’s beauty. It’s like cutting myself off from the sun, but more painful. First I have to save the one inside, and then I’ll get to the one outside...and...and what?

      The hard entry used up so much fuel that I can’t make it to Darkstar. I’m trapped here with these two unless I can get their ship running again. If I can repair their mining drill, I might be able to refuel my own ship too.

      And then...leave them. I couldn’t even see her body through that bulky space suit, but her face was all I needed to see to know. To know deep in my bones. In my heart.

      But I have to go to Darkstar. Cold. Devoid of light and hope. The opposite of her.

      I shove open the inner door of the airlock, and I see the second woman flat on the ground, drenched in sweat. Her eyes are closed.

      I remove my helmet, and heat worse than the floating jungles of Venus crushes me. I drip with sweat immediately, but I pull out my heat sponge. It’s made of nanoparticles that can absorb incredible amounts of heat into a small, dense sphere.

      I pull the tab on the sponge, and it activates.

      I feel no difference at first, but after only ten seconds the brunt of the heat is gone. In twenty I feel a slight chill, and I push the tab back in to shut the sponge off.

      The inner door’s handle starts to rotate, and I tug it impatiently. I pull the door open and see her again.

      Her mouth drops open as she looks at me, and I lick my lips with my tongue.

      She looks down at the other woman, then back up at me.

      I hold up the heat sponge, though I doubt she knows what it is. It’s advanced Marauder technology that isn’t widely available outside the richest human settlements and habitats.

      She narrows her eyes at me, and I gesture to her to remove her helmet.

      She looks at her wrist, which displays the internal temperature, and her eyes widen. She reaches for her helmet, twists it, and pulls it off.

      We look at each other in stunned silence, and suddenly her feminine scent floods my nostrils. My tall ears pull back and wiggle in ecstasy, and I breathe her in deeply.

      “We…” I start to say. “I need water, a towel.”

      She nods and rummages through a drawer. She pulls out a towel and holds it under the faucet. She hands it to me, and I put it onto the unconscious woman’s forehead.

      “Human bodies are weak,” I say, offhandedly. “They can only survive within the thinnest margins. Not too hot. Not too cold. But she should make it.”

      “Goldilocks,” the woman says.

      “Goldilocks,” I whisper.

      A beautiful name. It must refer to the golden locks of her long hair.

      “Goldilocks,” I say, louder, “I am Kain.”

      “Oh,” she says. “I’m Kara.”

      She gives me a nervous smile, then holds out her hand.

      I remember the proper human greeting and take her hand rather than her forearm. It’s soft and warm, just right.

      “Is this one Goldilocks?” I ask, pointing down at the woman with the sponge on her head. “Her hair is black.”

      “No,” Kara says. “Goldilocks...it’s a kid’s story. She breaks into someone’s house--three bears, actually--and she eats their food and sleeps in their beds.”

      “Humans have strange stories for children,” I say.

      “There’s three different sized bears, one’s stuff is too small one’s is too big...and the other’s is just right.”

      “How can a bed be too big?” I ask.

      “Uh,” she says, “I don’t know...I’ve only ever slept on a bed that was too small.”

      “And how can there be too much food?”

      “I’m starving,” she says.

      Marauders are always hungry.

      “How does this story end?” I ask.

      “The bears come home and find all their stuff ransacked, and when they get to the beds, they find Goldilocks asleep. She gets scared, jumps out the window, and runs away. No one ever sees her again.”

      The woman on the ground opens her eyes and murmurs. “Goldilocks zones...that’s what we call the distance from the sun that a planet can be habitable. Earth, Mars, and Venus are all in the Goldilocks zone…”

      “Felicia!” Kara says, dropping down beside her. “You feel okay?”

      “Yeah,” she says, “Thanks for rescuing us…”

      “Kain,” I say.

      “Kain.”

      “You two are sisters?” I ask, looking down at them. I can see resemblance.

      “Yeah,” Kara says. “You saved my sister. And me.”

      When should I tell them that I do not have a way to get them off here. Or that I am headed to Darkstar. I should tell them the first piece of information now. And I should never tell them the second.

      “I have some unsettling information to share,” I say.

      They both look up at me with wide eyes and gaping mouths.

      “I mean,” I say, struggling to remember the way that humans phrase things. They are weak when it comes to the harsh truths of reality. “I have good news...and bad news...which would you like to hear first?”

      They give me the same worried stares.

      “The good news,” I say. “The heat sponge can be toggled on and off. It will drastically reduce the frequency with which we need to toggle the hoses.”

      “Why would we need to toggle hoses at all if you can get us off…” Kara starts to say. Then I see her whole body droop down with exhaustion. “Oh. You can’t get us off here, can you?”

      “I burned too much fuel to rush my landing. But my engines are still functional. Given enough time, we could harvest the necessary minerals to produce more fuel.

      “You’re an optimist too,” Felicia says.

      I raise an eyebrow at her.

      Felicia smiles, looks at me, and then at Kara. “Good fit.”

      “Shut up, Felicia!” Kara says.

      “I was on the brink of death,” Felicia says, “And that only buys me a few precious minutes without you being mean to me?”

      Kara grits her teeth and huffs.

      I’m fascinated, and turned on. Human females’ display anger in the most interesting ways.

      I feel my ears poking straight up, and I catch myself smiling.

      Felicia laughs, and Kara balls up her fists and pretends to busy herself with another towel.

      “It’s already getting cold in here,” Felicia says, “I don’t need another towel.”

      “Fine,” Kara snaps. “Take care of yourself then.”

      “You are the older one, Kara?” I ask.

      “Of course,” she says.

      Felicia rolls her eyes.

      “You both feel cold?” I ask.

      Marauders do not have such a small “Goldilocks zone,” and I feel fine. I won’t be able to tell when the humans feel discomfort.

      “Here,” I say, handing the heat sponge to Kara. “If you feel cold, you press this tab in to release the heat. If you feel too hot, pull the tab all the way out to suck it back in.”

      I hand it to her, and she nods. “Thanks. I wish we had this thing weeks ago.”

      “You’ve been here for weeks?” I ask.

      “I heard Marauders eat a lot,” Felicia says. “Do you have--”

      “Ah,” I say, “Yes, I have plenty of food.”

      Their eyes light up.

      “I’d invite you to stay on my ship, but it’s much smaller. It could not fit us comfortably.”

      “Well,” Kara says, “That’s fine...but if you have food to spare, and if you don’t mind, we’d be so grateful if--”

      “Give us your food!” Felicia says. “We’re fucking starving!”

      Kara scowls at Felicia, but then smiles up at me.

      “If need be,” I say, “I can hibernate to conserve food.”

      “Can you really turn into a bear?” Kara asks me.

      I nod. “That will not help us in this situation, however.”

      “Oh,” Kara says, “I know...I was just curious.”

      “Where are you two from?” I ask.

      “Nowhere,” they say in unison.

      “I thought all humans had a place they called home. I thought that only Marauders are truly homeless...hence our name.”

      “Well,” Kara says, “I guess we were technically born on Earth. Our parents were neo-Luddites, and--”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      “Luddites, uh,” Felicia says. “It was people who didn’t believe in using technology.”

      “Everything is technology,” I say. “Did they not use wheels? Fire?”

      “There was a threshold,” Kara says, “The original Luddites drew the line somewhere around electricity--”

      “But the Neo-Luddites,” Felicia says, cutting her sister off, “Drew the line at thinking machines.”

      “No computers?” I ask.

      “Computers were fine, just not...the ones that duplicated human-like intelligence.”

      I nod.

      “So when the Marauders arrived,” Kara says, “I was still a baby, and Felicia wasn’t even born yet. The Empire fell, and Earth decided to put the super-intelligent machine in charge of everything.”

      “Harmony,” I say, chills going down my spine. “Perhaps your parents were wise.”

      “Well,” Kara says, “Perhaps, but they were paranoid, and they thought Harmony would spread to Mars and Venus and the habitats--”

      “So we had nowhere to go,” Felicia says. “And we’d occasionally land on Mars to trade, but we could never stay there longer than needed.”

      I hold my tongue. Darkstar made a deal with Harmony, and when Darkstar tried to stab it in the back, it seized enough antimatter to destroy the entire planet. These two must not have heard the news yet, that Harmony is holding the population of Earth hostage--preventing anyone from leaving.

      Kara’s parents were right to be paranoid.

      “Our parents died,” Kara says. “But we managed to keep the mining operation going with just the two of us. We almost had enough to buy citizenship on New Copenhagen…”

      “That’s a lot of money,” I say.

      “Well,” Kara says, “We have a lot of platinum.”

      I sit bolt upright. “Platinum? Why didn’t you tell me.”

      “You’re going to rob us now?” Felicia asks. “Where are you from, by the way?”

      “I’m a Peacekeeper,” I say, grabbing my helmet. “Is the platinum in the cargo hold?”

      “Uh,” Kara says, “Are you really going to rob us?”

      “My ship can convert platinum to reaction mass. I can get you two out of here.”

      To where? Perhaps I can go back to Venus. I’ll lose over two months--jeopardizing the operation and crippling the peacekeepers’ mission...but I took an oath to protect people. How can I leave these two for dead?

      Or am I being selfish? I look hungrily at Kara, and my cock twitches just thinking about it.

      I take a deep breath, and then my wrist starts beeping.

      “What’s that?” Felicia asks.

      “My ship,” I say, feeling my heart pound. It wouldn’t contact me like this unless it was being contacted. I’m too far out for any of the peacekeepers to risk contacting me when I’m supposed to be moving undercover.

      “Kain,” the computer says aloud. “You’re being contacted by a ship from Darkstar.”

      Kara and Felicia’s eyes bulge, and I steel myself and control my breathing. “How close are they?” I ask.

      “They’ll be on you in twenty minutes.”

      “Fuck!” I shout, and I punch the console so hard that I dent the metal.

      “We can still get away, right?” Kara asks.

      “No,” I say. “Even if we already had the platinum in the reaction chamber, it would take hours until we had enough fuel to lift off.”

      Even if I let them take the ship without me to save weight. Even if I stripped everything but life support and the emergency beacon. Even then they could never lift off.

      “I have another harsh truth--” I start to say, but then I correct myself, “I have good news…and bad new--”

      “Jesus,” Kara says, shoving me. “What’s the bad news?”

      “I am originally from Darkstar--”

      “Fuck!” Felicia shouts, and she too shoves me.

      “How can there even be good news after that?”

      “Ironically,” I say, “The good news is that I am originally from Darkstar.”

      “His brain is broken,” Felicia says.

      “No,” I say. “I am originally from Darkstar. I am now a peacekeeper. I’ve defected. But Darkstar doesn’t know. I was out here to re-establish contact with them--to go undercover.”

      “So…” Kara says, “Please, please tell us that there is actual good news in here. Think of it from our perspective…”

      A ship of this size will have at least three fully armed warriors. As part of my cover, I was given a barebones ship with no weapons other than a blade. I could fight, but I would die. I do not fear death, but I fear what would happen to Kara and her sister if I were to die.

      To protect them, I must live.

      I will maintain my cover, and tell the Darkstar ship that I’ve captured two human females. I will have to find a way to protect them--to break them out--once we reach Darkstar.

      But how can I tell them this? It will not sit well with them.

      “Where I grew up,” I start to say.

      “You mean Darkstar?” Felicia asks.

      Kara elbows her.

      “We also had a children’s story,” I continue.

      “Oh, God,” Felicia says. “It’s so bad he’s going to tell us a children’s story.”

      Millenia ago, our ancestors landed in a star system with an enchanting alien race. At this time, Marauders had red skin, but these aliens had skin blue as your clearest seas--”

      “And so your ancestors had sex with them, and your skin turned purple?” Felicia asks. “Great story.”

      “Yes,” I say, “That happened, but it’s not the story. These blue-skinned aliens kept certain animals as pets. The blue-skins thought these were the most adorable animals in the world, much like you humans think of dogs.”

      “I’m a cat person,” Kara says.

      “Or cats,” I say. “These animals lived in the blue-skins’ homes, and had evolved to do so, just like dogs or cats. However, there was another type of animal. It was vicious and consumed blue-skin flesh--”

      “It ate them?”

      “No,” I say, “Just their skin. It ripped their skin off and ate it.”

      “This is a children’s story?” Kara says, raising an eyebrow.

      “Marauder children, yes, “ I say. “What do you think this vicious animal looked like?”

      “I don’t know?” Kara says, “Gross skin?”

      “Sharp teeth, snarling,” Felicia adds.

      “No,” I say. “It looked just like their adorable pets. Exactly like them.”

      Both of the women give me a queasy look.

      “It would pretend to be this animal until a blue-skin family had bonded with it and accepted it--loved it. And then, in the middle of the night, it would attack and eat their skin.”

      “Wonderful,” Kara says.

      “So what did the blueskins do?” Felicia asks.

      “They killed every last animal. Every last pet. This was before they had technology such as blood sampling or knowledge of DNA, so they had to kill all of their beloved pets just to eradicate the skin eaters.”

      “Okay…” Kara says, “What part of this is supposed to make us feel better?”

      “When Darkstar takes us,” I say. “They will think I am like the blue-skins’ pet. But I am not. I will kill every last one of them--flay their skin--if they touch you.”
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      “Wait here,” Kain says. “I will procure rations from my ship. You’ll want to eat well before they take you hostage.”

      He rips the inner-door open, shuts it behind him, and tightens the seal.

      Felicia looks at me with a wide-eyed expression.

      “Don’t say it,” I say.

      “He’s kind of hot--”

      “God!” I shout. “I told you to not say it!”

      “He’s clearly not interested in me,” Felicia says. “But I think you have a real shot--”

      “Felicia. We’re about to be taken prisoner on Darkstar. I’m happy if I have a real shot at ever seeing the sun again. “

      “Those cheekbones though,” Felicia says. “And it’s hard to tell with his armor, but he looks...strong.”

      “I guess he’s hot in a ‘I AM GOING TO FLAY THEIR SKIN!’ kind of way,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      I won’t admit it to my sister--and she knows I won’t admit it--but Kain is hot, and considering how awful our current situation is, his offer to protect me is quite moving. Minus the skin flaying

      “At least he’s going to get us food,” I say.

      “See,” Felicia says. “He wants to provide for you.”

      I bite my lip to stop myself from smiling.

      “Is this really any better?” I ask. “Before Kain found us, we were most certainly going to starve to death. It would have been painful, but if he turns out to be all talk, can you even imagine what those other Marauders will do to us?”

      Felicia leans back in the pilot’s seat. “I suppose we could have just not plugged the heat in. We could have just slowly frozen to death. That wouldn’t have been so bad.”

      “So what’s our plan?” I ask.

      “Uh, does it even matter?”

      I look out the window and see Kain already exiting his ship, holding a big crate.

      “Of course it matters!” I snap. “We need to know everything we can about Darkstar. The more we do, the more likely we can get rescued.”

      Felicia forces a confused smile at me.

      “What?” I ask. “Were you just planning to sit on your ass and see if he’d rescue us?”

      “I wanted to at least have a small break from fighting tooth and nail to survive. These last few weeks have been rough.”

      I shake my head. “You know how rough it can get as a prisoner on Darkstar...and hopefully you weren’t ever planning on having kids.”

      I see Felicia’s neck bulge as she swallows.

      “So as soon as that sexy skinflayer gets back,” I say, “We press him, hard.”

      Felicia grins, “Maybe he’ll press you, hard.”

      I kick the back of her chair, and it tips forward on its pivot, dumping her onto the console.

      She starts laughing. “You asshole!”

      The airlock wheel starts to turn, and Kain bursts back inside.

      He throws the crate down onto the ground. “I have food.”

      Felicia and I nearly dive into the crate.

      It’s full of dried fruit, jerky, vacuum packed curry, rice, chocolate, everything I’ve ever dreamed of while slowly starving the past few weeks.

      I tear into the chocolate and bite into it. I feel a crunch. “Oh, my, God,” I say, my mouth still full.

      “What?” Felicia says, tearing the chocolate out of my hands.

      I point at the bar. “Almonds!”

      She wolfs it down even more greedily than me.

      Kain removes his helmet and bites into a stick of jerky.

      Felicia swallows, then elbows me. “Press him hard,” she whispers, then takes another monstrous bite of the chocolate.

      “Kain,” I say, looking up at him. “Can you tell us what exactly will happen once we are on Darkstar?”

      He furrows his eyebrows, and his ears pull all the way back. He doesn’t speak.

      “It’s going to happen whether you tell us or not,” I say. “If you tell us, we’ll at least be prepared. Escaping is going to require work on both ends--yours and ours.”

      Kain’s ears are still back all the way. Like a dog who was just caught tearing up a pair of shoes.

      “Come on,” Felicia says, “It can’t be that bad…”

      “The good news...” Kain says.

      We both groan.

      “Marauders, despite their name, will not force themselves onto you.”

      “Wow!” Felicia says, elbowing me, “Great news!”

      I punch her arm.

      “However,” Kain says, “They will recycle you if you are not providing sufficient value.”

      “Gross,” Felicia says.

      “I have two questions,” I say. “First, what is ‘recycle,’ and second, is being a sex slave the only way to provide value?”

      “Recycle is self explanatory,” Kain says. “You will be broken down in the bio-reorganizer, and your organic matter will be redistributed through our life support systems.”

      “They’ll eat us?” Felicia asks.

      “The reorganizer will break you down molecule by molecule, sometimes atom by atom, there won’t be a you left for us to eat.”

      “Wonderful,” I say. “And my second question?”

      “The human slaves are a taboo subject on Darkstar,” Kain says. “It’s very hippo...I forget this word. Hippocratic?”

      “Hypocritical.”

      “Yes,” he says, “It’s hypocritical. Darkstar’s stated mission is to eradicate humanity. Though in recent years there’s been a push to focus instead on simply leaving. I stayed with Darkstar because I was in favor of leaving. But the ‘eradicate humanity’ idea is gaining fresh traction once again. So the human captives--most all female--are...a contradiction.”

      “Fucking assholes,” Felicia says leaning back in her chair.

      “Yes,” Kain says, “Sometimes they do that--only in the ass--to avoid the taboo of ‘mating with a human.’”

      “What!” Felicia shouts. “I was calling them assholes! Not--”

      “Oh,” Kain says, “Sorry, that was likely too much information. But anyway, it’s not widely spoken of within Darkstar society. The prisoners are kept on Darkstar itself rather than the ships.”

      “What is the main difference between Darkstar and the ships?” I ask.

      “Uh,” Felicia says, “One is a big rock, and the other are ships? Seems obvious.”

      “Yes,” Kain says, “But Kara’s question is important. The ships orbit Darkstar, but the ships are total luxury compared to the planet itself. Darkstar is typically reserved for the training of soldiers, resource mining, and so on. An officer in High Command, for instance, is stationed on one of the ships. For him to give into temptation and take a human slave, he’ll typically say that he is going to supervise training, or observe the mining operations--some excuse--and everyone will look the other way.”

      “So,” I say, “It sounds like rescuing us won’t be impossible.”

      “Rescuing you would be simple,” Kain says. “The issue is getting out of range of the plasma cannons. I will need a biosuit to defend us from them.”

      “So take one off the rack,” Felicia says.

      “While my father was still alive, I may have been able to easily gain access to one. But I have no idea what my position will be on Darkstar after all that’s happened.”

      “Maybe they won’t come,” I say, “Can you just ignore the signal?”

      “I already told them I was here with two prisoners,” Kain says.

      “You couldn’t have just,” I say, “Like, not done that?”

      “They already heard your distress beacon, and they already saw me landing. Their scanners can pick up that I’m Marauder and that you’re two living human females. I needed to get them to believe I’m still on their side. It’s your best hope.”

      “How long do we have?”

      Kain looks at his wrist. “A few minutes more.”

      “Any final thoughts?” I ask, “Pieces of advice?”

      “Back to your question,” Kain says. “You can avoid recycling by providing value. Show a willingness to do manual labor, if you would not like to have sex, that is.”

      I try to swallow, but it sticks in my throat, and I end up coughing.

      “I can claim one of you,” Kain says. “Once claimed, it will be assumed we are fucking each other, and you will be seen as having value.”

      “Wonderful culture you have there,” Felicia says.

      “Claim Felicia,” I say, “She’s not well suited to manual labor.”

      Felicia jumps to her feet. “I’m not going to--” She sucks air in through her teeth, looks at Kain, and shakes her head. “Ignore what I said earlier, about him being...dammit, Kara, I told you! You, should do...that.”

      “What language is she speaking?” Kain asks, cocking his head. “All the important words are missing.”

      “She’s saying that she doesn’t want to have sex with you,” I say.

      Kain narrows his eyes. “I see. I’ve had many human women on Venus offer themselves to me, but my friend Ramses taught me that I must wait for my true mate. Felicia...you are not my true mate.”

      “Well I didn’t want to fuck you anyway!” Felicia says, throwing up her hands.

      Then Felicia starts to smile and looks at me with devious eyes.

      “Don’t,” I say, raising a finger.

      “Why don’t you claim Kara?” She asks. “Had you thought of that.”

      Kain grins and looks down at me. “I have indeed.”

      My face burns hot, and I look away. I can imagine exactly what Felicia’s face looks like right now, and I don’t even want to know how Kain is looking at me.

      “If you claim me,” I say, still looking down at the floor. “No one has to know what is happening behind closed doors. We can just plan the escape...we don’t have to...do anything.”

      “She does not want to have sex with me,” Kain says. “I appreciate your attempt to be my ‘wing man,’ Felicia.”

      Felicia bursts out laughing. “Where the hell did you learn that phrase?”

      “I often acted as wingman on Venus, at the peacekeeper academy. I helped many of my human friends get their dicks wet.”

      Now I burst out laughing. “Were they all playing a joke on you to get you to talk like that with a straight face?”

      “Talk like what?” Kain asks. “Human men’s dicks are not self lubricating, so it’s a logical expression, as the vaginal fluids will--”

      “Jesus,” I say, cutting him off, “Please stop.”

      Felicia laughs again. “It’s awesome, he talks either like the biggest asshole, or like a biological textbook. There’s no in between.”

      Kain taps on the window, and we look outside.

      We see a blue glow of engine thrust in the distance.

      “I need to go meet them outside,” Kain says. “You’ll need to both pretend that I was not kind to you when we next meet.”

      “You weren’t,” I say.

      Kain kicks the crate. “Then I will take this food away.”

      “Come on, Kara,” Felicia says. “He saved our asses and brought us chocolate.”

      “Okay, fine,” I say. “You were kind to us.”

      Kain nods. “You are both welcome.”

      Then he grabs my hand, squeezes it, and locks eyes with me. “And you are especially welcome, Kara.”

      I feel my chest tighten, and my throat goes dry. My heart pounds hard against my chest, and a warm surge of adrenaline floods through me, sending all the butterflies in my stomach flying high.

      “Uhh,” I croak out. “Okay.”

      He twitches his ears at me, locks his helmet on, and goes out the airlock.

      When he’s gone, Felicia says in a mocking voice, “And you are especially welcome!”

      I try to punch her, but she jumps back and laughs.
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      I stand outside my ship, fully suited up and ready to rejoin Darkstar.

      But my body is still alight. It’s aflame.

      Kara.

      All of those long nights acting as wingman, seeing others engage in meaningless ‘hook-ups,’ and all that time I abstained. I waited for the right one.

      So many Seraphim--human Marauder hybrids--are suffering. They’re turning toward Darkstar, because they want only to leave this place. They are restless and in pain. When a human and Marauder who are not true mates produce a Seraph, this is what happens. Marauders must take care to only commit to their true mate, and I doubted I’d ever find mine.

      Until now.

      I will claim her, and I will save her.

      She may not want to mate with me now, but she’ll not long be able to resist me.

      The Darkstar ship begins its final descent. The dust kicks up and plinks against my faceplate, but I stand tall and wait.

      I push the thoughts of my mate out of my mind, and remember my peacekeeper training. I need to convince them I am still loyal and still ideologically pure. I need to convince myself, if I’m to act the part.

      The ramp on their ship lowers, and two bio-suited figures walk down the ramp.

      I recognize them immediately. It’s Senka and Raius.

      It’s been over a year since I was stationed on Darkstar, but before I’d left, neither of these two had earned the right to wear biosuits. I am the youngest remaining pure-blooded Marauder, but Senka and Raius are among the youngest--barely over 30.

      I salute them, and they salute back.

      Senka’s teal biosuit turns liquid at the shoulder, and a tendril snaps out toward me.

      I don’t flinch. If he somehow knows I’ve betrayed them and wants to kill me--he’ll kill me. There’s no hope of fighting these two with biosuits.

      But the tendril doesn’t impale me, it slides into my suit’s computer, and suddenly I hear Senka’s voice.

      “Kain! Son of Grius!”

      “Senka,” I say, “Son of Senka.”

      Senka’s family is not very creative with names, his brother’s name is Benka.

      “We thought you were dead,” Raius says. “But now we find you...with two fresh prisoners.”

      “Yes,” I say. “They are young, too.”

      Senka licks his lips.

      The tendril pulls back into Senka’s suit, but it’s permanently altered my suit’s computer, so I can still communicate with them.

      Raius clears his throat and scowls. I remember he was never one to partake in the human slaves.

      They’ve both been promoted, but I don’t know which one is more powerful. I can gain favor with Senka by seeming sympathetic to his appetites, but that will distance me from Raius. Until I know who holds more sway, I will avoid committing.

      “I was on my way back,” I say, “and their beacon was within range. I knew it was a mining ship, so my main goal was to take their haul.”

      “Good call,” Raius says, “We scanned and saw a lot of platinum. We’ll take it all.”

      “Why the hard landing?” Senka asks, voice skeptical. “Must have wasted a lot of fuel. I’d be surprised if there was enough left in that thing to get back to Darkstar.”

      Shit. I didn’t think they’d seen me land.

      “Everything on Atlantis went wrong,” I say. “All of our forces, Marauder and Seraphim alike, were wiped out. My father included.”

      Both Senka and Raius bow their heads, which buys me some time to think up a reason why I burned so much fuel to land.

      “That ship,” I say, pointing to my ship. “It’s from Earth. When I was going in to land, the computer realized the two women were facing imminent threat of death--”

      “So what?” Raius asks. “All we reallly care about is the platinum. And what good is a bunch of heavy platinum if you don’t have the fuel to get it back to Darkstar?”

      “Yes,” I say, “Exactly what I told the computer--”

      “I dunno,” Senka says, “Two young human females will do wonders for morale.”

      Raius side-eyes him, and I continue my story.

      “I told the computer to strike a balance--conserve enough fuel to make it back to Darkstar, but get me down fast. It overrode my decision.”

      “Harmony,” Raius says. “We’ll have to blow that ship to hell on our way out. I don’t think she could fit on such a small ship, but who knows what she’s capable of. That fucking thing has always preferred humanity to us.”

      “It was designed by humans,” Senka says.

      I feel my stomach knot up. The ship’s computer is designed to help me with my undercover operation. I have an implant that links directly to the ship’s computer, and even if I were on Darkstar and it were docked on one of the Marauder ships, I could still communicate with it.

      Now it’s going to be blown to pieces. I could try to argue a case to keep it for examination, but then they might find my implant. I’ll have to let it go.

      “The humans were malnourished,” I say, “So I gave them a crate of rations.

      “We have plenty of space and fuel,” Senka says, “We can carry both their mining haul and the humans themselves.”

      “I know which you’re more happy about,” Raius says.

      Senka scoffs, and gives me a look.

      “I should congratulate you both on your promotions,” I say, pointing at their biosuits.

      Senka swells up, sticking out his chest.

      Raius pokes him with his finger, “Don’t puff up like that, Senka! We have nothing to be proud of.”

      “Why’s that?” I ask.

      “Darkstar is on its last legs. We need new blood, and now that you’ve told us all of the Seraphim we spent years recruiting were killed on Atlantis…”

      Senka cuts in, “Raius thinks we were promoted because we’re among the few Marauders that aren’t old and grey. They need Marauders in peak physical condition to fight, and I know I fit that description.”

      Raius shakes his head. “Would you rather have a permanent post on the Darkstar ships, in a nice, spacious command room? And the power to order around Marauders and Seraphim in peak physical condition. Or would you rather have these biosuits, at the cost of those commanders in their spacious rooms ordering you around?”

      The gears in my head start to turn. I am in peak physical condition. That means I’ll likely be given a biosuit, but it also means I’ll be a grunt they order around. I need the biosuit to have any hope of escaping with Kara and Felicia, but the “ordering around” could be a real problem.

      What if they order me back to Atlantis?

      I grunt, then say, “Either way, let’s get this cargo loaded up. I’m sick of this rock.”

      Senka laughs. “Let’s get you off this dark rock and onto another one.”
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      The airlock opens, and only Kain enters.

      “Kain--”

      He widens his eyes at me, and shakes his head imperceptibly. They must be able to hear us.

      “Just let us go!” I say, in my whiniest, weakest voice. “We can just wait here, hope someone else finds us--”

      “Quiet, woman!” He growls. “We’re going to load you in first, then we’re taking your mining haul.”

      Felicia looks like she’s about to cry when I mention her mining haul.

      “We only have one suit,” I say.

      “Well, put it on then!”

      “You first,” Felicia says.

      I roll my eyes and start to get back into the suit.

      No one moves to help me. “I can’t get it on alone.”

      Kain crosses his arms.

      Fucking asshole. “Felicia, come on!”

      She sighs and gets back up, then holds the legs out.

      When the helmet is finally locked in, Kain shoves me into the airlock.

      “Asshole,” I mutter as he seals the door behind me.

      As soon as the pressure equalizes and the seal is tight, the outer door starts to open.

      Two more Marauders greet me, and by “greet,” I mean that one grabs me by the arm and starts to drag me.

      Suddenly I hear his voice from the comms in my suit. The comms were broken, but apparently his biosuit can repair them.

      “Get up!”

      He tugs my arm again, and I fall back down.

      “Stop fucking knocking me over, and maybe I will get up!”

      “She’s feisty,” the Marauder says, “You didn’t tell me she was feisty, Kain.”

      I grit my teeth and stand up. “I’ll walk with you if you promise not to--”

      He shoves me, and I fall flat on my back.

      “God,” the Marauder says, “I love when they get mad.”

      The second Marauder pushes the first away from me, and I hear his voice in my helmet, “We don’t have time for this shit, Senka. Let her walk.”

      I hear Senka laughing, and already I fucking hate him. Maybe I do want Kain to flay his skin.

      “Thanks,” I say to the one that rescued me.

      “Don’t thank me,” he says, “I don’t think you’re worth the oxygen and food we’ll waste keeping you alive. If it were up to me, I’d execute you on the spot.”

      “Well,” I say, “At least you’re not shoving me.”

      “Raius!” Senka shouts, “You can’t protect both of them at once!”

      I shudder thinking of him getting his hands on Felicia.

      “Don’t touch my sister,” I say, seething.

      “Sisters!” Senka shouts. “Oh, this is too good to be true! You must be the big sister, huh? Want to protect little sister--”

      The voice cuts out.

      “I broke his uplink with you,” Raius says.

      “I thought you didn’t care about me.”

      “I don’t,” he says, “Now keep moving.”

      He leads me up the ramp, through an airlock, and once I’m inside he helps me out of the suit.

      The moment the suit is off and in his hands, he turns his back to me as if I don’t exist.

      “I really am grateful to you for not being a total piece of shit,” I say to his back, but he doesn’t show any hint of having heard me. He shuts the door to the airlock and is gone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The door swings open again, and Felicia falls headfirst onto the floor. Senka is behind her.

      He shuts the door again and leaves us alone.

      Felicia pulls her helmet off and screams. “I want to fucking flay that dickbag’s skin off!”

      I help her out of the suit, then hug her. “We’ll make it out of this, I promise.”

      “This is so miserable, Kara,” Felicia says. “I just want to curl up into a ball and die. You should have let me freeze to death.”

      I hug her tighter. “We’ve had a shitty life. Really shitty. All kinds of awful things have happened to us, but that’s made us strong. The night is darkest just before dawn--”

      “No it’s not,” Felicia says.

      “It’s just a saying…”

      “It’s factually incorrect though.”

      “But the point stands. This is our last ordeal. If we make it through this, everything will be okay.”

      “Our mining haul,” Felicia says. “They’re crating it all up and hauling it onto their own ship. After Kain claims you--” Felicia coughs and smiles at me, “Maybe you can convince him to rescue our mining haul while he’s at it.”

      “Felicia,” I say. “Do you really want to make our rescue include hauling a ton of heavy rocks? As if breaking two human women out of Darkstar isn’t difficult enough on its own?”

      “Fine, fine,” Felicia says. “But it sucks. Even if we get rescued, we won’t even have a mining ship anymore. I guess we could go to Mars as refugees.”

      “Kain is a peacekeeper,” I say. “He could probably get us to Venus. I’ve heard Sankt Petersburg is nice.”

      “I think after Darkstar,” Felicia says, “That anywhere will seem nice.”

      “There you go!” I squeeze her arm, “Now you’re thinking like an optimist.”

      “You could see that as pessimism about how bad Darkstar will be,” Felicia says.

      “I could.” I smile at her. “But I’m an optimist.”

      This ends the preview of MARAUDER KAIN. Look for it on Amazon sometime next month.
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      I can run from danger, but I can’t run from him.

      When my father tries to marry me off to a man I don’t love, I buy a one-way ticket to Mars. But before I can even get out of orbit, a brutal alien warrior attacks. He says he wants our ship, but from one look in his eyes, I know he wants much more from me.

      I’m left with a choice: try to hitchhike to Mars--alone and penniless--through the empty cold of space, or accept this infuriating alien’s protection. And take him home with me.

      I’d always wanted a man to stand up to my father, I just never thought it would be him. He’s frustrating, mysterious, and fiercely protective. All of humanity is one big game of chess to him...am I his pawn? Or his queen?

      He’ll protect me from everything in the world, but nothing in the universe can protect me from him.

      Buy on Amazon or read free on Kindle Unlimited
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      Shifters of the Primus Series by Elyssa Ebbott.

      The panther shifters of Markul are dominant and fiercely protective of their mates. This series follows the alpha royalty of the planet and how far they will go to protect the women they want.
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      The only safe place for her is in the middle of danger, beside him.

      Gage is the most deadly Primus in the galaxy. Hire him, and the target is as good as dead.

      But this time his target is Aria, and one look at her changes everything.

      Gage has never cared about a woman beyond one wild night, but then he has never met someone like Aria. Now he’s determined to protect her above all else, fiercely and without question—his pay and reputation be damned.

      With death pursuing her at every turn, Aria will have no choice but to ally with the frustratingly cocky mercenary. Danger, intrigue, betrayals, and the threat of a galactic war will be the least of her troubles if she can’t shield her heart from the irresistible rebel.

      He was supposed to be her killer, but became her protector.
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      The Shifter Kings of Kartak Series by Delores Diamond. This series is Dune meets Mad Max meets some big, thick, sexy alien cock. The Shifter Kings are alpha and protective as hell, and they aren’t afraid to take what they want.

      
        
          [image: Orion Cover]
        

      

      
        RENEGADE ORION

      

      My personal fairy tale had almost come true. I was a powerful merchant princess with my own Mercantile House. I had a title, servants, and unimaginable wealth. I was missing just one thing... a fated mate. A Prince Charming, if you will.

      But life on Kartak is hardly like a storybook.

      Betrayed on a mission to unearth an ancient technology, I fell into the clutches of Kartak's barbaric skinner forces.

      Now, my only hope for survival is a Tulani mercenary, a savage alien with a short temper and a lusty fire in his eyes. One touch, and I'm worried we'll both burn alive.

      Could this brutal alien be my fated mate? Or will he betray me to my worst enemy?

      My life is in the hands of my own personal Renegade.
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      Aya Morningstar lives in Denver. She writes with a hot cup of Earl Grey and her loyal were corgi by her side. She writes both paranormal and sci-fi romance.
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