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      The battered mining ship rattled and vibrated during its descent through the thin atmosphere of a Noven mining planet. Captain Sereva grimaced as the craft rocked to one side with a violent jolt and wondered what the hell had happened—and what the hell was on the surface. The planet should have been barren, but it was clear to her now that someone, or something, was waiting for them.

      The craft’s engines whined in an effort to control their free fall. Sereva had never experienced such an entry as this. Her training had never extended to dealing with landing a mining exploration ship with only emergency thrusters to do the job.

      Something had hit them just prior to piercing the atmosphere from low orbit, and they’d come in too fast, she knew that much. The momentum would be difficult to slow the two-hundred-meter-long ship now.

      Warning signs flashed across the viewscreen ahead of her. Below her, on the ops deck, her crew worked frantically to divert power to the thrusters and gain some kind of control over their rapid descent.

      “Status,” she yelled over the din of the ship’s engines.

      Below her, and to the right of the bridge, the chief navigator punched a series of quick commands into his mechanical control desk. No holocontrols in the beat-up Voyager. The company couldn’t afford to give better tech to a lowly mining craft.

      “We’ve taken damage to the port thruster, sir,” the man said, spinning his chair, a grimace stretched across his thin lips. “Something’s—”

      Another booming crash reverberated throughout the bridge. The control center was located at the rear of the ship atop the command tower, giving Captain Sereva a full view of the ship’s bow and the mining crane that was swinging wildly, the entry having cut it loose from the moorings.

      The fifty-three-strong crew of mixed humans, lacterns and vestans turned to their captain. A mixture of fear, confusion, and expectation gleamed brightly from their wide eyes.

      “I said status!” Sereva yelled. The viewscreen at the front of the bridge only showed the dark of night outside, the Noven sun having dipped beyond the horizon some hours previously. Thick black clouds obscured much of the view beyond. Below them, a dense stygian forest awaited their landing like some spiked tomb. The altimeter clicked down toward their impact.

      Ten thousand meters…

      Five thousand…

      One thousand…

      The navigation officer spun round to face his console before returning to look up at Captain Sereva. “We’ve lost thruster power now,” he said.

      “Emergency landing protocols,” Sereva yelled. “Everyone strap in!” She hit a button on the arm of her chair. Throughout the mining craft, sirens wailed, drowning out the thundering noise coming from all around the hull.

      “There’s nowhere flat to drop this bird down,” the navigation officer said. “Just forest for thousands of miles all around.”

      “The trees it is, then,” Sereva said. She gritted her teeth and cursed her employers. OreCorp had sent her back to the long-abandoned Noven system to deliver a special piece of cargo. Thinking of that made her twinge with guilt. She had deceived her crew, told them they were here on a mining mission, but in truth, it was much more dangerous and important than that.

      Noven Alpha hadn’t been mined for nearly a decade since the indigenous independent people went bust and dispersed to various planets within the Salus Sphere. So here was the Noven system, out in deep space on its own, its two planets a memorial of better days passed. How apt, she thought, that this place would be host to the cargo.

      “Easy job,” they had said to Sereva. “In and out, drop the cargo, clear the data on Beta, and you’ll be done. No danger, no hassles. Routine.”

      “Routine, my ass,” Sereva grumbled as she watched her crew strap in and prepare to crash-land this old tub of a ship. Although it wasn’t exactly nimble, it was built like a vestan Battle Budgie… And yet, something on the surface had blasted them out of the sky and damaged their engines with a single shot.

      The planet was supposed to be uninhabited, barren.

      Five hundred meters…

      Four hundred…

      Three…

      “Sir, we’ve detected a massive concentration of magnetic disturbance about two hundred klicks from here.” This came from a vestan woman—the specialist surveyor of the crew.

      “That’s all well and good, officer, but let’s wait until we know we’re actually going to survive before scanning the planet. Now strap in. That’s an order!”

      The ship started to straighten as the navigator managed to pull the ship’s wide bullnose bow up, the g-force pushing Sereva down into her chair, compressing her guts down within her flight suit.

      “Going to have to belly flop it,” the navigator said.

      “Do it.”

      One hundred meters…

      Fifty…

      A terrible screeching noise came from beneath them. They had passed through the thick cover of cloud and Sereva saw on the viewscreen the tops of the dark forest rise above the bow. The branches and trunks scraped against the bottom of the ship, making the captain grimace.

      She swallowed hard when they slowed and shook even more violently than during entry into the atmosphere. She struggled against the gravity to switch on the three-sixty-degree cameras.

      The footage showed them crashing through the forest, the weight and momentum of the ship smashing through the narrow trunks as if they were nothing but matchsticks.

      “We’ve lost the radio dish,” a young man in charge of the radio systems said, his voice garbled with the shaking. Sereva prepared to respond when the craft dropped down into a stationary position. They came to a jolting halt, the army of trees finally providing enough resistance to stop them.

      Sereva and the crew were thrown forward, their bodies remembering the ghost of momentum even as their ship stopped. The straps around her shoulders bit hard into her muscles, squeezing the air from her lungs.

      Three members of the crew on the deck below hadn’t strapped in as they were told. Their bodies rag-dolled forward, crashing together until they struck the metal panel below the viewscreen.

      The din had finally ceased.

      All Sereva could hear now were the moans and cries of those below and the creaking, settling metal panels that made up the craft. Pings rang out as the heated metal began to cool in the chilly atmosphere outside.

      “Screw that,” Sereva said, unbuckling the straps and easing her arms out. Her shoulders flared with pain, making her gasp. “Yelan, can you hear me?” she said, calling out to the navigation officer and her official second in command.

      “Yeah, I can hear you,” he said. “How is everyone?”

      “You heard the man,” Sereva said, hitting the comm button so her voice echoed around the ship. “Health report now. Check in.”

      One by one the fifty-three-strong crew checked in, reporting their status. They’d suffered no casualties or serious wounds. Two of the crew who had been flung against the ship’s bow on the deck below reported minor head and muscle injuries. Sereva ordered them to the medical deck for inspection.

      The engineering department informed her they’d lost their radio dish, so communications and scanning were out; they’d have to send a distress beacon so OreCorp could recover the ship and the crew.

      “Yelan?”

      “Aye, sir?”

      “That was one hell of a rough landing.”

      “The Corp don’t pay me enough for a smooth landing, sir.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind during your next appraisal. But seriously, you did good.”

      “Thank you, sir. I try my best—given my level of remuneration.”

      As bad as the landing was, at least Yelan had provided her with a smile. This helped eased the frustration and anger she felt creeping across her skin. She never wanted to take this mission in the first place. She was supposed to have had a promotion into OreCorp’s executive board, but some internal politics meant she got blackballed and stuck on this old tugboat for a mission that carried consequences far greater than her level of responsibility.

      “Engineering, what’s the status of the engines and motors?”

      “All offline, sir, for now,” the head mechanic said. “I’m sending a team down to survey the damage now. I’ll have an update for you within the hour.”

      “Good job, officer. Let me know the full state of things when you know more. Over.”

      Yelan had climbed the steps to the captain’s deck. “Permission to speak honestly, sir.”

      “Of course. What is it?” Sereva stood up from her chair and stepped closer to her navigation officer. She had to look down at him, which always seemed to put the men on edge, but not Yelan… he knew there was no difference in height when they were lying down together.

      The crew below her were busy ushering the injured through to the rear of the ship, where the medical zone was kept. Others were busying themselves at their consoles, working to figure out where they were and what they could do about the damage.

      “So what is it?” Sereva said, stepping closer to Yelan until their bodies almost touched. She reached up a hand, wanting to grip him by the shoulder, but she clenched her fist and dropped her hand back by her side.

      Yelan scanned around them and then brought his attention back to her. With a low voice he said, “I saw something on the scanners before we hit the trees.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “Don’t know… just movement, a mass of movement.”

      “What size are we talking here?”

      Yelan took a small step back and leaned over the edge of the captain’s deck before returning to speak in a whisper. “It’s difficult to say exactly, given the speed we were coming in, but if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say at the very least three meters tall… and fast.”

      A cold tingle crawled down Sereva’s spine, making the back of her neck buzz. She shrugged it off. “Impossible. OreCorp had the place scanned for life before we arrived. Nothing significant was found. You sure it wasn’t just the movement of the trees?”

      The officer shrugged. “It’s possible, I suppose, but I don’t know… the way these things moved… it was as if they were coming toward—”

      A sound like small hammers clanging against the hull rang out. Ting, ting, ting… There were just a few at first, on the port side, then more from above. The hammering grew louder, more numerous.

      The tings turned to clangs. Sereva demanded a sweep of the cameras on the viewscreen, but the ensign informed her that the camera feeds were dead. They had to shout over the banging.

      She shared a worried look with Yelan and said, “Seems like you were right. Follow me.” She shouted to the others: “Everyone to battle stations.”

      “Weapons are down,” a vestan gunner yelled.

      “Then we do this the old-fashioned way. To the armory, grab a rifle. Away team, follow me.” She grabbed Yelan by the shoulder and led him through the bulkhead of the ship. They strode down the corridor toward the armory, the captain telling everyone within earshot they were preparing for a scout mission.

      The hammering on the hull seemed to follow her, as though whatever was out there was tracking her movements. She banished the thought as ridiculous and got suited up in a blue-gray OreCorp-issue battle-armor suit. Yelan did the same.

      The auto-fit, graphene-strengthened titanium suits were leftovers from the Century War. The dull gray surfaces showed scratches and dents that had been hastily repaired. Though they looked ugly, they would do the job. The materials could deflect a high-caliber caseless round all day every day.

      That wasn’t to say the body within the suit wouldn’t be bruised to hell and back, but at least the rounds wouldn’t puncture the life-preserving shell. A team of six first responders joined the two senior officers in the armory and suited up.

      Each person grabbed an auto-rifle from the weapons rack, loaded up a fresh mag, and waited for Sereva’s instructions. She stood in front of them, Yelan by her side. She was about to yell her orders, that they were to sweep the ship and find out what the hell was turning the place into a drum set, when the sounds suddenly stopped.

      Any words she was about to speak paused on her lips. She scanned the roof as though she could magically see through to the outside.

      “They’ve stopped,” one of the ensigns said with a relieved sigh.

      “You’re the observant one of the team, then?” Sereva replied, rolling her eyes. Before the ensign had time to retort, the captain commanded them to follow her to the airlock. “We need to check this out,” she growled. “I ain’t a sitting duck.”

      It took a few minutes to go through the airlock.

      Sereva, Yelan, and their team of first responders stepped out onto the dark planet’s surface. Speaking through their internal communications, Sereva ordered them to fan out in pairs. “Shoot to kill,” she said. “We’re not here on a preservation order. I don’t care how rare or valuable these things are, whatever they might be. They die… or we do. Understood?” All she wanted to do right now was secure the area and then activate the cargo; it was clear to her now that they wouldn’t be leaving the planet. That didn’t matter now; dealing with the cargo was the only priority.

      “Ooh-rah,” the squad said as they followed her orders, fanning out in pairs. Yelan stayed with her. The two of them, side by side, their rifles raised, stepped one foot over the other, making their way toward the bow of the ship.

      Yelan stood on the outside and covered the dense, dark forest, while Sereva kept her weapon pointed forward. Occasionally she looked up, expecting something to jump down at them from the black sky.

      They made a complete circuit around the faded-blue hull of the ship, meeting up with the other team.

      “Nothing,” the observant ensign said.

      “Yet,” another said.

      “Okay, enough,” Sereva snapped. “Head back to the airlock and get an engineer out here to fix the cameras. I want four of you to trace our trajectory back through the woods and recover the radio dish. And remember, you see anything move, make sure it doesn’t move anymore. We’re not taking any chances.”

      The team split, two heading into the ship, the other four stalking through the carnage of the ship’s entry route. Snapped trees formed a long V shape around a long crater in the planet’s muddy, clay soil.

      The captain and her navigation officer followed the other two back to the airlock. She activated her internal communication unit within her suit and ordered the cargo crew to prepare the hold for transport of the object. Static filled her ears, jamming her channel. She winced at the volume and switched it off.

      The first responders and Yelan went inside, but Sereva felt something behind her. She stopped and cocked her head, listening via the helmet’s external mic.

      She felt a low rumble of vibrations up through her feet and legs.

      “What is it?” Yelan said. He was standing in the airlock’s outer chamber and had turned to face her.

      She gripped her rifle and continued to listen. She looked up at him to tell him what she had felt when she saw his face, his eyes bulging, his mouth opening wide.

      She didn’t have time to hear him.

      Two bone-colored protrusions thrust out beneath her arms, lifting her clear of the floor by at least a meter. She couldn’t move, the grip on her ribs too strong. She stared down at the alien protrusions, confused at what she was seeing. Her legs dangled. Yelan screamed and raised his rifle.

      Sereva tried to turn her head around, but she was stuck in place.

      The navigation officer fired a full burst over Sereva’s shoulder, burning through the mag in less than two seconds, but the grip around her body did not let up, the rifle’s rounds seemingly having no effect on the creature holding her from behind.

      A dark shape appeared at the top of the ship. It jumped down in front of her, blocking her view of her lover and best officer. Before she could understand what was happening, she heard Yelan’s screams cut off as four of the creature’s six legs punctured his suit.

      Then she was moving as she screamed, dragged backwards through the forest by some great creature. They were all around her suddenly. Huge dark shapes clambering through the dense trees with many limbs, but their forms so alien she couldn’t understand what was happening.

      The pain hit her, the protrusions squeezing tighter against her ribs. All the while, she wondered what the hell could puncture a graphene-weave battle suit.

      Over her comm channel, she heard the screams of the rest of her crew through the static. She finally came to a stop in a clearing. Her body convulsed with the shock of the pain. From out of the dense trees another one of the things stepped, in full clear, hideous view. It was then she realized what she was looking at and screamed until it punctured through her mask… OreCorp was wrong; so very wrong.
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      The murderer ran through the busy metropolitan area of Fides Prime’s capital city.

      Carson Mach had trouble keeping her in view, even with the adrenal boost from a stim shot fresh in his muscles. Shocked onlookers spread apart, leaving a narrow pathway through the sea of humanity for Mach to sprint after his agile prey.

      She was heading for the transtube station a few hundred meters up ahead. The cylindrical building’s outer glass shell was lit to a burning orange by the heavy morning sun. A bullet-carriage on the maglev track was preparing to depart.

      If the murderous human known only as ‘Ripper’ got on the carriage before Mach could get to her, he could kiss a much-needed payday goodbye—which, as ever, he needed in order to clear numerous misdemeanor fines—or face a decade of solitary on the prison planet Summanus.

      These days the fines he received included an extra Carson Mach tax, imposed by his former friend and officer, Morgan, who was now a head honcho in the Commonwealth government.

      “She’s getting away,” a gravelly voice said in Mach’s comlink.

      “No shit, Sanchez,” Mach replied between heavy breaths. “You wanna help me out here? You’re supposed to be the great hunter, after all.”

      “Just keep running, old man.”

      Ripper knocked over a group of people and stumbled, her muscular arms flailing for balance. Mach gritted his teeth and pushed himself harder, pumping his legs across the smooth sidewalk surface. He vaulted over a couple of elderly vestans who were struggling to get to their feet.

      “I can’t reach her in time,” Mach said.

      Ripper was no more than fifty meters away from the carriage. She held up a small laser pistol and aimed it at the guard who stood within a booth by the side of the transtube entrance.

      The guard, a young man, dived out of the side for cover.

      A cackle came from the murderer.

      If anyone was worth a bounty of three million eros, it was Ripper. Her kill count had exceeded a hundred souls in the last few months alone. And those were the ones that could be accounted for.

      “Might be time for a plan B,” Mach said to Sanchez as he checked his smart-screen, the holographic personal computer on his left forearm, to see if he could spot Sanchez’s location, but as expected, he was nowhere to be seen, having gone into stealth mode.

      Mach would have preferred if he and Sanchez had both given chase, but the old hunter suggested in his usual blunt way that he knew what the hell he was doing and Mach ought to just trust him for once.

      The doors to the transtube closed shut—the guard must have activated a remote security protocol. Ripper smashed her shoulder into it at full tilt and just bounced off. She reached into a black leather pack attached to her back and pulled out a small puck-like device. She placed it on the glass doors and dived behind the security booth, making the guard sprint away into a crowd of people.

      Mach could already hear the high-pitched whine of the tactical explosive device as he closed in. He was no more than fifty meters away now and was in the direct path of the blast zone.

      “Everyone get to cover!” he yelled, using his exosuit’s external speakers to warn the dozens of people who had stuck around to watch the conflict. The people scattered, heading into commercial buildings or squatting behind large steel planters.

      He had no such cover to reach in time. He closed his eyes, pulled his arms into his chest, and fell into a tight combat roll. His exosuit whirred as the impact-activated nanoweave stiffened around him.

      A thunderous shockwave crashed into him, rolling him backward, but his suit’s servos kicked in, stalling the momentum. Mach lifted his head. The transtube doors were shattered into a million pieces. The security booth lay in a heap of splintered plastic. Not good. Not good at all.

      Ripper clambered out from beneath the pile of material and headed toward the jagged opening. Mach stood, drew out his SamCore Stinger, and aimed, but the blast had screwed with his targeting array. His aiming reticule danced about, making it difficult for him to get the shot.

      While Mach tried to steady his aim, he watched in horror as the door to the carriage opened and she stepped her right leg inside. He fired, and missed. She turned and smiled at him with her sharp cruel features and eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses.

      His hands shook violently, his muscles protesting against the assisting servos of the suit. She turned her back and made to step inside, taking away Mach’s bounty and his last chance to prevent a long term in solitary.

      Before she could step inside completely, however, her left knee blew out, sending a spray of bone, cartilage, and blood into the carriage. The other passengers screamed and headed down the narrow walkway to the next section. Ripper crashed to her front, gripping her leg.

      She leaned up, drew her laser pistol, and aimed it at Mach, a pained grimace stretched across her face.

      With his targeting messed up, he didn’t take a chance, but dived to his right, using the destroyed security booth for cover.

      Her shot went wide.

      A quiet whump whispered across the sheet instead of the expected sound of a laser bolt.

      Ripper slumped to her back, twitched once, and started to bleed out from a wound in her head. Her body lay still.

      When Mach’s heart rate lowered and he managed to override the exosuit’s damaged controls, he activated his comlink. “Sanchez, tell me that was you?”

      Mach stood and spun round to see if he could spot his old friend in the crowd of people who had started to fill up the street again now that the danger was over. Mach couldn’t see Ernesto Sanchez, though that didn’t mean he wasn’t there, somewhere.

      Sanchez was as good a hunter as he’d ever seen—or not, as the case may be.

      “Yeah, Bleach,” Sanchez said, using Mach’s nickname, on account of his ability to go in and clean up other people’s messes. “I thought you’d need a helping hand there.”

      “I could have completed the job,” Mach grumbled, walking over to Ripper’s inert body and checking her for signs of life—of which there were none. “But thanks, it was a good shot. Where the hell are you, anyway?” Sanchez’s ID blip flashed on Mach’s holographic smart-screen.

      “Found myself a nice vantage point,” Sanchez said.

      “Holy crap, man, you’re over two klicks away. How did you make that shot?”

      The old hunter rattled off a ton of metrics, including velocity, angles, wind speed, direction, atmospheric pressure, and a bunch of other factors Mach had never heard of.

      “Well,” Mach said, “I’m glad you figured it all out in time. I thought I had lost you back there in the chase.”

      “Nah, I’m getting too old to go chasing around the streets like we were kids.”

      “Tell me about it,” Mach said. “Well, how ’bout you get your hide over here and help me with the body. We need to hand it in to get the bounty.”

      “Sure, give me ten standard minutes.”

      A group of travellers had gathered around Mach and Ripper’s body. He assured them with a flash of his smart-screen that he was on official CW—Commonwealth—business. His fake ID convinced the rabble, and they eventually dispersed, already bored of the situation. Mach dragged the murderer’s body out of the carriage so the transport AI could close the doors and get the transtube system running again.

      While Mach waited for Sanchez, he sent a biometric scan of Ripper’s body to the Bounty Office for verification. Within a couple of seconds they had paid half his bounty and sent the address where he had to take the body for verification. Then they’d pay him his final half.

      Then he would be a free man again, with no threat of a vacation to Summanus.

      “Ah,” he said, breathing in the cool morning air. “It feels good to be free.”

      A CW uniformed ambassador sneered at him as she walked past, craning her neck to see the bloodied remains of Ripper’s body. Mach just gave her a wide grin, making her snort and shuffle off.

      “Yep, a fine day indeed.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mach entered the mess of his ship, the Intrepid, and sat down at the table with the rest of his crew, their expectant eyes all focused on him, an unspoken question hanging heavy in the pregnant air.

      “Well?” Adira, his on-off lover, assassin, and generally complicated woman, said. “The fact you’re not in lockup tells me you managed to complete the job. Did you get paid?” She sat directly opposite him, her arms folded against her chest, her shoulders and back held straight. Her dark eyes narrowed, an eyebrow arched.

      A smile stretched across Mach’s face. He threw a heavy silver token onto the titanium table surface. It clanked heavily before coming to rest. The overhead strip lights glared brightly off its surface.

      “What is it?” Lassea, the Intrepid’s pilot, said, scraping back her chair so she could lean across the table to get a closer view.

      “A Noven security credential,” an old voice said, answering for Mach. It came from behind him. Mach turned and nodded at the man with a small, multi-armed drone hovering above his right shoulder.

      “You know of this place, then, Babcock?” Mach said to his old friend.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen one before.”

      Kingsley Babcock and Carson Mach had served together in the Century War, on the side of the Commonwealth fighting against the horan-led Axis Combine. Kingsley’s specialty was cyber warfare, but he had taken the knowledge and used it to create a host of intelligent drones. Mach knew that if it weren’t for the drones, Kingsley would have gone completely mad during his exile to the barren planet of Minerva.

      After one of Kingsley’s hacking missions went wrong, providing an entry point into the CW’s IT system to their enemy, he couldn’t live down the shame of his actions that led to thousands of deaths. Realizing his curiosity and talents would likely get more people killed in the future, Kingsley exiled himself on Minerva for decades, only coming out of his self-imposed imprisonment when Mach had found him and convinced him to join his crew.

      Since then, Kingsley had been a highly valuable member of the team, along with his collection of drones. The one that hovered above him now, a shiny metal sphere with eight fully articulating arms wriggling about, was called Squid Two. The original Squid drone had unfortunately met its end during another one of the crew’s adventures.

      Adira focused on the holographic display on her right forearm. She gestured her lithe fingers across it with elegant movements. Lassea, a young pilot of twenty, leaned closer to her older colleague, and one she looked up to—but then it was more out of fear of her reputation than a respect for her skills, not that they were regarded as anything less than incredible—and deadly.

      “Huh,” Lassea said, reading the search results from Adira’s smart-screen. “A dead mining operation, two dwarf planets, no signs of life or activity for over ten standard years… what’s that got to do with this shiny trinket?”

      “That trinket, my dear girl, Babcock said, “is a security token for the NMO—Noven Mining Organization—main facility. Each token holds a terabyte of security protocols. Each member of the corporation carried one for both visual and computational inspection.”

      “Seems medieval,” Adira said. “Why not just use remote biometrics like the rest of the Salus Sphere’s organizations?”

      “You have no sense of romance,” Ernesto Sanchez, the hunter, said as he entered the mess hall, striding with those long legs of his. “Each token is made from a pure sample of whatever the facility is designed to mine. They were reminders of all the hardship the workers went through, as well as a status and security symbol.”

      His rounded shoulders hunched over a wide, bulky torso. His leather jerkin looked as worn as his weather-beaten face. A threaded necklace of varied animals’ teeth around his neck swayed and clinked with each step. The big man nodded at each of the crew, except the vestan engineer, who stood in the shadows of the kitchen to the rear of the mess.

      Tulula and Sanchez looked as if they had had an argument, Mach thought, watching the two of them. The female vestan refused to return Sanchez’s nod of greeting. The alien woman hadn’t had much trouble integrating with the crew since Mach picked her up on a previous mission, but over the last few days he had noticed her becoming more withdrawn, spending most of her time in her private berth or here, in the kitchen, cooking up only God knows what.

      “I think it’s pretty,” Lassea said, holding it by the edges with the tips of her fingers and angling it so a rainbow of colors glimmered beneath the lights. “But what do we have it for?” She looked up at Mach with the same look of innocence she had kept since the very first day she and her brother, now no longer a member of the crew, had met Mach.

      Mach thought back to that time briefly and smiled as he remembered how green she was, how naïve. But now, after a few months with the Bleach crew, she had toughened up into a highly capable pilot, despite her apparent innocence.

      “It’s payment of sorts,” Mach said. “A kind of deposit on our services. It represents our next job and the future security of this ship and its crew—as long as we’re successful.”

      Babcock and Squid Two stepped closer to Mach’s right. Sanchez was on his left, and even Tulula, with her strange shiny black alien features, leaned forward out of the serving hatch of the mess kitchen. Adira, cool as ever, just rested back in her chair, stifling a yawn.

      She only ever seemed to come alive when her, or one of the crew’s, life was at risk. One of the many reasons Mach liked her: she was dependable when it mattered, and usually when it didn’t either.

      “So what are we doing?” Sanchez said.

      “Well, there’s a mining exploration craft that’s gone missing. OreCorp sent it out to destroy some corporate data and carry out another little job.”

      “No communications from the explorer?” Lassea asked.

      Mach shook his head. “The ship, named Voyager, last communicated with OreCorp headquarters a day away from the Noven system. After that there was nothing. Not even a distress beacon.”

      “Could have been taken out by pirates,” Adira said. “The Noven system is in deep space outside of the Salus Sphere’s CW protection force.”

      “It’s a possibility,” Mach said.

      “So,” Sanchez said, “you’ve taken on this job for us to go find out what happened?”

      “Exactly like that. I thought you’d enjoy the hunt for the ship,” Mach said.

      The older hunter shrugged noncommittally. “Depends.”

      “On what the payment is,” Tulula, the vestan engineer, said, finally speaking up. The rest of the crew turned to face her, seemingly oblivious to her prior presence.

      “Two million each,” Mach said. “If we wipe the data and locate the ship.”

      Adira made a low whistling noise. She looked up at Mach and fixed him with her glacial stare that he was never able to look away from. “That sounds like danger money,” the assassin said.

      “Exactly that,” Mach agreed. “It’s a complete gamble, this one. We don’t know what happened to Voyager, but OreCorp is insanely rich and wants its toys back. So that’s what we’re going to do. Lassea, plot a course for the Noven system. Tulula, Babcock, Squid Two, I want you in engineering, preparing for a weeklong LightDrive jump.

      “What about us?” Sanchez said, pointing to himself then Adira with his thumb.

      “Weapons check; both ship-installed and personal. Whatever’s out there, it’s managed to maim an OreCorp exploration craft: that means it’s tough, and we’ll need to be on our toes.”

      With a series of shuffling chairs, salutes, and whispered gossip, the crew set about their orders. When Adira and Mach were left alone in the mess, Adira closed the door and pressed herself against him. “How dangerous is it?” she asked, whispering into his ear, her hot breath making his skin tingle.

      “Very,” he replied, wrapping his arms around her waist, pulling her closer to him so they were facing each other, their eyes just a few inches apart.

      “So this might be the only chance we get,” Adira said.

      “Better make the most of it.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking. Now shut the hell up, Captain, and kiss me.”

      That was one order Mach didn’t mind following.

      He was honest when he spoke about the danger levels. No one truly knew what was out there in deep space beyond the safety zone of the Salus Sphere. Mach didn’t relay OreCorp’s fear to the crew of what might have happened to Voyager, but whatever it was, Mach and his friends were going to have to face the same thing—and survive long enough to find the exploration craft.
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      Mach checked his smart-screen. It had been six days since they had left Fides Prime. They were just a single day’s L-jump away from hitting the Noven system and he’d still not told the crew their full mission.

      They thought it was just a routine find-and-rescue job with a bit of data destruction bolted to the side. Easy in, easy out, everyone gets paid and a few months off. It’s not like he enjoyed withholding information from them; he’d rather tell them straight what they were expected to do, but he knew if he did that, there’d be squabbling over what they would do with the cargo once they had secured it from Voyager.

      He stepped across his plush accommodation berth that also doubled as the captain’s operations room. He had smart-screens on three of the four walls, all sending him data and metrics about their journey and Intrepid’s operational capacities.

      Sitting on a stool, he yawned and stretched his arms above his head. A bone clicked in his neck, reminding him of an old injury he had suffered while fighting alongside Sanchez on a barren ice planet.

      If it wasn’t for his old friend, Mach would have frozen to death and his body would have been a chewy snack to that particular world’s carnivorous flying lizards. Great things they were, with feathered wings and pointed snouts that carried teeth sharp and strong enough to strip flesh and tendon clean off the bone with the barest of efforts.

      Through each screen he watched the video feeds sending him back images of the crew going about their business. It no longer felt like spying on them since he had told him that all parts of the ship were observable from his operations room. They took that with good grace and no resistance.

      They trusted him.

      They were his friends first and crew second.

      Which made keeping the truth from them that much harder to deal with. He knew it would eat him up inside, but it was for their own good. Once they had found the lost craft and recovered the cargo for OreCorp, they’d all have more money than they’d ever seen before in their lives. They would no longer have to do these kinds of jobs, working freelance as a group of renegades, willing and able to do almost any mission regardless of its legality and danger.

      Adira was sitting at her console to the right of the bridge. Her responsibility was to keep weapons operational and ready for use. Mach thought back to an issue he and Adira had recently overcome: her contract to assassinate him. For years he wanted to know who had taken it out, but she refused to tell him.

      He found out anyway, and truth be told, he wasn’t surprised, but he let it go. The fact Adira hadn’t actually completed the contract—the very first time she had done such a thing in her career—told him that he and Adira’s relationship went beyond captain and crewmember.

      She was a hybrid human-fidesian, taking the best—and the worst—of each species. Though she looked human apart from her green tinged skin, her physiology was actually closer to fidesian, which was responsible for her deep emerald eyes.

      Tulula was different. The vestans could grow and manipulate their limbs to suit their environment and job, making them highly prized engineers and spies. This was the prime reason why the lizard race of the horans, the main constituent of the CW’s enemy, the Axis Combine, had fought so hard to bring the vestans into their alliance with the lacterns—a minor race that did little more than weakly probe the southern edge of the Salus Sphere with their drone ships.

      A ghost sensation of Adira’s warm body against Mach’s remained on his skin as he sat and watched her manipulate the controls. She was calibrating the laser batteries and ion cannon. Mach wondered if she were thinking about their time together the past few days. Was it more than just sex for her?

      He told himself it was; otherwise she would have completed her contract long ago. But neither of them had openly spoken about their feelings to each other. He guessed it was due to the nature of their work. Always being the ones to go in and clean up other people’s highly dangerous screw-ups didn’t exactly give the sense of a secure future together.

      With a sigh, Mach shifted his attention across the bridge. The young former junior pilot from the CW academy, Lassea, sat forward at her navigation console.

      It wasn’t strictly needed; the Intrepid had some of the best AI programming in the known universe—especially since Kingsley Babcock and his drone assistant, Squid Two, had made ‘efficiencies and upgrades.’ What they actually were, Mach didn’t really want to know. Once Babcock got talking about his creations, there was no stopping him.

      Mach guessed it was all those years the old guy spent in self-imposed exile on the planet of Minerva, where nothing but dust and mountains awaited any visitors—which of course, meant there were few visitors, making it the perfect place for someone like Babcock to run away to and live with his creations.

      But the universe needed people like Babcock.

      Mach needed him.

      Without him, the CW would be in ashes by now, not that the hierarchy saw it that way. Due to Babcock’s insatiable curiosity, he had nearly lost the CW the Century War with the Axis Combine.

      During one of the battles in the far reaches of the Salus Sphere, he had discovered an alien computer mind. Unable to resist, he hacked his way in to look at the programming and, by doing so, opened up the CW’s vast and intricate network to an alien virus that got into some key systems that ultimately led to the death of thousands.

      Even today, Babcock hadn’t forgiven himself, despite being the one to ultimately win the Century War for the CW with his unique mind and coding skills.

      And finally, in the third seat on the left of the bridge, directly opposite Adira, sat Ernest Sanchez, Mach’s oldest friend. He was in charge of the plasma cannons as well as the ship’s armory.

      The Intrepid had some of the best weapons in the Salus Sphere. It was an experimental vestan-designed ship with as much power and speed as a CW destroyer, despite being far more agile and better armed. Their ion cannon alone was the envy of the CW commanders.

      They had even tried to take the ship from him—they failed.

      Hence the huge fine Mach had to pay off. It wasn’t his fault one of Morgan’s best ships got in the way of a test firing of the ion cannon. Still, that was all settled, yet he still felt like a reckoning was coming.

      If things went wrong, it wouldn’t be a summer vacation at the prison planet Summanus he’d have to deal with, it would be the wrath of his friends, and this was one crew that really should not be crossed.

      With Adira and Sanchez’s skills at killing almost anything with the utmost efficiency, and Kingsley Babcock’s ruthlessness, he’d rather be in the safety of solitary confinement.

      Putting the thought behind him, he continued to watch the screens. Sanchez had left his console and made his way through the narrow corridor that connects the bridge to the rest of the ship. There was something about his body language, the tightness in his shoulders, a hunched back that caught Mach’s eye.

      “Track Ernest Sanchez,” Mach ordered the system.

      The camera system obeyed his command. The screen on the left of the array of five panned in close to Sanchez. The images changed as the big hunter and ex-gunrunner entered the mess. The camera was located in the top right of the small room, giving Mach a wide, unobstructed field of view.

      Sanchez approached the counter of the kitchen cubby and leaned over. Tulula, the vestan engineer, was standing behind the counter, her back to Sanchez. She was always in the kitchen when she wasn’t in the depths of the Intrepid’s experimental engine bay, tuning the fusion crystals with her spindly black fingers.

      She could make the most amazing meals from even the dullest of ingredients. The vestans didn’t so much cook food as they conjured an impossible palette of tastes from a collection of food particles. It was more chemistry than cuisine.

      The vestan turned to face Sanchez.

      “Sound from screen one,” Mach ordered.

      The system filtered the audio through to Mach’s ear bud.

      “Human,” Tulula said in greeting, “come for a drink?”

      “Is that such a bad thing, vestan?”

      “Depends on the reasons,” she said, stepping back away from the counter, her body stiffening.

      Sanchez ran a hand through his long dark hair. “It’s been three days,” Sanchez said. “You owe me at least one.”

      Mach leaned closer to the screen, wondering what they were talking about.

      “I owe you nothing. You think I’m going to help you destroy yourself? Eggs?”

      “I don’t want any eggs,” Sanchez said. “You know what I want.”

      “I do. But if you want to drink yourself to death, you can help yourself. I’m done. It’s not right, Ernie. I can’t do it anymore.”

      “The pain’s getting worse,” he said, slouching against the counter. “The others will notice soon.”

      Tulula sighed and made to move toward him but then stopped herself and returned to the cooking station. “Then have some eggs; get your strength back.”

      “You eat them, then,” Sanchez said with a sharp tone, then softer, “I’m sorry, I’m just not in the mood. Got a lot going on in my mind.”

      “About the mission?” Tulula said, gathering the eggs from the griddle and placing them on a plate with practiced agility.

      “It’s not what it looks, I’m sure of that much.”

      “But that’s not what is bothering you,” Tulula responded, her back still turned to him.

      Mach was detecting some odd friction between the two that went beyond just crewmates disagreeing about something. He wondered if the two hadn’t been a lot closer during their downtime on Fides Prime.

      “What are you getting at?” Sanchez said, standing back, relaxing his shoulders—which Mach knew was a sign that he was really getting pissed.

      “Nothing. I’m saying that you ought to have some eggs. Come, sit down, let’s talk and eat. We’ve got time to kill yet before we arrive at the Noven system.”

      The hunter sighed and turned his back to the counter and stepped across to the long table, pulling out a chair and sitting his large frame down. He placed his elbows on the table and propped his chin in the palm of his hands. He briefly looked up into the corner of the room, staring directly into the camera.

      He didn’t know it was there, of course, he was just gazing about the room, but Mach could see there was something bothering his old friend. He had a cold, distant look, which was entirely unlike him. Sanchez was one of the warmest, most effervescent people Mach knew. From the moment Mach had got Sanchez out of the Summanus prison and back into his crew, Lassea, the JP was besotted with him.

      Not in a sexual way, but in the way a young person is when they meet a legend of the arts or music, or in Sanchez’s case: a legendary rogue. For all of his combat and hunting prowess, Ernesto Sanchez had run one of the biggest gunrunning and smuggling rings in the Salus Sphere before the CW eventually caught up with him.

      The difference with Sanchez, though, was that he wasn’t running guns to the enemy, the Axis Combine. Quite the opposite—his criminal activities were entirely noble. He managed to get some contacts within the Combine and smuggled out some of their experimental vestan weapons. This enabled the CW to reverse engineer them and build suitable defenses. But those gray-hairs in the government still felt the need to punish him as an example to the citizens of the Commonwealth that gunrunning wasn’t tolerated.

      Mach wondered if it was this activity that had caused some friction between Sanchez and Tulula. She joined the hunter at the table, sitting opposite him. She placed two plates of food down and slid one across to him

      “I’m not hungry,” he said. “It’s not the right time.”

      “Shame, the eggs will be spoiled,” Tulula said, stabbing a fork into the rich yellow yoke of a large egg. The insides ran out over a piece of grilled meat. She cut a slice off with a knife and took a large bite, nodding her head with satisfaction.

      She spoke after she had swallowed her food. “I thought about what we spoke about yesterday,” she said, letting her thought drop away as she looked up at Sanchez, locking eyes.

      Sanchez looked down at the table, breaking the contact. “It’s not the right time,” he repeated. “Especially now that Mach’s got us on the F&R.” F&R meant find and rescue, a fairly common task for Mach’s crew.

      Job boards all around the Salus Sphere’s planets were filled with jobs from private companies, citizens, and various other organizations for someone to go out into the far reaches and find out what happened to a ship.

      In almost all situations the answer was either horan rebels or pirates. Still, the people offering the reward often wanted whatever the ship was carrying, whether it was an important person, object, or data.

      “You don’t believe it’s a routine rescue,” Tulula said, cutting more of her meat and dabbing it into the viscous egg. She said it as a statement rather than a question, as was her, and the vestans’, way of communicating. “So if we’re not just on a task to get a mining explorer, then what are we doing?”

      Sanchez shrugged his shoulders and grunted. “Who the hell knows?”

      “Weren’t you at the job agency when Mach took the work?”

      “No, I had to run an errand in the capital. Once we got paid for bringing in Ripper, I left Mach to negotiate the next contract.”

      At this Tulula placed her cutlery onto the plate and sat up straight, staring right at Sanchez. The will of her stature seemed to penetrate through Sanchez’s defenses, and he too looked up and gazed into her eyes.

      Mach increased the volume. He hadn’t realized until now just how hard he was gripping the edge of the stool on which he sat. He was just a few centimeters away from the screen. He zoomed it in to Sanchez’s face and increased the brightness until he could see Tulula’s reflection in the hunter’s eyes.

      “Where did you go?” Tulula said, then answering her own question with that same statement voice, “You went to the clinic.”

      The atmosphere of the mess hall seemed to thicken around Sanchez. His body shrank and he ran his two large hands down his face as he sighed. “I did,” he said, almost whispering now. “You can’t tell anyone about this. Not now, not when we’re about to go into hell knows what.”

      Tulula’s right hand reached out for him, her lithe fingers wrapping gently around his wrist. “I won’t say a word, but you need to tell me, is it what I thought it was?”

      “It is,” Sanchez said, dropping his hands to the table and covering Tulula’s.

      “How long?” she asked.

      “At best, I’ve got—”

      A set of footsteps outside of Mach’s door snapped him away from the conversation. A rap on the door made him jump. He quickly gestured across his smart-screen to shut off the video and audio from the mess.

      “Come in,” he said, standing up from the stool and straightening his waistcoat.

      Lassea entered the room. “Sir, just wanted to let you know that we’ve made extra time and will be prepared to exit the L-jump in approximately three hours.”

      “Thank you,” Mach said. “I’ll be on the bridge shortly.”

      The girl just stood there for a moment, staring at him. “Sir, is everything okay?”

      He didn’t know. What he had seen between Sanchez and Tulula had left him confused and anxious. Was his old friend okay? What were they talking about? But the thing that got him the most was that if Sanchez was in trouble of some kind, why hadn’t he come to Mach?

      “I’ll be right there,” he said, more firmly this time. “That’s all, Lassea.”

      The girl blushed and stepped back out of the room as the door slid closed behind her. Mach sat down on the edge of his bed and pondered on whether he should tell the crew, or at the very least Sanchez, what it was they were really going to rescue.
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      The two dwarf planets of the Noven system lay directly ahead in close proximity. Mach thought what he would do if he were on Voyager. The obvious choice would be to get the easy part out of way and visit Noven Beta, the location of the main mining facility, to destroy the data. Beta was a small cold planet on the outside of the system, which also meant it was the closest to their position as they came out of the L-jump.

      “Head for the Beta facility,” Mach said to Lassea. “If we’re lucky we’ll find the Voyager there.”

      Sanchez groaned. “Great, the cold one first.”

      Mach noticed a pained expression on his face.

      “Don’t worry, old friend, you’ll get some R&R after we complete the mission,” Mach said, putting slight emphasis on the rest and recuperation part.

      Sanchez just nodded before turning back to his console.

      “We’ll find nothing but snow and ice is my guess,” Adira said. “I doubt any of their systems survived a decade of sub-zero temperatures.”

      Mach frowned but quickly relaxed his brow. Adira gave him one of her disarming smiles. She never liked to make his life easy and adding to Sanchez’s grumble was her way of giving Mach a little kick.

      Lassea entered the coordinates onto the holoscreen and brought the Intrepid into an orbital course to the white dwarf planet. The former Commonwealth Defense Force junior pilot had adapted quickly to being part of the team, and seamlessly manipulated the holocontrols. Mach liked to get his crew young if they came from the CWDF. Far less chance that they’d be institutionalized with the rigid thinking that ran through the organization. It was good for discipline in big space battles, but not the type of skill he needed.

      “What have we got down there, Babcock?” Mach asked.

      Babcock twisted around in his seat. “If the facility still has power, we can use the planet-wide mining scanners to search for Voyager. They’ll display any recent anomalies. A lump of metal as large as that should show as an ore deposit.”

      “You think it’ll be working after ten standard years?” Lassea asked.

      “The proton cell powering the facility lasts a thousand years. OreCorp wouldn’t have bothered recycling it. If it’s not running, I’m sure we can reactivate it.”

      “How confident are you?” Mach asked.

      Squid Two extended its silver tentacles and chirped something to Babcock. He nodded and turned back to Mach. “Only sabotage would stop the reactor working. Worst-case scenario, I replicate their configuration and we remotely power the outer network. Might take a couple of days. Best-case scenario is minutes.”

      Mach nodded. “Good enough for me. And the data?”

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

      Tulula sat next to Sanchez, placed her hand on his arm, and whispered something into his ear. Mach wasn’t one for secrets amongst his crew, but held his tongue. He would get the truth out of Sanchez soon enough regarding his health. Besides that, he didn’t want to press, as he was hiding his own secret about the cargo.

      Mach left the crew to it, to get some rest for the two standard hours it would take to reach the planet’s atmosphere. His smart-screen chirped when they were close, and he rejoined the crew on the bridge.

      Lassea deployed the Intrepid’s retro-thrusters to slow their approach. Mach repositioned himself in his chair to watch the entry through the HD screen above the pilot controls.

      Everyone joined him, peering at the screen as they entered Noven Beta’s atmosphere toward gray nimbus clouds. The Intrepid’s engines whined to slow their descent and they punched through the blanket.

      A gloomy set of snowcapped mountains stretched to the starboard side as far as Mach could see in the thin light. A carpet of spiny trees coated the mountain’s surface, giving it a rough texture.

      The 3D graphical display of the ground directly below, where the Noven Mining Organization facility was located, showed an undulating smooth surface and a deep quarry next to the main set of square buildings. A frozen forest covered the right-hand side, taking away any opportunity of a quick visual identification of Voyager.

      The place was so dense that without the facilities’ scanners they could be searching this place for weeks.

      The Intrepid smoothly lowered toward the only sign of habitation. Lassea maneuvered around the facility and activated the searchlight. A thick white beam speared through the darkness and reflected off metallic roofs.

      “Where do you want me to set down?” Lassea said. “There’s a flat landing zone by the facility or a couple of places a klick away.”

      Their radar showed no activity in the air or on the ground, but Mach didn’t want to take any chances, especially when a ship went missing recently in this area of space. “A klick away. I’ve landed next to enough supposedly empty buildings in my time to know it’s often not the case. I want you and Tulula to stay on board. Send up a drone and monitor for activity. Be ready to use the cannons.”

      “No problem,” Lassea said.

      “I’ll get suited up,” Sanchez said and squeezed Tulula’s spindly hand before heading off. On his way out, he glanced up at the planet’s readings. “We’re gonna need the cold-weather shells. I’ll get them prepared.”

      Mach wondered what condition the big hunter was suffering. He didn’t appear to be physically impaired. Once they were inside the facility, he decided he’d confront Sanchez. He couldn’t stand to think his friend had a problem and couldn’t confide in him.

      Adira, Babcock and Squid Two followed.

      With any luck, their mission would be over in an hour, but things were never that simple for Mach. He groaned out of his chair and followed the others to the airlock.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mach stretched the disruptive-patterned, white and gray cold-weather shell around his graphene nanosuit. Although slightly bulky in appearance, it allowed easy movement and stopped any chance of the suit malfunctioning in extremely low temperatures. It also provided a small level of concealment against the naked eye.

      Adira, Babcock and Sanchez were ready to go. Squid Two had no protection, but that didn’t surprise Mach. Babcock was a genius when it came to the technical side of things and would’ve rebuilt his companion to operate in all known conditions across the Sphere.

      Mach twisted on his armored helmet with a click and peered at the blue-tinted visor. The HUD readings burst into life in the bottom right corner. He grabbed his SamCore Stinger from the rack and held his glove over the glass plate to release the airlock and open the external door. “Ready to rock?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Sanchez said.

      “Are you sure you’re…” Mach stopped himself. For now the mission was his number one priority and it wasn’t the right time to start asking his old friend questions.

      “Let’s do it,” Adira said.

      Mach’s pulse raced. Stepping onto a new planet always had that effect. Despite visiting two hundred across the Sphere and beyond, the novelty never wore off. He didn’t fear the unknown; he embraced it. Mach thumbed the exit pad.

      The electric green pressure bar at the side of the lock lowered. Two seconds later, the door thrust out with a pneumatic hiss and slid to one side. The ship’s dark gray ramp extended and settled on the frozen ground below.

      Shouldering his rifle, Mach turned back to face the group. “I’ll lead the way. If you see anything remotely suspicious—”

      “We know what we’re doing,” Adira said, cutting him off. “Head to the facility. We’ve got your back.”

      Mach nodded. He knew they would. The reason Adira and Sanchez were part of his crew was their abilities in situations like this. Babcock and his little friend weren’t as lethal, but their skills gave the team a technical edge above most other crews in the Sphere.

      Densely packed snow crunched under Mach’s boots when he stepped off the ramp. Gusts of wind threw up thin sheets of ice crystals from the surface layer that spattered across his visor. He orientated himself to the map on his smart-screen and headed in a southerly direction.

      Black silhouettes of large jagged mountains ran across the bleak ash-colored skyline to their right. Tightly clustered twenty-meter-high trees, with ice-crusted evergreen ferns hanging from their stumpy branches, made up the forest half a klick to the left. Mach guessed the mining company cleared the strip of land between the mountains and forest when building the facility with the hope of expansion in mind.

      Thin blue light shone from behind him. Mach looked over his shoulder. Sanchez had activated his helmet’s strip light across the top of his visor.

      The only discovered life reported on Noven Beta by OreCorp was small insects and cave-dwelling herbivore aliens who only ventured out to scavenge. If Voyager had crashed here, they probably didn’t survive, as no lights were visible from the dark complex ahead.

      No communications had come from the planet. And the complete lack of emergency beacon signals was not a good sign.

      The first thing Mach would do would be to get the life support systems in the facility working again. Adira trudged to Mach’s side and jabbed her rifle toward the complex. “Who’d work in a place like this?”

      “I’m sure you’ve been to worse places to carry out contracts?” Mach said, thinking Adira must have if she had tracked him for any length of time.

      “Let’s hope Babcock can do the business. I don’t like it.”

      “You’ll like the money if we wrap this up quick.”

      The sound of the atmosphere drone’s engines whined through Mach’s earpiece. He turned and watched the X-shaped craft. Blue lights glowed from its four circular engines mounted on each stub wing. It cruised out of the Intrepid’s rear bay and paused for a moment before thrusting up at an angle. It powered high to their right. A white search beam stabbed from its underside and brightened the approach toward the facility.

      A tall white hangar stood to the left with its main concertina-style entrance closed. All windows of the eighty-meter-wide, two-story building, half the height of the hangar, were caked in frost. Three smaller buildings were positioned on the right-hand side, most likely used for vehicles or supplies, now probably empty.

      Mach headed for a set of double doors in the middle of the complex. He followed the drone’s beam around the edges of the buildings, peering through his sights, but detected no signs of movement.

      “Can’t see any footprints in the snow,” Sanchez said. “Place looks deserted.”

      “Lassea, how’s it looking from the drone-cam?” Mach said.

      “Pretty much the same. Zero sign of life. I’ll search the forest for wreckage.”

      Mach turned to the ground team. “Cover me. I’m going in.”

      Adira and Sanchez advanced to either side of him. Both dropped to one knee and aimed at the entrance. Babcock and Squid Two stayed twenty meters back. Mach activated the fluorescent blue strip light above his helmet, grabbed the left door’s handle, and pulled.

      Chips of ice dropped from around the frame, but the door didn’t budge. Mach shouldered his Stinger, grabbed the handle with both gloves, and yanked it.

      The door swung open. Wind rushed inside the complex and yawned through a dark corridor. Mach peered around the metallic walls and focused his helmet light at the far end, twenty meters away, on a double set of swing doors. The temperature display in his HUD rose a few degrees.

      Raising his weapon, Mach entered, carefully placing his feet along the solid ground as he advanced. Footsteps followed him and Sanchez’s helmet increased the thin blue glow around the walls.

      “It’s slightly warmer in here,” Mach said. “Anything we should be concerned about, Babs?”

      “It could be anything,” Babcock replied through the comm. “Skeleton settings that keep the place serviceable. The proton cell’s management system.”

      “Maybe it’s just the insulation?” Sanchez said.

      “Not after ten years,” Babcock said. “There has to be a source, which could be a good sign. The schematics indicate you’ll find a command center behind this door.”

      Mach leaned against it, and it creaked open an inch on its frosted hinges. “Ready?”

      Sanchez nodded.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Adira said.

      Babcock and Squid Two had moved to the entrance. Mach waved them back, like he usually had to when curiosity got the better of them in dangerous situations. He took a deep breath, crouched, and shoved the left door open with his shoulder.

      The temperature display rose again by three degrees. Mach looked around the pitch-black room, casting a thin blue glow around four intact workstations and black digital screens on the wall. His boots squeaked across the rubber floor as he moved across to the closest desk and ran his gloved finger over the smooth surface.

      This place felt far too clean to have been left derelict for ten years. The glass eyes for the holopads gleamed, and he couldn’t see a speck of dust on the monitors. Mach picked up a crisp piece of white paper and held it in front of his light.

      Adira looked up from the opposite workstation. “Are you thinking what I am?”

      Mach nodded. “Somebody has been here recently.”

      “Why would they keep the place in shape?” Sanchez asked. “Doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Maybe a horan mining company?” Mach said. The enemies of the Commonwealth were always searching for new resources. As Noven Beta was currently out of the Salus Sphere, it made sense. “Proceed with caution. Babcock, what’s in the next room?”

      “Looks like a large warehouse to hold some quarry equipment.”

      “Stay outside until we get to the bottom of this.”

      “Squid Two and I could make a start—”

      “Stay outside,” Mach snapped.

      Babcock didn’t respond, but Mach knew he got the message.

      “What’s the condition like inside?” Babcock said.

      “Clean, warmer,” Adira said. “Looks like the power could’ve been cut just before we—”

      Mach tensed and spun toward an opaque glass door at the far end of the room. Adira and Sanchez crouched behind two workstation desks. The realization must’ve have hit them at the same time as Adira spoke.

      The power might have been cut just before they arrived. And if it was, it meant somebody saw them coming and had prepared for their arrival.

      A single scream echoed through the facility.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Mach positioned himself against the solid wall under the dead black screens, away from the opaque glass door.

      Silence followed the scream.

      “What the hell was that?” Sanchez said. He edged around a desk and moved over to Mach in a crouching run.

      “Sounded more human than horan. You got any flare rounds?” Mach said.

      “Two. Are we going in?”

      “It’s a simple choice. Leave the threat, hope it doesn’t come after us, and carry out a planet-wide drone search. Or we go through that door.”

      Adira leaned over the desk she was using for cover. “I’m not waiting here for weeks. I’ll lead the way.”

      “What’s happening inside?” Tulula said over the comm. “Do you need our help?”

      “Lock down the ship and keep a lookout,” Mach said, conscious that they might have been watched since arriving, and prying eyes could be focused on the Intrepid. “Sit tight outside, Babs, and keep your eyes peeled too.”

      “Will do,” Babcock replied. “Good luck.”

      Mach crept toward the door and listened. Adira flicked off her helmet light and slipped through the shadows, appearing next to him.

      “We’re facing a warehouse, probably filled with industrial equipment,” Mach said. “Sanchez, you fire the flare. We’ll take up a cover position and observe.”

      “I’ll head to the left,” Adira said. “Let me do what I do best while you distract whoever or whatever is in there.”

      Mach nodded. Her movement to the door only reemphasized her skill and reputation as one of the Sphere’s deadliest assassins. Mach and Sanchez’s boots squeaked against the surface. Adira moved with grace, speed, and silence.

      Sanchez slipped two red-tipped rounds from the small pouches of a leather bandolier he had slung over his shell and loaded them into his magazine. He replaced it back in his rifle’s housing, chambered the first flare round, and killed his helmet light.

      “We’re going in,” Mach whispered, making the rest of the crew aware.

      The opaque door had no locks or bolts, only a metal strip at waist height to push it open. Sanchez stood to aim over Mach’s shoulder. Adira hunched, ready to enter at pace.

      Mach killed his helmet light and pushed the door. It easily swung open on its hinges, revealing darkness. Adira darted inside and disappeared into the gloom.

      Sanchez fired.

      The flare streaked across the warehouse. Its hissing flame illuminated the high-latticed ceiling and pieces of large machinery parked randomly around the immediate area. At the far end, part of the roof had collapsed; smashed debris littered the ground. The red sizzling ball struck an angular fidian pile driver’s transparent cabin and dropped.

      A shadow moved across the far wall. Footsteps echoed around the walls, wind whistled through the gaping hole in the roof. On second inspection, it looked like the roof had taken a hit from a cannon due to the scorch marks on the edge of the downward-twisting metal.

      Mach ran towards a pile of sacks directly ahead and knelt behind them. He leaned over one, sinking into its soft paper exterior, and scanned for signs of movement. Sanchez split to the right and skidded to the ground five meters away, behind the empty trailer of a small, grounded hover truck.

      The flare continued to throw up bright red light, and it would for another minute unless somebody stamped it out.

      “Look out!” Sanchez shouted.

      Mach instinctively swung to face him and ducked. A man in a dark blue corporate atmosphere suit had charged from behind them. He must’ve been hiding behind the air filtration unit by the door.

      The man fired a laser. It speared to Mach’s left and hit the sacks, sending a puff of dust between them. Mach rolled to one side. The laser fired again, hitting his former position, belching out more of the sacks’ contents.

      Sanchez, who must have had a clear shot, fired his last flare round. It zipped into the body of their attacker and he dropped to his back. The laser spilled out of his hand and the flare crackled next to his helmet, illuminating his human face.

      Mach immediately trained his rifle, sprinted over, and kicked the weapon away. It spun across the floor and clanked against a distant object. He aimed down at the man’s visor. “Start talking!”

      “You’re going to die,” the man said. “We’re all going to die.”

      Sanchez stamped out the flare with his heavy boot and swept his rifle around the warehouse. “Adira, what’s your location?”

      The distinctive snap of her rifle split the air. “One down,” she said.

      Mach focused on his attacker. The man glanced to his left.

      “You ain’t getting the laser,” Mach said. “But you’re right about dying if you don’t tell me what the hell’s going on.”

      The man slid back and sprang to his feet. Mach didn’t want to shoot a crazy person in cold blood. He wanted to know what he was doing here and who damaged the roof.

      “There’s another one here,” Sanchez said. “Amongst the debris.”

      “Do your work,” Mach said. He stepped toward the man in front of him. “Who are you, and why are you here?”

      The man pulled a domestic knife from his suit’s thigh pocket with a trembling hand and raised it. Not the most dangerous thing in the world, but enough to puncture Mach’s shell with enough force.

      Mach took a pace back. “If you make one more move, I’ll shoot.”

      Sanchez fired a burst.

      “I’m flanking left,” Adira said through the comm. “Wait a moment.”

      Confident that his crewmembers had the situation behind him at a manageable level, Mach returned his attention to the man in front of him. “We’re here to help you. I’m here on behalf of OreCorp. Put down the knife.”

      “You’re one of them. I won’t let you take me alive.”

      The man lurched forward. Mach fired his weapon; it struck a meter in front of the man’s feet. The caseless round sparked off the stone floor, ricocheting away with a whiz. “Who are they? Because I sure ain’t here to take you. I didn’t even know you were here.”

      “The monsters.”

      Mach frowned and shook his head. “What monsters?”

      The man sank to his knees and grabbed either side of his dusty blue helmet, still keeping the knife in his right hand. He clenched his teeth, squeezed his eyes shut, and grunted. Nasal mucus spattered against the internal side of the visor.

      Adira’s rifle fired.

      “Clear,” she said through the comm.

      “Any more in the warehouse?” Mach asked while keeping his eyes fixed on the quivering man in front of him.

      “I’ll carry out a sweep. Sanchez, you take the right side, and I’ll meet you at the far end.”

      Mach turned to Sanchez, who had advanced twenty meters toward the center of the warehouse, and nodded. The hunter shouldered his rifle and disappeared around the side of a small mobile drilling rig.

      The bright red glow emitted by the initial flare had thinned and was becoming weaker by the second. Mach reactivated his helmet light and scanned the man’s suit for clues to his identity. A small white diamond, the OreCorp logo, was printed on his right breast.

      When they hired Mach, the representative told him they had no employees on Noven Beta. He took them at their word but knew that large corporations sometimes left employees stranded after deciding to complete operations on remote planets. They crudely called it collateral damage.

      “Are you part of Voyager’s crew?” Mach asked.

      The man lowered his right arm and extended the knife toward Mach. “You don’t fool me. You’re one of them. I saw you behind the monsters.”

      “You’ve got the wrong guy,” Mach said. “I’m here to search for a missing ship. Calm down and let’s talk.”

      A small bug scuttled across the ground between them. The man gasped and tensed. His teeth chattered and he stared at the insect with a wild-eyed expression.

      Mach stepped forward and crushed it under his boot. “I’m not here to hurt you. Have you turned off the facility’s power?”

      The man ignored the question again. Mach sighed. He was clearly dealing with somebody who had lost his mind. Something had spooked the man beyond words, which gave Mach an uneasy feeling. He decided to wait and show him that they meant no harm.

      Two thin blue strips appeared out of the gloom. Sanchez and Adira swept around to the man’s right side, maintaining their aim on him. Both had their helmet lights back on and didn’t have any noticeable injuries.

      “What’s the situation?” Mach asked.

      “Just two other casualties, dressed like him,” Adira said. “One had an ID swipe. He worked here as a driller.”

      “Solves the mystery of who they are, I suppose,” Mach said. “Did they attack you?”

      “Yep. Both dead.”

      The man went rigid after hearing Adira’s words. He took a deep breath, sprang forward, and thrust the knife at Mach’s chest.

      Mach swayed to his left and parried the blow harmlessly wide with his SamCore Stinger. He went to reach out for the man and reiterate they meant no harm when Sanchez fired. The round exited through the chest of the man’s suit and he collapsed face first to the ground.

      The warehouse fell silent.

      Mach crouched over the man and turned him over so he faced upward.

      “You’re going to die,” the man whispered through blood-glistening teeth. His eyes closed and his helmet rolled to the left.

      The man’s final words sent a chill down Mach’s spine. He looked up at Sanchez. “Nice shooting, hotshot. I wanted him alive.”

      “You didn’t tell me that before he went for you with a knife,” Sanchez replied. “What did you expect me to do?”

      Mach hid his irritation with a light sigh and a shake of his head. “Fair enough,” he said. “But still… let’s not be so hasty next time. We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.” He searched the compartments and pockets of the man’s suit, but all were empty.

      “I don’t think they were trying to ambush us,” Adira said. “Why kill the power and hide in a warehouse?”

      Mach nodded. “They were hiding from something. I’ve got a feeling they killed the power to avoid any unwanted attention. Have a look at the roof damage. This place was attacked.”

      “Reckon it’s linked to Voyager’s fate?” Sanchez said.

      “I don’t believe in coincidences. Let’s get this place powered up and see if we can find some answers.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mach asked Babcock and Squid Two to meet him in the command center while Sanchez and Adira searched the living quarters at the far end of the warehouse.

      Squid Two floated over Babcock’s shoulder, shining a light from the end of one of its silver tentacles as he inspected the console and controls.

      “They must’ve powered down the proton reactor,” Babcock said after flicking a red switch on the console. “We need to go underground.”

      “Where’s the entrance?”

      “The elevator won’t work, but there’s steps at the far end of the warehouse.”

      “That’s not good news.”

      Babcock frowned. “Why? It’s a relatively easy task to reactivate.”

      “The building took a hit. That area’s covered in debris.”

      Squid Two chirped to Babcock, who peered at his smart-screen. “We should be okay. There’s a five-meter layer of concrete protecting the reactor. Squid will lead us to the entrance.”

      Mach held the opaque glass door open and Squid Two floated past, shining its beam around the warehouse. He and Babcock followed, snaking between the dark shapes of machinery and vehicles until they reached the edge of a shallow twenty-meter-wide crater directly below the gaping hole in the roof.

      Twisted and tangled pieces of metal and plastic were spread inside and around the rubble-strewn shallow crater. Mach thought it had to be the work of a powerful laser cannon, similar in type to the ones fitted on Commonwealth Defense Force or horan destroyers.

      Squid Two’s beam settled on a small dark area next to a sheet of burnt metal. Mach grabbed the edge and heaved it to one side, revealing a half-meter-wide hole. He leaned down, positioning his helmet’s light through the gap.

      Chunks of concrete covered most of the staircase leading to a tunnel seven meters below. There was just enough room to squeeze over the debris and get down. Through the dusty air, Mach noticed multiple cracks spidering across the ceiling leading down to the reactor.

      “Can Squid Two get down there and do the job?” Mach asked.

      “It needs a human to manually reactivate. Squid Two’s strength is his intelligence.”

      “Can you give me instructions if I can reach it?”

      Babcock pressed his smart-screen and stared at it. “It’s a simple procedure. I’ll go—”

      “No. I’m not risking you down there. Wait here and I’ll give you a shout when I reach the reactor.”

      “Is that all you’re making me do on this trip? Wait for you at entrances?”

      Mach stood and put his glove on Babcock’s shoulder. “I admire your spirit, Babs, but trust me, your hard work begins once the facility powers up.”

      Babcock returned a weak smile and nodded. “You’ll need to take this.”

      He handed Mach the silver security token.

      Mach decided to strip off his cold-weather shell to allow for more room to move in tight spots. If he were quick enough, the temperature wouldn’t compromise his graphene nanosuit. He unfastened the shell down to his waist, pulled his arms out, and lowered it around his boots.

      The damned thing was always awkward to pull over boots. He tugged at each leg while trying to think of a better design. There had to be one. After eventually freeing himself, he placed the token in his thigh pocket, grabbed his Stinger, and pressed his body against the rubble covering the stairs.

      “Make sure you come back in one piece,” Babcock said.

      “Make sure you’re still here to give me instructions.”

      Mach pulled himself downward at a forty-five-degree angle through the tight gap. The back of his helmet scraped against the ceiling. His light illuminated the route ahead. Getting down was probably the easy part. He leopard-crawled forward for three meters, descending at a steady rate over sharp chunks of concrete.

      Wedging his foot against one of the larger chunks, he thrust forward.

      The chunk fell to one side and crashed past him. It toppled toward the bottom of the staircase, picking up speed as it went. A shower of dust dropped through cracks in the ceiling after the chunk thumped against it. Other pieces of debris moved as it bashed its way down.

      Mach grabbed hold of a rock and took a deep breath. The whole field of debris covering the staircase seemed to slide down. He hoped it would stop and he hadn’t caused a mini landslide.

      The fear of being buried alive under the falling concrete behind him spurred Mach forward. He crawled downward as fast as he could, ignoring the scrapes and stabs to his arms and legs from sharp pieces of debris.

      A twisted piece of metal screeched against the graphene suit, but the hard material resisted splitting. Another rock bounded past him and thumped against the pile collecting at the bottom of the staircase. With only two meters to go, the gap widened to allow Mach to crouch. He immediately got to his feet and rushed forward, descending into the start of the tunnel.

      “Mach, behind you!” Babcock said over comm.

      Mach turned. A head-sized lump of metal stuck his shoulder, sending him flying back and crashing against the ground.

      Stars flashed in front of his eyes. He moved his shoulder and winced at the pain. A small bug, with chunky black legs and an oval orb for a body, scuttled across his visor. Its legs tapped across the transparent surface.

      The bug rose on its two back legs and dropped, striking two small fangs against the visor with a click. Thick yellow venom sprayed out and dribbled down the side.

      Mach grimaced then smiled at the bug’s ambitious but ultimately stupid reaction. “You’re not getting through, little fella.”

      But even as he said that, he watched with horror as his visor’s outer polycarbonate coating bubbled underneath the venom. The HUD blinked red and flashed up an emergency alert. The venom was compromising the visor’s integrity.
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      Mach shook his head from side to side. The bug slid off his visor, leaving a trail of toxic venom. Sharp pain shot through his shoulder as he tried to raise his glove to squash the thumbnail-sized creature.

      The bug scuttled under a crushed piece of plastic tubing on the ground, but Mach had a more immediate concern. Polycarbonate continued to bubble and a small section in front of his left eye, where the venom pooled, sagged inward as if it was made from plastic wrap. The HUD alert flashed an imminent breach.

      Wiping the venom off with his glove would possibly melt through Mach’s hand. He raced through options in his mind, grunted back to his feet, and staggered to the pile of rubble covering the staircase.

      Babcock’s helmet strip shone through the dust, creating a murky light blue glow between gaps in the smashed pieces of concrete.

      “Are you okay, Mach?” Babcock asked.

      “I’ll live. Have you got your claytronic kit with you?”

      “Yep. What do you need?”

      “A new helmet, and quick.”

      “I’ll start assembling.”

      Mach leaned over the rough pieces of concrete and scrambled up. The HUD stability measurement clicked down from twenty percent to fifteen in five seconds. He pushed all thoughts about the stability of the debris to one side and scrambled up the narrow gap, scraping the back of his suit and helmet against the ceiling as he raced for the top of the staircase.

      Pieces of rubble thumped down into the tunnel below after he thrust his boots against them. When the measurement reached two percent, Mach took a deep breath. A moment later, a small hole appeared in his visor.

      The freezing, carbon-dioxide-heavy atmosphere of Noven Beta rushed inside. Mach’s face tightened against the stinging cold. He focused, clambered the last two meters up, and ascended back to the warehouse.

      Babcock stood next to the bottom half of an assembling helmet. Millions of nanoscale robots formed a sparkling silver rim on top, working to the instructions he gave them to create it. Squid Two floated over the expanding shape with extended tentacles and chirped.

      “Twenty seconds,” Babcock said and turned to Mach. “Are you okay?”

      Mach’s lungs were at the bursting point. His dry eyes bulged as he held his breath. He returned a nod and pointed at the hole in his visor.

      “Oh, I see,” Babcock said.

      The HUD display flickered and cut as the hole in the visor expanded. Mach squeezed his eyes shut. His body shook and stars flashed in front of his eyes. He grabbed his helmet, twisted it off and threw it across the warehouse floor.

      Feeling his legs buckle, Mach dropped to one knee. He held out his hands, hoping a new replacement would be placed in them at any second. It felt like he’d waited a minute already.

      “It’s complete,” Babcock said. “Hold steady.”

      The lower rim pushed into place around Mach’s neck. He heard the reassuring click of his new helmet locking into place against his support pack. The temperature warmed and the HUD pinged to life.

      Mach opened his eyes and gasped for air. He dropped to all fours while regulating his breath.

      Babcock passed him his Stinger rifle. “That was a bit close for comfort.”

      “Thanks, Babs. You’re a lifesaver.” Mach slung his weapon over his shoulder and glanced around the quiet warehouse.

      “What happened down there?”

      “A little insect’s venom. Stamp on any and you’ll see.”

      “Interesting. I haven’t come across an insect species that can do that kind of thing.”

      Mach sighed and rose to his feet. “The last thing I’d call it is interesting. I’m going back down. Be ready to do the same thing.”

      Babcock nodded. Squid Two drifted toward the staircase and shone its tentacle light down. Mach took a moment for composure, then activated his strip light and moved over to the gap in the ground.

      The previous descent and climb had created more space and revealed larger chunks of rubble below. This allowed for easier movement and Mach made swift progress to the tunnel. His boots landed with a crunch and he glanced at the piece of plastic tubing the bug had scuttled under.

      It didn’t seem a good idea to go hunting for creatures with such corrosive power. Mach edged around shattered pieces of concrete and advanced deeper down the dark tunnel. The ground inclined and the debris cleared. He passed through a set of swing doors and entered a large space with a dark machine, presumably the generator, at the center of it.

      “I’m here,” Mach said through his comm. “What’s first?”

      “Do you see any lights?” Babcock said. “The generator’s battery should still be powering them.”

      “Nothing. Let me have a look around.”

      Mach circled the generator, passed a dark control panel to his left, and walked to the far side of the room. Nine green lights winked on the back wall. Each had a red button below, under a transparent casing.

      “I can see them, and a row of buttons,” Mach said.

      “Place the token in the slot above them. When the lights turn white, hit the buttons from left to right to activate the boot sequence.”

      “As simple as that?”

      “The token acts as a switch,” Babcock replied. “It’s OreCorp we’re dealing with here.”

      Mach recognized the contempt in Babcock’s response and wondered if he was offended by the simplicity of the operation or just hated the large corporations. Whatever the reason, their potential payday made it irrelevant. He grabbed the token from his thigh pocket and placed its edge into the thin dark slot. Internal working parts behind the wall smoothly swallowed the token with a quiet electric whine.

      After pressing each button, all lights changed, and the token ejected. Three dull mechanical thuds came from behind the wall and the generator in the center of the room whirred.

      A holographic keyboard blinked alive on the control panel. A single black screen flashed to life above it and white data streamed across it.

      Fluorescent lights flickered on overhead, bathing the generator room and tunnel in artificial yellow light.

      “How’s it looking up there?” Mach asked.

      “Sufficient for our requirements. Make sure you grab the token. I’ll need it in the command center.”

      Mach pulled it from the slot and slipped it back in his pocket. Relief washed over him as he made his way around the humming generator. The first part of OreCorp’s request could be executed, which guaranteed half of their payment, but it was the easy half. At some stage, he knew he’d have to tell the crew the real story.

      Sparks crackled and fizzed across a gloomy section of the tunnel. Mach quickened his pace, glanced across at an exposed length of split cable, and hoped it wouldn’t cause any issues above ground. He reached the bottom of the staircase and wasted no time clambering up the covering of debris to the top.

      The warehouse lights were out around the damaged ceiling, but the front half, leading to the command center, shone down over the dusty machines and mining tools.

      Adira and Sanchez stood chatting to Babcock and Squid Two.

      Mach eased out of the gap, dusted himself down, and struggled back into his shell.

      Sanchez looked over his shoulder and smiled. “I hear you were nearly taken out by a bug?”

      “Takes more than a pest to kill me,” Mach replied.

      Sanchez turned away. Mach fished the token out of his pocket and placed it against Babcock’s chest. “Time to do your thing. Let’s destroy that data and get the hell out of here.”
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* * *

      Mach followed Babcock through the opaque glass door into the command center. The place had a safer feel with bright circular ceiling lights glaring down at regular intervals and the rest of the facility cleared. All five wall-screens were on standby mode and lights on the console winked. Sanchez sat back on a central workstation chair and rested his boots on the desk. Adira joined Mach below the screens.

      “Find any clues to what happened here?” Mach asked.

      “Pools of frozen blood next to the transport door but nothing else. Besides the three men, it’s deserted.”

      Babcock placed the security token into a round indent on the console. A touchpad slid out and an orange holographic screen appeared above it. He keyed in commands and strings that Mach didn’t recognize.

      Thousands of digits, letters and symbols flowed along the screen. Squid Two hovered closer, paused for a moment, and beeped twice. Babcock nodded.

      “Found what we need?” Mach said.

      “There’s a hidden directory. Squid Two’s capturing the contents before I delete it.”

      “Are you sure that’s the data we’ve been asked to destroy?”

      “Unless they’re worried about their operations logs, video feeds or resource management information getting out, I’d say so. I’ll purge everything just to be sure, including the backup data. Provided there’s no physical copies, it’ll do the job.”

      “Will that leave this place screwed?” Adira said.

      Mach shrugged. “Who cares? OreCorp can come back and reconfigure if they want to use it again. It does leave one question, though. Whoever attacked this place… did they take a copy?”

      Babcock fiddled with the pad. “The directory hasn’t been accessed since it was placed here. I think it’s safe to assume they didn’t.”

      “Probably a rogue attack,” Sanchez said. “Easy target for marauders outside the Sphere. What’s in this directory, anyway?”

      “Sensitive company information,” Mach said, trying to be as vague as possible. “You know how corporations like to bury dirty secrets.”

      “Don’t I ever. I’ve been one of those secrets more than a few times.”

      Adira narrowed her emerald eyes and glared at Mach. He suspected she might see straight through his high-level baloney. Being naïve wasn’t a normal character trait for a lethal assassin.

      “I’ll analyze the information later,” Babcock said. “We’re nearly done.”

      “We don’t need a copy,” Mach said.

      “Don’t worry. OreCorp’s secrets are safe with Squid Two and me.”

      At some stage the reason would have to come out. Mach wondered if letting Babcock break the news might be a good way to do it. He could feign surprise and the crew would already be committed.

      “What about the security feeds?” Adira said, gazing up at the blank screens. “Can you find one for outside the transport door? See if we can see who or what caused those pools of blood?”

      “One job at a time,” Babcock said.

      Data stopped streaming across the holographic display. Squid Two descended back to the height of Babcock’s shoulder and its silver tentacles drooped. Mach raised his eyebrows at the speed the older man continued to tap the pad.

      Babcock input a long command, spun in his chair, and extravagantly raised his index finger. “Just say the word and the deed is done.”

      “Do it,” Mach said. “Start a planet-wide scan next. See if we can locate Voyager.”

      A 3D image of the planet flashed up and slowly rotated. Markers lit up around the sphere, joined by lines to form a grid system.

      “It might take thirty minutes,” Babcock said. “I’ve input parameters to search for anything that’s appeared in the last two months.”

      Mach raised his smart-screen. “Lassea, Tulula, you can bring the drone in. We’ve started a search from here.”

      “Roger that,” Lassea instantly replied.

      “What about the security feeds?” Adira said.

      “Coming right up,” Babcock said.

      The five screens on the wall blinked to life. One displayed the Intrepid’s vague outline on the dark strip of land in front of the facility. Three showed locations inside the facility. The final one focused on a murky area.

      “There’s thirty cameras and they last recorded two weeks ago,” Babcock said. “I’ll load the last few minutes of the footage outside the transport door.”

      The first screen switched from the Intrepid. A running clock in the top right corner displayed local date and time from two weeks ago. The open transport door threw out a shaft of artificial light. Two figures dressed in bulky atmosphere suits stood at the edge of the shot, looking skyward.

      Mach stepped closer and pointed at them. “Is that where you saw the blood?”

      Adira sharply inhaled.

      A large claw or talon pierced through both bodies at chest height. Both figures were raised off the floor and pulled off-screen to the right. A flash of light erupted over the warehouse and the feed cut to static.

      “Play it again,” Mach said.

      Sanchez jumped to his feet and joined Mach at the screen. Babcock ran the last thirty seconds of footage. Mach squinted at the screen but couldn’t recognize what attacked the facility staff. The flash of light explained the hole in the roof. They must’ve been looking at a ship and maybe didn’t realize some of its deadly passengers were already on the ground.

      “Can you zoom in, Babs?” Sanchez asked.

      The resolution blurred when Babcock attempted it. “It’ll only work on live feeds. We don’t have auto-focus on historical captures.”

      “What’s to the right?” Adira asked.

      “A quarry,” Babcock said. “That’s the dark screen on the end. I’ll see if the floodlights still work.”

      Babcock pushed back in his chair and wheeled to the end of the console. He ran his finger over a shiny glass plate before tapping his finger around the top right corner.

      One by one, bright white lights thumped on around a hundred-meter-square quarry, brightening the right-hand screen. It dropped to a depth of fifty meters with an uneven mottled surface at the bottom.

      “Focus in on the ground,” Mach said. “There’s something down there.”

      The feed panned in.

      A mix of frost-covered clothing, suits, and bones filled the surface, piling toward the center of the quarry. The team stared in silence at the screen.

      Mach unslung his Stinger. “Get yourself prepared, Sanchez. We’re going down there to take a closer look.”
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      Lassea took a deep breath and inhaled the bitter coffee vapor from the machine in the mess kitchen. Mach had provided them with some kabelleira beans, which she regarded as the best coffee in the known universe.

      When the machine finished brewing the beverage, she filled two china cups with the dark liquid and sweetened it with a pinch of sugar and cream.

      Although the purists would sooner burn themselves on a stake than sweeten kabelleira, Lassea much preferred the balance of sweetness and bitterness. Not to mention how the sugar metabolized with a chemical within the genetically modified bean to release a stronger dose of stimulant.

      She needed everything she could get to stay awake—and avoid the nightmares.

      She lifted the cups, noticing her hands still had the tremble that had manifested a few weeks ago. The coffee would help for a while, so it was okay—for now. She had made sure to hide her trembling from Mach. He would only grill her on what was wrong. Ever since she’d first met him, he had looked out for her—and her brother—although that was no longer possible.

      As she turned her back and headed to the bridge, being careful not to spill the coffee, she choked back tears and composed herself. She would have time after the mission to deal with her family issues. Right now she wanted to focus on being the best pilot she could be.

      Assuming Tulula would let her.

      Although Lassea thought the world of Mach and didn’t doubt his ability to captain the crew, she wished he hadn’t insisted on Tulula staying behind. There was something decidedly creepy about her. Well, creepier than her multi-limbed vestan appearance. It was the way the alien just glared at Lassea in that silent brooding way of hers. Lassea shivered once before steeling herself and entering the bridge.

      ‘The alien’ was sitting at Babcock’s engineering console to the front of the wide-open circular bridge. She hunched over it like an animal devouring its prey. Her four yellow ponytails were swept back over her neck. The bright color contrasted with her near-black skin.

      “You brought coffee,” the vestan said without turning around. Even up close she seemed so small. When standing upright, Tulula was barely a meter and a half tall; her head would only come to Lassea’s shoulders, yet the vestan was no less intimidating than Adira, even when sitting.

      “I thought we could both do with something while we scan this empty husk of a planet.” Lassea placed one of the small china cups onto a non-active part of the console and stepped away to take a seat at her own console. From the corner of her eye, Lassea saw Tulula pick up the cup, taste it, then grimace.

      “You’ve put that disgusting sugar stuff in this,” Tulula said.

      “Um, yeah, is that a problem?”

      Tulula swiveled in her chair and stared at Lassea and said, “My kind cannot tolerate it; it’s poisonous to us.”

      The vestan expressions were difficult to gauge, which was what made dealing with them from a human’s point of view so difficult. At the moment the vestan woman’s flat nostrils were flared and her large yellow eyes bored into Lassea. It didn’t take an interspecies anthropologist to know that she was upset.

      “I was just trying to be kind,” Lassea said. “I’m sick of there being this tension between us.”

      “There wouldn’t be if you just left me to get on with my job,” Tulula added, turning back to her console.

      “Well, excuse me. Mach put us both on this job.” The blood was starting to rise in Lassea’s cheeks and neck as it did every time she got angered, which lately was far too often. She took a breath and avoided saying anything else to worsen their relationship.”

      “Mach didn’t need to; I’m more than capable,” Tulula said.

      “No one’s doubting that, but we’re teammates, we ought to be able to work together without all this bickering. What is it about me that bothers you so much?” Lassea already thought she knew—that she was a human—but she didn’t press it. Tulula was already unpredictable around Lassea; she didn’t want to make it worse.

      Slowly, Tulula turned to face the young pilot. “I have complicated emotions about you with regards to Ernesto,” she said now, her mouth working slowly to enunciate the words of Salus Common properly.

      “Sanchez? What’s he got to do with this?”

      “I… well, we have formed a kind of bond.”

      Now Lassea got it! She had to prevent herself from laughing. It wasn’t Tulula’s fault for misunderstanding; she was still new to working on a human crew. Lassea downed both of the coffees, her body needing the caffeine more than ever. “You’re jealous of me? You think I’m interested in Sanchez in a romantic way?”

      Tulula blinked her large yellow eyes that resembled those of the lethargic lizards on the sun world of Gatton. “The way you look at him sometimes,” Tulula said, trying to find the right words as she spoke slowly, “it makes me feel an inner violence.”

      Well, that wasn’t good at all. Lassea broke eye contact. She no longer felt the need to laugh. “I like Sanchez as a friend and a colleague,” she said firmly. “When we first worked for Mach, he helped me out, showed me the ropes. That’s all. He’s old enough to be my grandfather.”

      “Oh. I understand,” Tulula said, her voice softening. “I…” She trailed off as something started flashing on the disc-shaped holodisplay in front of her.

      “What is it?”

      “The drone, it’s picking up a signal on the far east side of the planet.”

      A bolt of excitement shot through Lassea. She jumped out of her chair and almost leapt across to Tulula. She was right, though; there on the holoscreen was a rhythmic pulsing blip, sent back to the Intrepid via the drone’s radio transceiver.

      “The signal’s weak,” Tulula said, bringing up the visual representation of it. A few spikes penetrated through a fog of electrostatic interference that didn’t seem to be coming from the planet or its atmosphere. “We’re going to need more power to clear it up. The drones system’s isn’t enough.”

      “What do you suggest?” Lassea asked. “We’ve already got most of Intrepid’s systems running at full power. Mach won’t be happy if we just start switching off processes.”

      “He won’t be happy either if we miss this opportunity to analyze the signal and find out where it’s coming from. Looking at the way it’s pulsing, I think it’s highly likely to be a distress signal of some kind.”

      “Let’s speak with Mach,” Lassea said.

      “We won’t have time for a discussion if the signal gets interrupted.” Tulula gestured the visualizing radar screen away and brought up the Intrepid’s main control panel. Her lithe, double-jointed fingers quickly manipulated the controls, diverting power from various systems to the radio array. The lights in the bridge dimmed and the antigravity plates became weaker.

      Lassea had to grab onto the seat so she didn’t start to float away.

      “It’s still not enough,” Tulula said. “I’m cutting comms and heating.”

      “Are you mad? What if there’s an emergency on the surface and they need our help? I can’t let you do that.”

      Tulula spun round to face Lassea. “Are you going to stop me?”

      Damn her! Lassea thought. Why’d she have to put them both in this situation? None of her training with the CW academy had prepared her for such close interaction with a vestan—the enemy. But then that’s why she was no longer in the CW. Mach had always insisted that she trust her instincts, and surprisingly her instinct told her to let Tulula do her thing.

      “Fine, do it,” Lassea said, “but if we don’t find anything soon, I want you to return the ship to its previous state. And you’re taking full responsibility if anything goes wrong.”

      Tulula simply smiled, gently stretching her thin lips and baring the sharp edges of her teeth. Lassea couldn’t see what it was that Sanchez liked so much about her to form this so-called bond. Perhaps she was great in… no, Lassea refused to let her thoughts go there. She pulled herself closer to the console in the near-zero-g atmosphere of the bridge and watched as Tulula ran a complicated set of frequency filters and boosters, all the while hoping they would actually find something.

      If they’d done this for nothing, Mach would likely fire them from the crew, and without her twin brother around anymore, she’d have nowhere else to go. Her whole life was here with Mach and the others.

      “Be quick,” Lassea said. “And accurate. We can’t screw this up.”
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      Mach decided this would be a good time to speak with Sanchez alone. He ordered Adira to stay behind with Babcock and Squid Two to get more information from the facility’s system and to continue to scan the planet.

      The two men stood in stoic silence as the elevator car slowly descended the edge of the chalky quarry wall. The floodlights shone down into the pit, illuminating the bones.

      “They’re so white,” Sanchez said, leaning against the transparent glass window. “Like they’ve been bleached—no pun intended,” he added with a smirk.

      “Your spirits have risen a bit,” Mach retorted, scrutinizing his friend’s face.

      “Yeah, well, nothing like descending into a pit of human bones to bring some cheer to proceedings. All this relative safety was getting boring fast.” Sanchez unconsciously lifted his left hand up to his neck but then dropped it when he remembered he was wearing the cold-temperature suit and his necklace was tucked beneath.

      “You’re worried,” Mach said. “I know it’s not about the mission. Hell, we’ve been through far more dangerous situations than this. Then there’s the awkwardness between you and Tulula—you two are no longer bickering like five-year-olds. If you’ve got something on your mind, you do know you can tell me—in confidence.”

      The motors whined as the elevator slowed. The pile of bones and ceramic-looking fragments loomed up in front of them. Mach couldn’t even begin to guess how many souls were killed to create this—or even who or what was responsible.

      “Listen, Mach, it’s not easy… or simple. I’ve never had to… wait, what’s that.” Sanchez stepped back from the car’s window and drew his rifle over his shoulder.

      Before Mach could continue his interrogation about Sanchez’s issue, movement from outside caught his attention, and like Sanchez, he brought his weapon around to the front, raising it up to his chest. A few singular bones on the edge of the five-meter-high pile rolled as though something beneath them was writhing.

      The elevator stopped. The door opened with a quiet hiss.

      Frigid air flowed about them. Mach’s HUD charted the sudden drop in temperature, but there was a source of heat down here, keeping the quarry a few degrees higher than the normal atmosphere above the pit.

      “What are you thinking?” Mach said as the two men stepped out cautiously, testing the rocky surface beneath their feet.

      “I’m thinking I wish I had a small tactical nuke.”

      “Likewise,” Mach added. He aimed his Stinger at the moving bones and stepped forward, one foot over the other with soft, deliberate steps. Sanchez remained by his right, just a meter away. The two men stalked forward, the blue cast from their visors washing across the bleached-white remains.

      Mach instructed his visor to dull some of the bright white light from the floodlights so he could better make out the details before him. The quarry was truly massive down here at the bottom. He guessed they must be at least a hundred and fifty meters below the facility’s surface. The pit itself easily stretched a couple of hundred meters in diameter.

      “It can’t all be bone,” Sanchez said as they continued to stalk forward.

      The movement at the edge of the pit had stopped.

      “Babs, Adira, you getting anything up there?” Mach said.

      “Negative,” Adira responded. “No change whatsoever. We have a visual on you both, though. You’re almost central to the pile. What are those ceramic fragments?”

      “We’re just about to find out,” Mach replied. “Sanchez, you cover me while I inspect.”

      “On it, boss,” Sanchez said, taking a knee to steady himself and bringing his scope up to his helmet. He swept his weapon in slow arcs, his eagle eyes watching for any danger.

      Mach stepped forward to the base of the bones and fragments, slid his Stinger over his back, and kneeled down. He reached out his hand cautiously until he gripped a piece of shell the size of his palm. “Any movement?” Mach said, feeling his heart rate increasing a few extra beats per minute.

      “Nada,” Sanchez added. “I don’t like it.”

      “I like it more than movement,” Mach replied as he snatched the fragment away and stepped back behind Sanchez. He flipped his visor over to a scan setting that sent the details of the object to his smart-screen system for analysis. He routed the readings to Babcock as well as Tulula on the Intrepid.

      “It’s not very heavy,” Mach said to the entire team. “Thin too. The edges are sharp. It looks like… an eggshell.”

      “That’s a damned big egg,” Sanchez said. “Which makes me wonder what kind of creature came out of it—and what laid it.”

      Babcock interrupted. “The composition is a mix of calcium carbonate, phosphate and magnesium.”

      “Same as chicken eggs?” Sanchez said with incredulity in his voice.

      “The very same,” Babcock added. “Although there are some interesting proteins here. Can you get some more samples? I can get Squid Two to do a more thorough analysis back on the Intrepid.”

      “Your wish is my command,” Mach said sarcastically. “Any other special requests?”

      “Some of the bones would be useful,” the scientist added, not responding to Mach’s sarcasm. The two men had long worked with each other and were used to the banter. It was the one thing Mach was most thankful for with his crew: the banter and jibes kept things light when they were surrounded by darkness.

      “You want me to grab some samples?” Sanchez said.

      “No, it’s okay. You stay there covering me. You’re the better shot anyway.” Mach didn’t want to admit that he worried about his friend’s capability. Though he was showing no obvious signs of illness, he didn’t want to risk it, and as for being a better shot, that much was true—much to Mach’s chagrin. He’d lost a fortune to Sanchez over the years in shooting matches.

      Mach placed the small fragment into a pouch around his waist and stepped closer to the pile. He looked around for a more intact piece of shell, hoping to find one with some biometric data inside. As he stepped closer, his foot crunched down on a fibula, snapping it in two like a dried twig.

      He paused, his muscles tensing, anticipating something, anything, but there was only silence.

      “Keep going,” Sanchez said. “I’ve got things covered.”

      Mach inspected the pile and noticed an egg that looked almost perfect on a ledge of bones about three meters tall. He could easily reach it with a short burst of his suit’s thrusters. He prepared to launch himself up, but a mini landslide of bones fell down, covering his boots.

      Instinctively, he kicked them away, but something had grabbed onto his boot. Poking out of the pile, he noticed an arm wearing a fragment of a uniform similar to the ones the people in the facility were wearing.

      “Oh crap,” Sanchez said. “This ain’t good. Back up, Mach. Now!”

      “What?” He looked down at his boot and saw one of the little bugs that had attacked him before in the facility trying to get through the material. He whacked it away with the barrel of his gun before stamping on it with a wet squelching crunch.

      Bones continued to shower down from the top of the pile, spinning and bouncing before crashing into puffs of dust as they struck the hard ground. Mach stepped back and then saw what had alarmed Sanchez.

      There were thousands of them… perhaps millions. An army of bugs crawled out from beneath the bones, a tide of oil covering everything as it drew nearer. Mach fired his Stinger twice at the ocean of bugs, more in reaction than in any hope of stemming the tide.

      “Time to leave,” Mach said as he turned his back and started to sprint back to the elevator car.

      Sanchez pulled a grenade from his belt and threw it into the pile. A few seconds later a flash of fire shot up in a roiling column.

      The damned bugs screamed, sending a high-pitched wail through Mach’s speakers. The chattering of their hardened legs against dry bones and rock soon drowned the sound out.

      “What the hell’s happening down there?” Tulula said from the Intrepid.

      “Ditto that,” Adira added.

      “A tactical retreat,” Sanchez said. “Bugs, everywhere…”

      Mach and Sanchez continued to run for the open, waiting elevator. A couple of the bugs managed to get onto Sanchez’s back, probably blown there by the grenade that continued to burn. Mach was glad that he couldn’t smell the burning.

      “Hold up a sec,” Mach said as he reached out for Sanchez’s back. “You’ve got some passengers trying to eat through your suit.”

      Sanchez halted and tried to reach behind him, but Mach was already there, scraping his gloved hand across his friend’s back to clear the insistent bugs. Their sharp teeth and venom had managed to make a number of holes through Sanchez’s suit.

      “Okay, go,” Mach said, pushing his friend forward. He took a look over his shoulder and saw that the writhing mass of critters was just a few meters away now. Mach turned and ran, catching up with Sanchez, who seemed to be slowing.

      Both men crashed into the elevator car. Mach managed to spin round and close the door just as the heaving mass of insects slammed against the glass, their pincers and yellow venom squirting all over the surface.

      “Shit, they’re going to get through,” Sanchez said between heavy breaths as he reached out and slammed the button to send the car climbing up the elevator cable.

      “Babcock, can you speed this motor up? We’ve got a problem on our hands.”

      “Working on it,” Babcock said.

      “Be quick,” Sanchez added.

      Small cracks appeared at the bottom left corner of the glass door. A horrible scratching, scraping noise came from the bugs’ singular desire to breach the barrier and get a meaty snack. Mach stood uselessly, watching as more of the cracks stretched their way up the yellow-stained surface. There must have been at least a hundred or so of the bugs clinging to the surface, their pincers scratching against the glass.

      “Anyone would think these things hadn’t been fed,” Sanchez said. “Given the pile down there, you’d think they would have had enough food for a lifetime.”

      The elevator jolted and increased the speed at which it ascended out of the quarry. The velocity seemed to infuriate the bugs further as they attacked with a renewed vigor. The glass door creaked as yet more cracks appeared; they were longer this time, going from the bottom all the way to the top of the door.

      “I don’t think it was these things that ate the meat off all those bones,” Mach said. “Which, of course, raises the question: what did? Oh, and while we’re stuck in here waiting to be attacked by these goddamned things, you want to tell me what’s going on with you?”

      “We’ve got other pressing matters, don’t you think?” Sanchez replied, bringing his rifle around to aim at the door. For a brief moment, Mach thought he was going to pull the trigger, which gave him an idea.

      “When I say kick the door hinge, you kick it,” Mach said. They were only about fifty meters from the top of the quarry. If the door did manage to hold out until then, he didn’t want to take hundreds of bugs with them up to the surface.

      “What are you doing?” Sanchez said. “I don’t like that look on your face. It’s your stupid face—which you always have when you’re going to do something stupid.”

      Mach smiled and reached out for the door handle on the left-hand side. “Ready…”

      “Wait, what are you—”

      Mach flung the door open. Half of the bugs failed to cling to the surface and fell away into the pit below. “Now!” Mach said.

      Sanchez caught on and started ramming his boot into the single hinge located halfway up the right side of the door. Each strike dented the metal tube, shaking loose a few more of the bugs.

      One more final kick and the hinge broke, sending the door falling away to the ground, taking with it the bugs. A single critter had clung to the bottom edge and crawled its way into the elevator car.

      Mach and Sanchez looked at each other. Mach stepped back and swept his hand in front of him. “Be my guest,” he said.

      Sanchez grinned as he raised his boot and squashed the damn thing with a stomp that reverberated throughout the elevator. “That was satisfying,” the hunter said.

      Mach switched off the comlink to the facility and hit the emergency stop button on the elevator, leaving them hanging some twenty meters over the quarry, with no door. The wind whipped inside and blustered against their suits. Icy fog rolled in, clinging to their limbs.

      “Mach?” Sanchez said, raising an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”

      Mach stood between Sanchez and the controls and said, “We’re going nowhere until you tell me what’s wrong. And this is not an order to a crew member; this is me, your old friend, demanding you be honest with him.”

      “Damn you, Mach, why do you have to be such an insistent ass?”

      “Why do you have to hide things from me?”

      “Sure, like I’m the only one. You really think I believe this is just an F&R mission? We’re being paid way too much for that. That stinks of danger money to me. What exactly are we doing here?”

      “I can’t tell you that… not yet.”

      “So trust only goes one way, is that it?” Sanchez said, turning away from Mach and taking a deep breath. Mach could tell it wasn’t exasperation, but fatigue. The way his shoulders hunched and his chest heaved were unmistakable.

      “I can see it in you,” Mach said. “Ever since the Ripper job I knew something was up. You’re not old enough to be this out of shape. Hell, you were the fittest human I’ve ever known.”

      Sanchez turned back to him. “Things change.”

      “Like how?”

      “Like life turns into death.”
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      Mach stood there in the elevator, staring at his friend. “You’re dying?”

      “Well, we all are, aren’t we? Immortal life hasn’t been discovered just yet,” Sanchez said, rubbing a hand across his shoulder, massaging the muscle as he grimaced. “Look, this isn’t the time for this.”

      It was clear to Mach that his friend was suffering, and it hurt him knowing he couldn’t help. He knew Sanchez was as stubborn as anyone, and if he kept pushing him, Sanchez would just dig in further.

      “You really can’t tell me what’s going on?” Mach said, trying to appeal to him once more. “You’ve told Tulula, I know that much.”

      “Spying on the crew?” Sanchez said, leaning against the back of the elevator.

      Mach shrugged his shoulders and tilted his head. “The team is my responsibility. You know how I work. Which makes me think that your little conversation with Tulula in the mess was just as much for my benefit as hers. I saw you looking into the camera.”

      “I guess you can use that as your way of feeling better about yourself for spying on us, if you like.”

      Sanchez hadn’t disputed it, giving Mach the confirmation that he was trying to communicate with Mach in an obscure way. But why not just come out with it?

      “You’re scared, aren’t you?” Mach said, stepping closer to his friend and placing a hand on the other’s shoulder. “I can’t help you if you keep this hidden from me.”

      Sanchez shut his eyes and took a deep breath. The elevator car jolted and ascended the wire cable. Mach and Sanchez grabbed onto each other as the car swayed back and forth.

      “Babcock,” Sanchez said, “must have overridden the—”

      A crackling voice came through an embedded speaker in the ceiling of the car. Babcock’s voice warbled, “Mach, Sanchez, are you two okay? I saw the elevator had stopped and got it working again, but I got no communications from the comlink. Do you hear me?”

      Mach gritted his teeth. “I hear you, Babcock. We’re both fine. You did well. We’ll rendezvous with you in a few minutes.” He tried to hide his irritation. He was so close to getting to the truth. Now Sanchez stood with his arms crossed, staring out into the dark of the night, his face inscrutable, brooding.

      “You will tell me in time,” Mach said. “If not because we’re friends, but because I’m your captain and employer, and I can’t risk this mission if you’re not able to perform to the best of your abilities. Do you understand me?”

      “Tell me something,” Sanchez said as the elevator stopped and the rear doors slid open, leading to a path back into the facility. “What is on Voyager? You don’t think I’m stupid enough to believe we’re just rescuing a bunch of miners, do you? These kinds of ships go missing all the time—hazard of the job.”

      Mach ignored him and stepped out onto the rocky path. He headed through dense frozen fog and the blustering ice crystals toward the large door into the facility. Sanchez kept pace, matching him step for step.

      “It’s bad, ain’t it?” Sanchez said as the two men stopped in front of the door.

      “Yeah,” Mach added. “It’s bad, real fucking bad.”

      The two men didn’t speak after that. They joined Adira, Babcock and Squid Two in the main control center of the mining facility. Babcock was sitting at a console, the holographic radar screen floating in front of him. A single blue line arced back and forth across the circular, three-dimensional display.

      Adira stood in the dark recess of the room, stretching her back by arching backwards until her hands and feet were both touching the floor, forming a perfect lowercase n shape. Although upside down, she faced him and gave him a smile and a wink before easing herself upright and turning to face him. She sighed with pleasure as she leaned forward to grasp her ankles. She straightened once more and stepped toward Mach. She pulled a hunting knife from her belt and thrust forward suddenly.

      Mach twisted away, his mouth open in surprise, wondering where the attack had come from, when she backed away and lifted the knife up between them. A bug stuck on the end, it’s legs wiggling frantically, venom dripping to the floor of the facility.

      “I didn’t think it was protocol to bring along passengers,” Adira said with a smile.

      “I thought you were…” Mach said, then just laughed and shook his head.

      “Kill you?” Adira said. “Oh, darling, if I were to do that, you wouldn’t see it coming. And I wouldn’t miss.”

      “That’s… good to know.”

      Sanchez grumbled something and joined Babcock. Mach and Adira followed until they were all standing around the scientist. Above the radar, Squid Two hovered, inspecting the readings.

      “There’s nothing,” Babcock said. “The planet is barren. The only concentration of metals I can find is the facility itself”—he pointed to a red dot on the holographic sphere—“and, of course, the Intrepid and its drone.” Both were likewise indicated by two small red dots.

      “Given the size of Voyager, it should be easy to spot, right?” Adira said.

      “Indeed,” Squid Two replied with its chirping little voice. “It would be the biggest concentration of metal on this awful rock.”

      “Then it’s safe to say it’s not here,” Sanchez said. “And we’ve wasted all this damned time for nothing when we could have just wiped the data and left.” He slammed a fist onto the console, making the holographic radar blink twice before reforming its shape.

      Mach’s comlink chirped twice, indicating a message from the Intrepid. “Channel open,” he said, speaking into his HUD’s control system. Lassea’s face appeared on the inside of his visor. “What it is, Lass?” he asked.

      “Sir, Tulula and I have discovered a radio signal.”

      “What kind of signal?” Mach routed the conversation through the general comlink channel so the whole crew could communicate.

      “Here, I’ll play it,” the junior pilot said.

      A series of bleeps and chirps came through the channel.

      “That’s an emergency beacon signal,” Babcock said. “I used to listen to hundreds of those during my time back on Minerva. There’s a kind of music to them after a while.” The old scientist smiled fondly. Squid Two’s chirps synchronized with the signal as if singing a melody with it.

      “What does it communicate?” Adira said.

      “It’s a binary pulse message,” Tulula said.

      “She’s right,” Babcock added. “It’s a shortwave signal with an unencrypted message giving the ship number and Salus Sphere registration code.”

      Babcock raised his left arm and gestured with agile fingers across the smart-screen, entering the binary notation from the signal. He sent the numbers to Mach’s smart-screen.

      “That’s them,” he said. “That’s the registration number of Voyager. Ladies, do we have a location?”

      “We’ve triangulated it to the northern hemisphere of Noven Alpha,” Tulula said, a slight tremble of excitement in her voice. Since she had joined the crew, she hadn’t had much chance to show off her skills beyond making sure the experimental vestan engine in the Intrepid was running optimally.

      Given the humans and fidesians of the CW were at war with her species and the horans during the Century War, it had taken her a while to grow to trust the crew and feel like she was an important part of the team. Mach was pleased that she along with Lassea had found the signal. It would only help to integrate her with the crew.

      “Keep a lock on the signal and program the coordinates into the flight nav,” Mach said.

      “Already on it, sir.” Lassea gave him a salute.

      “Prepare for takeoff. We’ll be with you shortly.”

      Mach switched off the comlink and addressed the others. “Time to go. We move now on the double. No stopping for anything, understood? We get back to the Intrepid and get off this godforsaken rock right now. I’ll take point. Adira, you take the rear. Let’s move.”

      Babcock stood and his little drone hovered over his shoulder. “About the shell,” he enquired.

      “You can work on it during the journey to Alpha,” Mach said. “Don’t worry, I have the sample with me.”

      Mach had decided to switch off the facility’s power, feeling like the people who had hid here did it for a perfectly good reason and he saw no other reason to do otherwise. He led his team back to the Intrepid and boarded just as Tulula fired up the engines and prepped for a quick burst over to Alpha. It would take approximately a day to get there. That would give plenty of time for Babcock to run his experiments.

      And plenty of time for Mach to figure out how he was going to tell his crew the truth about the mission. He couldn’t delay it any longer. If Voyager were on Alpha, they would need to know. He couldn’t expect them to potentially sacrifice their lives for the safety of the Salus Sphere without knowing what it was they were trying to find—and ultimately destroy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When they escaped Noven Beta’s gravity well and headed out to Alpha on cruise control, Mach ordered everyone into the mess hall. It had become the unofficial meeting place for the ship’s crew—probably because it had the coffee and booze.

      The room smelled rich with the rare beans and another scent: fried eggs. It reminded him that he hadn’t eaten for a while—at least a day and a half ago. The shot of stim he took before landing on Beta had worn off. He sat on his own at the table, knocking back a small cup of coffee followed by a shot of the best Fides single malt.

      The two liquids complemented each other perfectly, warming his throat and belly and giving him a jolt of motivation. He stood when the others entered the mess. They were all chatting to each other about one thing or another, but grew silent when they came to stand by the table. Mach moved to the head of it and indicated that they all sit.

      None did.

      Sanchez cocked an eyebrow in a silent inquiry.

      Babcock was the first to speak up. “What is this about, Mach?”

      “The truth,” Mach said.

      Adira leaned against the wall beside the door. She almost melted into the shadows, given her black body suit. Her green-tinged skin seemed to grow darker like some deadly chameleon. Tulula was in front of her, standing next to Sanchez, the latter looking increasingly tired.

      “About what?” Lassea asked as she rounded Sanchez and Tulula and stood by the table with Babcock. “Is it something we’ve done?”

      Mach knew that she meant herself. That was the one thing he needed to work on: give the girl the confidence to think she wasn’t always in trouble for something. Of all his crew, she was the one he trusted the most. She was far more capable than she could ever believe. And there was goodness inside of her.

      Which couldn’t be said for himself, nor Adira or Sanchez.

      Lassea was like a beacon of virtue compared to the rest of the crew. It was just a shame she didn’t have her twin brother with her to share the role. He would have helped her become stronger-willed a lot faster, but for now, Mach would take that role.

      “Firstly,” he said, “I wanted to thank Lassea and Tulula for their superb work in finding the signal. Without you two, we’d still be fighting off bugs on Beta. But that aside, I wanted to explain more about the mission.”

      “About time,” Sanchez said.

      Mach glared at his friend and replied with, “And in the spirit of sharing, Sanchez, you’re going to tell the truth once I’m done. That’s not an option either. You either tell us what’s going on with you, or I’ll give you an escape pod so you can leave the crew.”

      It wasn’t a pleasant experience to have to threaten his friend to speak up, but Mach had to do something, both as the captain of the ship with his responsibility for the crew, and as a friend. It was clear Sanchez was suffering and was too proud to speak up.

      Sanchez folded his arms across his considerable chest and glowered at Mach across the table. “You first,” he grumbled.

      “Fine,” Mach said. “So, the mission. As most of you realize, we’re getting paid way more than is usual for an F&R. The reason is because the cargo of Voyager is… sensitive.”

      “How sensitive exactly?” Adira said from the shadows.

      “Sensitive enough that if it’s not destroyed, then the entire Salus Sphere is under threat.”

      The atmosphere grew thick now. The coffee and scotch sloshed in his guts.

      Lassea seemed to go pale, but she still leaned forward to learn more. “What is it?” she asked. “What do we need to do?”

      Babcock remained silent throughout, scrutinizing Mach through his spectacles as Squid Two hovered silently over his shoulder, the little droid’s tentacle arms remaining still.

      “It’s a new kind of bomb,” Mach said, just wanting the truth to be out and the weight off his shoulders. “When OreCorp was originally hired by the CW hierarchy to mine for uranium, they found a new element. Over the years they experimented with it, testing its strange capabilities. Until one day they discovered what it actually could do.”

      The entire crew was staring at him now. He could feel Adira’s gaze on him even from her shadowed aspect at the rear of the room.

      Babcock was the first to speak. “Get to the point, Mach, what does this element do?”

      “It creates a black hole when the atoms are split.” There, it was out, though he didn’t feel much better for it. Just thinking of that kind of power getting into the wrong hands made his guts burn with nervous acid.

      Sanchez shook his head with his eyes closed, as though what Mach was saying was impossible, but his old friend would know that Mach wasn’t lying.

      “This is crazy,” Tulula said. “To create a black hole would require enormous amounts of energy—and mass.”

      “Like a planet?” Mach said.

      “Oh…” Tulula said, catching on.

      “This is the situation,” Mach continued. “The CWDF had OreCorp develop a super weapon shortly before the Century War ended. At the time, it looked like the horan-led Axis Combine was going to win control of the Salus Sphere and ultimately the galaxy. This black-hole bomb was going to be the last throw of the dice if that happened, but luckily the CWDF won and it didn’t come to pass.”

      “So where’s it been all this time?” Lassea asked.

      “I don’t know, the guys at OreCorp wouldn’t share that with me. Top-secret status. But what we do know is that the CW wanted to get rid of it so it couldn’t fall into the wrong hands. A cell of vestan spies was caught last week infiltrating the CW hierarchy data stores.”

      Tulula bristled at this. Mach didn’t blame her. Her kind was a strange lot. On the one hand technically superior to any other race, but also inherently clandestine and untrusting. Despite the recent peace treaty that brought the vestans into the Commonwealth and out of the Axis Combine, there was still a hangover from the cold war days.

      “I don’t condone that,” Tulula said.

      “I know,” Mach responded as Sanchez wrapped an arm around her waist, giving her a squeeze of encouragement. “You have no worries while with us. You’re a valued member of the crew regardless of what other vestans do. But anyway, due to that breach, the hierarchy decided they could no longer keep such a weapon or its research in case it fell into the wrong hands.”

      “And not necessarily Axis hands,” Babcock added, showing his general disdain for the CWDF and the ‘idiots’ that run it.

      “True enough,” Mach said. “Either way, a weapon like that is too dangerous. The ability to destroy an entire planet and use the gravity to create a black hole in a system is way beyond any species’ power. It was loaded onto Voyager and sent out here to the Noven system.”

      “Because it’s an abandoned one?” Sanchez said, finally adding something to the conversation. “And they wouldn’t miss it if the weapon was… disposed of.”

      “Yeah, something like that. Voyager was sent on a suicide mission to activate the bomb and thus destroy any evidence, but when the ship went missing, naturally, OreCorp wanted to make sure it didn’t fall into the wrong hands. That’s where we come in. Due to the sensitive nature of the weapon technology, they couldn’t send a fleet of destroyers after it; they’d only cause suspicion, especially with the horans still keeping a close eye on movements around the borders.”

      Sanchez grabbed a seat and slumped to the table.

      This was the cue for the rest of the crew to follow. Mach saw a mixed range of emotions on their faces: fear, trepidation, horror, but above all, determination. Adira joined Mach at his end of the table and sat opposite. “We have to do this,” she said quietly.

      “It’s insane,” Tulula said. “Dangerous, reckless… but I suppose necessary. I just wish you could have told us from the start. My respect for you has diminished because of this.”

      Mach appreciated her candor and couldn’t blame her. It was a decision he’d struggled with, but given the situation, he couldn’t risk not having the help of his crew. None of them, including him, had any family or loved ones waiting for them. If it did become a suicide mission, and that was looking likely since the bomb clearly hadn’t gone off as planned the previous week, then this was the best crew to send after it, find it, and detonate it before anyone else found it.

      “I understand,” Lassea said. “Why you didn’t tell us, I mean. I’d have done the same thing if I were in your shoes. But I’m prepared to do whatever it takes. You have my loyalty.”

      “Thanks, Lass,” Mach said. “That means a lot.”

      One by one, the crew told Mach what they thought of him and that they were prepared to complete the mission, but if they completed it, and survived, they would reconsider their position on the Intrepid.

      He could understand that, he’d let them down, but he needed them. The fate of the Salus Sphere and all who lived in it depended on them. Even if it meant that if they were successful and survived, he’d face losing his crew… and only friends.

      “So,” Mach said, bringing his attention to Sanchez, “I’ve come clean; now it’s your turn. You need to tell us what’s wrong with you.”

      “It’s really quite simple,” the hunter said, standing up from the table, his hand in Tulula’s. “I’m dying. I have maybe a few days left and there’s nothing that can be done about it.”
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      Sanchez’s announcement sent a shockwave through Mach and the crew. His old friend had a few days to live and he’d kept it hidden. The secrecy cut deep, but not as much as the thought of losing him. The big hunter turned, with slumped shoulders, and walked away. The rest of the crew watched him leave the room in silence.

      Mach sprang from his chair and chased after Sanchez along a brightly lit corridor leading to the habitation quarter. He slammed his hand against the solid white wall, in front of Sanchez, halting his progress. “You’re not going a step further until you tell me what’s wrong.”

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Sanchez replied and swept Mach’s arm to the side. “I’ll help you complete the mission if you let me die in peace.”

      “You don’t get out of it that easily. Nobody dies unless I say so.” Mach paused, realizing his words sounded ridiculous. Finding the right thing to say in a delicate situation had never been one of his better skills.

      Sanchez trudged to his bunk and flopped down on the shiny blue mattress. He folded his arms behind his head and let out a deep breath. “I get where you’re coming from, but this is one battle we can’t win.”

      “How do you know for sure? I can pull a favor from Morgan. Get you in front of the best CWDF medical team.”

      “I picked up a symbiosite during a hunting trip on Feronia Gamma. The doc told me there’s nothing they can do.”

      Mach frowned. He wasn’t aware of a disease in the Sphere that couldn’t be treated. An alien bacterium from dark space was a different matter. “What the hell’s a symbiosite?”

      “A nasty little bugger. They live in Feronian swamps. Once they drill into you, it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Seriously? Why can’t the med-bots kill it?”

      Sanchez turned his head and looked Mach directly in the eye. “They grow around your organs and form a symbiotic relationship. Feed off the food you consume. I’ve been eating for two. Once they’re established, the host’s life depends on their survival.”

      The thought of a large worm or whatever the creature was inside Sanchez made Mach shudder. “What does it feel like?”

      “Nothing at first. That’s how they get you. One day I had a weird dream, seeing my own insides. It carried on for a few weeks and I had bad guts. Went to the doctor and he confirmed the damned thing had established itself.”

      “Are you saying the symbiosite is dying, or you don’t want to live with it?”

      Sanchez rolled on the bunk and faced the wall. “It’s a bit of both. I feel myself getting weaker and it’s invading my thoughts. I need rest before we reach Noven Alpha.”

      “Okay, but we haven’t finished this conversation yet.”

      “As far as I’m concerned we have.”

      Mach took a deep breath, turned, and left the quarters. There had to be a way of saving Sanchez. It seemed impossible to believe that a known type of parasite, especially with the Sphere’s constantly improving medical treatments, could defeat him.

      Lassea and Adira had returned to their positions on Intrepid’s flight deck. Babcock wasn’t around, so Mach descended in the transparent tube-shaped elevator to the engineering level. The door punched open and he headed for Babcock’s makeshift lab set up in a small office to the side of a stacked array of vestan servers.

      Babcock sat in front of a holoscreen, reading the green data displayed across it. Next to him, a small black machine beamed white light on the section of recovered shell from the quarry, analyzing its composition. Squid Two, hovering over the scientist’s shoulder, spun and raised a silver tentacle.

      “Interesting,” Babcock said.

      “What is?” Mach asked and moved to his side.

      “The shell is a completely new species.” Babcock pointed to a graph with a number of equations below it. “No records exist that match the structure, but there’s something else. Look at the dating information.”

      Mach squinted at the screen, but reading scientific information wasn’t his domain. He shook his head. “Sorry, Babs, you need to explain it.”

      “The hatched eggs are only a few days old. This species has a superfast reproduction rate.”

      “A nest of poisonous bugs is the least of my worries at the moment—”

      “Apologies for the interruption, but let me join up a few dots for clarity. If the creatures that speared the two people outside the transport door grew from the eggs, we’re talking about a colonizing force that can overwhelm a planet. It’s not a stretch to imagine that they came from the ship that caused the roof damage.”

      Mach thought about the implications. They had a signal for Voyager, and destroying the super weapon remained priority number one. Taking on a new species was never part of the agenda. Avoiding them, completing the mission, and reporting Babcock’s findings to President Morgan seemed like the sensible option.

      “It doesn’t change our plan. If they’ve infested parts of Noven Alpha, we might kill two birds with one stone.”

      “I’ll run some extrapolations against the genetic code,” Babcock said. “Squid Two and I might be able to produce models and estimations about the species.”

      “Thanks. I’d like you to look into something else for me too. Have you heard of a symbiosite?”

      Babcock’s eyes widened. “Sanchez has one?”

      “If it dies, he dies.”

      “Good grief. I’ll start work on it in parallel. They’re horrible creatures, but I wouldn’t say it’s beyond the realm of possibility to find a solution.”

      “The doctors don’t think so.”

      Squid Two chirped. Babcock nodded. “Exploration is the engine that drives innovation. Yours is the galaxy, Carson, mine is science. Leave it with me.”

      Mach smiled and gently slapped Babcock’s back. If anyone could find a cure, it was him.
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* * *

      Mach gazed at the screen above Intrepid’s controls. Noven Alpha loomed large. Deep blue oceans covered three-quarters of the surface. A single continent, shaped like a badly drawn figure eight, stretched across the middle. The report passed to him from OreCorp said a few million people used to live here, but the population diminished after mining work stopped and the CWDF designated the planet as outside the Salus Sphere.

      The predators in the forest areas were also considered highly dangerous—aggressive four-legged reptiles that hunted in small packs. Mach thought this type of world would be the place to get Sanchez’s pulse racing, but as Lassea guided them toward the atmosphere, the big man slumped next to the cannon controls, showing none of his usual pre-hunt excitement.

      Tulula, sitting next to Lassea, turned in her chair. “The signal’s coming from the western edge of the continent. Want me to prepare a drone?”

      “Are you picking up any other traffic besides Voyager’s signal?” Mach asked. He glanced at the empty tracking screen. With no potential threats within one AU, the quickest way would be to descend and get a visual. Any aggression from the ground could be met with lasers or the ion cannon.

      “Nothing,” Tulula replied. “Just the usual static.”

      “Take her down and we’ll launch a drone,” Mach said. “Adira, be ready with the lasers.”

      Lassea manipulated the holocontrols and the Intrepid’s engines whined.

      They vibrated through the heavy atmosphere toward wispy high cirrus clouds. Mach kept his eye on the screen, watching the continent below grow in size. Sunlit thick green areas of vegetation surrounded the edges of the land. A brown rugged mountainous spine ran over two hundred klicks across its center.

      The ship smoothed. Lassea engaged the retro-thrusters to slow their descent. Readings showed the planet to have a breathable atmosphere, which matched OreCorp’s report, although the thin levels of oxygen meant degradation in physical and mental awareness until properly acclimatized.

      Mach raised his smart-screen. “Babs, how’s your extra task coming along?”

      “I might have something, but it’s going to take time.”

      “Something’s better than nothing.”

      A red triangle flashed over a dark ravine, showing the position of Voyager’s signal. Tulula zoomed the underside camera. Smooth rock plateaus sloped away from either side of it to dense forest thirty meters below. She leaned across to the drone’s remote control pad and launched one from the rear end of the Intrepid.

      The drone circled around the front of the ship and hovered over the top of the fifty-meter-wide ravine. Its feed focused on the murky gap below. Tulula activated its searchlight. A yellow beam speared into the darkness.

      Large rock overhangs, protruding from either side of the sand-colored ravine walls, blocked the view to the bottom. Mach searched for signs of debris or scrapes. Crashing into a place like this was enough to cripple most corporate ships. He wondered if the crew made it to the surface and had the ability to activate a distress beacon, they might have also placed the weapon in the mine and blown the entrance.

      “Can you take the drone down there?” Adira asked.

      “Not if we want to risk losing it,” Tulula said. “They were designed for high-level observation. I’d be flying blind and the AI won’t work in such a confined space.”

      Mach grunted out of his chair. “Sanchez, are you feeling okay?”

      “Fine, all things considered. Do you want me to suit up?”

      “No, you’re not up to it,” Mach said, hating the very words when it concerned his old friend. There was just something so tragic for a man like Ernesto Sanchez to lose his strength and vigor; it made him who he is… was.

      “Like hell I’m not… Captain,” Sanchez retorted as he stood up and stared Mach down. “I can still whip your ass if I need to, illness or not. Now I’m here to do a job, not be coddled in cotton wool. I’m suiting up and going out there whether you like it or not—unless you think you can stop me?”

      Mach couldn’t help but laugh—this was his old friend: rebellious to the end. For decades he had worked as a gunrunner and assorted rogue, working within and around the CW laws. He never let anything stop him from doing what he wanted to do if he believed it was the right thing, and Mach knew that he couldn’t really stop him now, even if he wanted to.

      “Fine,” Mach said. “But no damned heroics or sacrifices, understood? You follow my command at all times.”

      “Just try to keep up,” Sanchez said with a smirk. “I don’t have long and you’ll be useless without me.”

      Tulula shared a concerned look with Mach. He just gave her a small nod as if communicating that he would indeed keep an eye on Sanchez and look out for him. “Adira, you’re coming too.” Mach glanced at the screen again, scanning the ravine and top of the surrounding forest. “Take us down to the plateau.”
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* * *

      Mach attached black thruster blocks to each of his forearms. As fun as rock climbing could be, he preferred a technology-assisted descent. Adira and Sanchez were already prepared and waiting by the airlock. They all wore helmets to maintain a good level of mental and physical agility.

      Out of the window, the ground closed to within meters. The Intrepid’s thrusters blasted small stones and dust along the plateau, sending a thin gray cloud over the thrashing canopy below, and it bumped against the rock.

      “We’ll take the weapons from here,” Tulula said over the comm. “We’re not picking up any signs of movement.”

      “Let me know if you see anything,” Mach said, still conscious that something had blasted a hole in the facility roof on Noven Beta and created a pit of human bodies. “Keep the channel open in case we need anything.”

      “We’ve got your back,” Lassea said.

      Mach tried to avoid sounding like he was teaching the crew to suck eggs. At times like this it was unavoidable. As captain he had to confirm individual roles for an operation to avoid any confusion.

      Sanchez pressed the glass plate to open the airlock door. It thrust out and slid to the side with pneumatic hiss. The graphite ramp folded out and clanked against the stone below. He pulled a laser from his hip holster, raised it, and stepped outside.

      Mach enjoyed watching Sanchez being assertive again. Now they had an immediate objective, it seemed to have a positive effect and focused the big man’s mind away from the symbiosite.

      Adira glanced over her shoulder at Mach. He nodded, shouldered his Stinger and followed. The temperature display on his HUD increased to tropical levels and the humidity registered at ninety-four percent.

      The left-hand edge of the crevice lay fifty meters to their right up a shallow slope. Mach crossed the open ground and swept his rifle across the skyline. He reached the edge and checked his smart-screen, confirming they had the right location.

      None of the walls betrayed a sign of a ship crashing and the top of all of the eight overhangs he could see below, to a depth of at least one hundred meters, didn’t have a single scrap of debris on them.

      Adira peered into darkness. “I suppose they could’ve taken the beacon out and set up camp down here?”

      “It’s possible, but why?”

      “Predators in the forest,” Sanchez said. “We don’t know the state of Voyager either, but I’m sure it didn’t come down here.”

      “I’m with you on that,” Mach said. “Ready to take a look?”

      Adira jumped off the edge of the crevice. She raised both elbows, engaged her thrusters and landed softly on an overhang thirty meters below.

      Mach and Sanchez both leaped down. The hunter gave him a knowing look. He still hadn’t lost his sense of competition and was daring Mach to hit his thrusters first in a three-second game of chicken.

      They dropped for two seconds and both hit the pressure pads at the same time, slowing their descent but not enough to stop their boots thumping against the overhang.

      Sanchez smiled. “You were a millisecond before me.”

      Adira rolled her eyes. “Grow up. You’ll have plenty of time to fool around after we’ve destroyed the super weapon.”

      “No, I won’t,” Sanchez replied. “If this is my last job, I’m making sure I—”

      A blinding light flashed through the crevice and a low electronic pulse echoed along the walls. The overhang jerked up, tilted and fell from below Mach’s feet. All three of them dropped, following a large slab of rock toward the bottom of the crevice. It smashed against an overhang below and broke it free.

      The area filled with gritty dust that sprayed against Mach’s visor, obscuring his vision. He engaged his thrusters to steady his fall, tilted toward the opposite side of the crevice, and landed on a five-meter-wide overhang.

      Sanchez dropped next to him at a run and slammed into the rock wall. Adira thrust out of the gloomy shroud below and her boots hit the ground with a little more grace.

      “What the hell was that?” Sanchez said and pointed his laser over the edge.

      “No idea, but it’s not friendly,” Mach said and aimed into the gloom. “We need to take cover.”

      “Down there.” Adira pointed to the opposite wall where a large chunk of rock had broken away, exposing a dark cave.

      Mach raced through options in his mind. Going back seemed like the best idea. Whatever they faced, it would be easier with the Intrepid’s weapons.

      A high-pitched whine filled the air. Mach instinctively ducked.

      The outline of a circular shape rose through the dusty gloom at pace. A chrome platform, four meters in diameter, roared past the overhang and stopped twenty meters above them. The heat from its red antigravity engines sent the temperature in Mach’s HUD racing up.

      Four stubby barrels, on spherical turrets, were attached around the edges of the craft. They swiveled up and fired. White bolts blasted from each and slammed into the drone still hovering over the crevice.

      Flames shot into the clear blue sky. The drone veered to the left and disappeared from view. A loud crash of metal against rock followed immediately after.

      Mach knew they had to do something quickly. The option of returning to the ship was firmly off the agenda, as it meant passing a new and dangerous enemy.

      The platform’s barrels swiveled in the direction of the overhang and readied to fire once more.
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      Sanchez and Adira leaped off the side of the rock and dropped into the dusty darkness below. Mach took a deep breath and followed. He thumbed the thrusters’ pressure pads with just enough force to avoid breaking his legs if he hit another overhang or the bottom of the crevice.

      The platform fired. Two bolts slammed into the rough wall a couple of meters above Mach’s head. Chunks of rock battered against his suit, and the force of the blasts threw him across the thirty-meter-wide gap toward the opposite wall.

      Mach grimaced after his back slammed against it. He focused on steadying his descent. Pain screamed from his thigh and chest after both took hits. The platform’s circular red engines dulled as it followed him deeper, away from the safety of the Intrepid.

      Sanchez and Adira raced across the glistening ground below, toward a cave entrance. The platform fired again. Its bolts roared past Mach’s left shoulder and blasted a gouge out of a small overhang.

      Debris spat in all directions. Mach’s boots hit the ground and he immediately sprinted to his left, splashing through a shallow pool in the direction of two thin blue helmet lights inside the cave. He dived in and skidded across the smooth surface on his belly. A boom echoed outside. Sanchez and Adira both leaned away as water and shards of stone sprayed through the cave’s entrance.

      Red light from the platform’s engines brightened the foot of the crevice.

      “There’s your beacon,” Sanchez said and pointed outside.

      Mach glanced back. A thin metallic tube protruded from the ground. Not like any type of beacon Voyager would carry. It was alien tech, leading to the obvious conclusion that they had walked into a trap. Somebody or something had cloned the distress signal and drew them in. Not great news, but it also meant whoever did it knew the location of the ship.

      “This way,” Adira said, heading into the gloom.

      Mach activated his helmet light, scrambled to his feet, and followed her deeper into the cave. He flashed his beam around the dark brown ceiling and walls and recognized horizontal marks where mining tools had worked against the rock. Adira and Sanchez disappeared to the right.

      “Ground team, we’ve lost the drone,” Tulula said through the comm, crackling through the swirling static. “Are you okay?”

      “Okay’s not the word I’d use,” Mach said. He rounded the bend and found the other two with their backs against the wall. “There’s a weapons platform in the crevice. Unknown tech. Take off and fire. Keep an eye on the tracking screen.”

      “Use lasers,” Sanchez added. “We don’t know how stable it is down here.”

      “Roger that,” Tulula replied. “Stay safe. We’ll sort this out.”

      A thin beam of light punched through the tunnel, moving along the ceiling in a series of jerky movements. The low electric hum from the platform’s engines echoed along the walls.

      Mach headed around another dogleg, making sure they would avoid the consequences of a bolt being fired down it. His left boot crunched against something on the ground. He raised it to one side, revealing fragments of white shell identical in appearance to the kind they’d seen on Noven Beta.

      “They’ve been here too,” Mach said and shouldered his Stinger. “Anything moves in here, we hit it.”

      Sanchez narrowed his eyes. “Seems like we’re dealing with a hierarchy of creatures here, or perhaps multiple species working together.”

      “Whatever we’re facing, we’re no use stuck down here,” Adira said.

      She raised her smart-screen and sent out a tracer laser. A thin red line bounced along the walls ahead, searching for space to proceed while pinging information back to create a 3D route map.

      A voice came over Mach’s helmet’s speaker, distorted by static hiss.

      “Say again,” Mach said.

      Nobody replied.

      An explosion ripped through the tunnel, sending everyone crashing to the ground.

      Mach swept the dust off his visor. They had little choice but to proceed, until the Intrepid could deal with the threat. He continued forward at a faster pace, confident that Lassea and Tulula would deal with the platform. He had the two best fighters on the ground with him, although it struck him that this might be the last time he could comfort himself with their presence during a mission.

      The tunnel opened into a cathedral-high cavern. Fluorescent green stalactites hung from the ceiling, giving the area a dull ambience. Water trickled down the walls at several points into small dark pools around the edges. Boulders littered the surface, with thousands of pieces of broken shell between them. A small mound in the left corner glinted as Mach flashed his light past it.

      Adira moved by his side. “There’s a passage in the far corner. It loops back around and comes out halfway up the crevice.”

      Mach checked his thruster reading. He only had two seconds of juice left. Not nearly enough to ascend back to the surface. “We’ll need them to drop a line.”

      “If no other machines turn up to blast us out of the sky,” Sanchez said.

      Mach nodded and climbed over a rock. He searched the floor for any signs of movement and headed for a dark space behind the mound. Sanchez groaned after him and his boots thumped heavily against the rock. The big man seemed to be losing his sparkle by the hour. Babcock needed to come up with a solution fast.

      After crossing the cavern halfway, snaking around boulders and crushing pieces of shell, Mach slowly approached the foot of the mound. Several bones protruded from the gray translucent surface. It looked like a pile of skeletons set in jelly. He reached out a glove and brushed it across the surface. A sticky, stringy, mucus-like substance dangled from his index finger and dripped between his boots.

      Adira scanned her wrist across the top and took snapshots. “The bones in the quarry weren’t like this,” she said.

      “They probably weren’t as fresh,” Mach said. “I’m guessing this was their second port of call.”

      “Find who brought them and we find Voyager,” Sanchez said.

      “If I expected somebody to come after it, I’d set a trap too,” Mach said. “It’ll only get harder when we get closer.”

      Sanchez shrugged and turned away. “I ain’t got a lot to lose.”

      One skull, sticking out of the side of the mound, was reptilian in shape, with a long snout and thin jaw, identical to the local wildlife included in OreCorp’s description of Noven Alpha. Babcock’s theory of reproduction rates matched what they were seeing: a plague species that devoured planets. The problem was that every documented insect like this never evolved to owning gun platforms.

      They were either being deployed by an alien race for whatever reason, or a new colonizing species were on the edge of the Salus Sphere.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Adira said. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      She raised her laser, swept it around the chamber, and headed for the dark passage. Mach paused for a moment, staring at the sticky mess, allowing Sanchez to follow Adira through a narrow cave to their left. He wanted to check exactly how badly the hunter moved. The teams would have to be switched around if he wasn’t fit for active assignments.

      Rough stone steps were cut into the ground, rising away from the cavern in a shallow ascending spiral. Chunky metal clips held a filthy green cable in place along the wall. Every ten meters or so, dusty plastic light fittings sat on top of it.

      Sanchez propped a hand against the carved stone to support himself as he grunted up each step. Adira, nimble on her feet, kept pausing and looking back. Mach thought she had similar concerns and decided to discuss it with her later.

      Dull natural light shone through a gap above. Adira paused in front of the last few steps and crouched against the wall. Mach and Sanchez moved alongside her. They edged together up the last few steps, weapons raised. Two metal posts at either side of the entrance had the twisted rusty remains of a metal bridge dangling down the sheer drop outside.

      A thin mist of water sprayed upward, created by the downdraft from the platform’s engines. It hovered at the foot of the crevice, thirty meters below. All four cannons pointed at the ground. A shaft of bright sunshine poked between the overhangs and reflected off its rotating chrome top.

      “Lassea, Tulula, can you hear me?” Mach said.

      “We thought you were dead!” Lassea said. “We’re just coming back around and will be in a position to fire in a minute.”

      “I’ll visually check for places of vulnerability and give you a fix with my laser.”

      “What the hell is it?”

      “Weapons platform with four cannons,” Mach said. “It’s not Axis Combine. You’ve got a shot, but you need to be quick.”

      “We’re picking up nothing on the scanners,” Tulula said, “apart from the distress signal.”

      “It’s a clone,” Sanchez said. “Ignore it.”

      “I’ll start analyzing right away,” Babcock said through the comm. “We might be facing some jamming and interference.”

      Mach ushered the other two away from the entrance and they retreated several steps. He slung his Stinger, grabbed the laser from his belt, and listened for Intrepid’s roar.

      The platform’s engine noise increased. Mach crawled forward again and looked down. It rose slowly and edged around an overhang at a slight tilt.

      A distant overhead whine grew louder.

      Two of the platform’s cannons swung skyward.

      “I’ll draw its fire and give Tulula a clear shot,” Mach said. “Stay back.”

      “It’ll blow the hell out of the tunnel,” Sanchez said.

      Mach kept his focus on the platform below. It scanned every inch of rock as it made its way up the crevice.

      “Lassea, how close?” Mach asked.

      “Five seconds,” she replied.

      “Ready with lasers,” Tulula said.

      The shaft of light in the crevice disappeared, blocked out by the Intrepid’s arrival. Mach took a deep breath and thrust out his laser. He fired at a black disc in the center of the platform. It immediately swung its other two cannons in the direction of the tunnel entrance and both muzzles flashed.

      Mach dived back and rolled down the spiral stairs until he crashed into Sanchez’s stocky frame. The big man stopped him dead. Adira hunched to his side with her arms wrapped around her helmet.

      A loud boom shook the tunnel. Dust filled the air.

      The triple electronic snap of Intrepid’s lasers firing rang through the crevice, immediately followed by a second explosion.

      Three seconds later, metal crashed against rock, followed by silence.

      Adira crept up toward the entrance and rounded the corner.

      “The heat signature’s stopped moving and intensified,” Tulula said. “Have you got a visual?”

      “Hit confirmed,” Adira said. “Nice work.”

      Sanchez winced and sat up.

      Mach sighed with relief and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay, Ernie?”

      “It’s the damned symbiosite. It can’t even let me go quietly.”

      “Babcock’s working on it. Don’t give up just yet.”

      “Do you think I want to fail my final mission?”

      “That’s the spirit,” Mach said and forced a smile. He hauled Sanchez to his feet and they dusted themselves down.

      Through the comm, Adira asked the bridge to send down a graphene line from the drone bay to the bottom of the crevice. She descended straight past Mach and Sanchez and headed back toward the cavern. Mach admired her in hot situations. She was all business and let her actions speak.

      They wasted no time getting back to the cave’s entrance. Mach avoided the temptation to take another close look at the disgusting mound of bones. With an enemy on the planet, bigger and worse things could be heading right for them.

      The platform lay in a mangled heap at the foot of the crevice. Intrepid’s lasers had punched two black smoldering holes in the top of it. Pieces of twisted metal spread around it where the shots had exited and blown working parts out. Mach scanned it for any visible markings but couldn’t see any through the flames licking around its base.

      Sanchez kicked the metal pole that had sent out the cloned signal, but it didn’t move an inch. He looked across and shrugged.

      Mach moved over for a closer look. The ground had been bored out around it and a solid white substance held it in place. A carefully constructed trap always sent a shiver down his spine. Tackling the lizardlike horans while fighting for the Commonwealth Defense Force in the Century War was straightforward. They always used brute force. Species that used cunning were always harder to face.

      A line dropped through the darkness with an electric whine. The heavy metal base at the bottom of it splashed into a pool of water and thudded against rock. Adira, Sanchez and Mach stepped onto the base and secured their belts to waist-height loops.

      “Take us up,” Mach said.

      “You got it,” Lassea replied.

      The line jerked rigid and smoothly raised them away from the burning platform. Sanchez and Adira pushed against overhangs to avoid any collisions. Mach gazed up at the open doors of the drone bay, fifty meters above the lips of the crevice, and thought about their next move in the search for Voyager.

      The base rose above ground, under the shadow of the Intrepid. Mach scanned the top of the sunlit forest of Noven Alpha toward the jagged brown mountain range in the distance. Adira and Sanchez did the same, likely sharing the same paranoia.

      “We’ve got company,” Lassea said through the comm. “I’m picking up four light distortions on the scanner, heading in our direction.”

      “Get this moving quicker,” Mach said.

      The turret housing the Intrepid’s quad lasers swiveled and faced the opposite direction. Mach looked over his shoulder at four evenly spaced tiny black specks on the distant horizon and knew they were coming for them.
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      Lassea glanced at the tracking screen. The four craft formed a blurred line at a distance of two klicks and were rapidly closing on the Intrepid. Friendly forces didn’t approach using distortion tech, taking away the ability for the weapons systems to auto-fix. She’d never been in a combat situation without Mach by her side but knew what he’d do. If in doubt, shoot first and ask questions later.

      A blue glow surrounded the shape of the Intrepid on the holocontrols, confirming a successful deployment of the deflector shield.

      Tulula sat by Lassea’s side at the front of the bridge. She had switched the laser controls to the main console and orientated all four toward the enemy.

      “Fire as soon as you get a manual lock,” Lassea said.

      Tulula gave her a narrow-eyed glance. “I won’t be waiting around. You can trust me on that.”

      An overhead viewscreen showed Mach, Sanchez and Adira rising from the ground, still a good twenty seconds away from the drone bay doors. Others gave a full view of the planet and air surrounding the Intrepid.

      The door at the back of the bridge hissed open and Babcock rushed in, followed by Squid Two. “What are we facing?

      “Take the ion cannon controls,” Lassea said. “Four enemies at two klicks.”

      Babcock gazed at the viewscreens for a couple of seconds before scrambling into position. Squid Two attached a tentacle to the socket next to the console and chirped.

      “Speed up this damned line,” Mach bellowed through the comm.

      “We can’t,” Tulula said. “When designing a non-vital—”

      “Screw the design. Have you got a clear visual yet?”

      Three of the craft split in different directions: two to the left, one to the right. Lassea’s heart pounded against her chest as she zoomed on the one maintaining a direct course. It was oval shaped and featured small fat barrels at the front and on either side. She resisted the urge to thrust higher into the atmosphere. Moving now carried too much risk with part of the crew dangling below.

      “I think they’re platforms like the one in the crevice,” Lassea said.

      “Blow them out of the sky,” Mach replied.

      “And do it now,” Sanchez added.

      A bright flash came from the platform on a direct approach. An energy reading appeared on the tracking screen. Lassea braced. A white-hot ball of energy roared directly below them, passed the ascending crew, and zipped into the distance.

      Tulula locked on and engaged. Two of the laser beams struck the distant platform, turning it into a ball of flames. It veered down and crashed into the forest. Thick black smoke belched through the canopy. She spun the lasers toward the other moving targets on the viewscreen.

      Both platforms that split to the left fired. Their bolts crashed against the portside deflector shield. The Intrepid juddered under the force of multiple strikes.

      Lassea checked the shield’s reading and sighed with relief at the still fully operational vestan-built technology. CWDF shields usually degraded after taking a hit. She peered back at the viewscreen showing the crew being raised. Mach, Sanchez and Adira swung at the bottom of the line and fired their weapons. An almost pointless act, but there was little else they could do in their position. They only had five seconds to wait before reaching the safety of the docking bay.

      The thump from the Intrepid’s roof-mounted ion cannon filled the external speaker. Babcock turned in his chair. “Two down. I’ll orientate to the west.”

      “I’ll take the last two,” Tulula said.

      The vestan engineer smoothly handled the laser’s control symbols with speed and dexterity. Lassea admired her calmness and slick moves under pressure, but Tulula remained distant. It was probably her culture, but it had a habit of making things feel awkward between them.

      “Are you back in the bay?” Lassea asked through the comm.

      “Just about,” Mach replied. “We’ll close the doors from here. Thrust after thirty seconds.”

      On the overhead viewscreen, two of Intrepid’s lasers stabbed through the clear blue sky and destroyed a third platform. The remaining one changed course and headed toward the distant mountain range, racing at low level over the thrashing canopy.

      “Don’t think you’re getting away that easily,” Tulula said.

      All four lasers fired. The platform exploded into hundreds of pieces.

      Lassea checked the tracking screen for any signs of activity and let out a deep breath. They were safe again for the moment.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Babcock moved over to the comms console and sat in front of the black screen. He brought up all communications on the galactic distress frequencies from the last thirty minutes.

      The cloned signal dominated the data and was the only strong unbroken signal, but there was something else: a weak distortion below it and three corrupted packets. Squid Two chirped over his shoulder.

      “I don’t think so,” Babcock replied. “Even the most bizarre natural interferences wouldn’t form something like this.”

      He downloaded the data to his smart-screen and ran it through his decryption software program. The results showed a period and three numbers.

      Babcock activated the holopad on the console.

      “Have you found something?” Lassea asked.

      “I think it’s part of a payload, showing a partial location, but I can’t be sure.”

      Lassea frowned. “A payload?”

      “The cargo section of a data transmission. I’m going to block out the real-time cloned signal. It might give us a chance to trace it.”

      Babcock activated the comms scanner across the console’s screen and configured it to ignore the consistent flow coming from directly underneath the Intrepid. He leaned his chin on his right knuckle and peered down.

      A small green blip flashed in the top right corner. Squid Two extended its tentacles. The blip appeared again several times, not consistently, but enough to tell Babcock that something was attempting to transmit on the other side of the planet over the distress frequency, despite the corrupted nature of the newly received data.

      “Carson,” Babcock said, “I think we have a potential location for Voyager.”

      “Thrust and send out a fighter drone,” Mach replied. “We’ll dust ourselves down and be back at the bridge in a few minutes.”

      “I’ll take us up,” Tulula said.

      The Intrepid’s engines whined and the ship ascended away from Noven Alpha’s surface. Lassea manipulated the drone fighter’s holocontrols. It shot out of the bay and headed in the opposite direction.
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      Mach needed a shot of stim. A shot of anything to numb the anxiety that ate away at him like ancient wood lice chewing on the dead husk of a tree. His body vibrated with tiredness that often came after an intense bout of adrenalized fighting.

      He was slumped with his back against the cool wall of his captain’s quarters as he rested on his bed. His breathing was deep, rhythmic, and followed old hard-wired neural networks generated from years of training in the CW infantry. The room was cool, set exactly to how he liked it. Shadows tinted cobalt blue gathered thickly around his bed and the corners, conspirators shrouding him from Adira’s gaze. Her silhouette hovered at the end of his bed, her back against the wall, arms crossed around her chest.

      She wore just a tight-fitting bodysuit, both of them having stripped from their layers of protective suit as soon as they were hauled up from the planet’s surface. Sanchez had made his excuses and retired to his berth to recover.

      Mach picked up the squeeze bottle of nutrient-rich liquid, and swallowed half in one deep gulp. It tasted of limes, the flavor created by the combination of replacement electrolytes, salts, and his special mix of painkillers and stimulants.

      He held up the bottle to Adira and raised an eyebrow.

      Adira, as ever, stood calm, a statue of elegance. Her lithe limbs moved with grace as she approached Mach, taking the bottle from him, her fingers brushing, lingering against his. She drank slowly, noiselessly, before placing the bottle on a shelf that contained a digital image of Mach as a young CWDF officer in the days before he had known Adira. He looked so naïve then, smiling with the excitement of an impending battle for which he had no frame of reference or prior experience to realize that the CWDF’s propaganda recruitment drive was completely incongruous to the horrors of war. There was no glory, excitement, or victory; there was just unending loss and tragedy for all concerned.

      Even now, after all these years, Mach wondered just how important stopping this weapon was. What if it did fall into the wrong hands? What if trillions of people were wiped out? That was still a small insignificance to the chaos of the universe.

      “You fought well out there,” Adira said as she crawled onto his bed, on her hands and knees, a predator stalking its prey with slow, deliberate movements. Through his prosthetic eye, he could see her body temperature remain consistent, barely changing despite their proximity. His, on the other hand… it always rose a few degrees when he and Adira were this close.

      They were like magnets, he thought, a powerful force that repelled as much as attracted. Although these days, there were fewer incidences of repulsion. It would be too crude to say danger made him horny, or even that Adira made him horny, that was for teenage boys. No, with her, it was something else entirely, something primal, something that defied a natural, logical explanation.

      Even when she was contracted to kill him as part of her previous career, he still couldn’t resist her. His body responded to her movements, his muscles tensing. He reached out for her when she was close. She lay down beside him and propped her head up on her hand. Her left leg entwined with his. Her sweet musky scent made his heart rate increase.

      “What now?” Adira asked, looking up at him with those gorgeous, unreadable green eyes of hers. That was one of the things that had stopped him from committing more to her; he just couldn’t tell what she was thinking. When she wanted to present an opaque barrier, no one could read her.

      He leaned back and relaxed, enjoying the stillness of the moment, the light pressure of her body against his. He reached his left hand down and draped it over her shoulder, resting his hand on her back. Her muscles shifted beneath her skin, firm and trained to perfection.

      “Well? What now?” she asked.

      “We rest for a moment,” Mach said. “Let the drone get to the location.”

      “Is that all you want to do?”

      “Want doesn’t come into it,” he said, running his hand to her lower back. “I can’t… not now; it’s not the right time. I’m worried about Sanchez and the others. This mission has gone to shit… and then there’s you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m… afraid of losing you. If we complete this mission, you’re not going to stay with us on the Intrepid, are you?”

      Adira’s face changed, her lips softening and her eyes growing slightly wider. She focused on him intently, saying, “I truly don’t know what I’m going to do if we succeed. The thing with Sanchez… and… well.” She trailed off and looked away into the cold gloom of the small room.

      “You want to go back to your previous career, don’t you? You still have contracts you want to complete, is that it?”

      She shrugged and sighed. “It’s not as binary as that.”

      “I can’t lose you,” Mach said, quickly adding, “If I do lose Sanchez, I need another good fighter on my crew.” Although it was quite clear it wasn’t just her skills he would miss.

      “I offer more than that,” she added, sitting up now.

      “Listen,” Mach said, reaching for the words that he had struggled to find since he accepted the mission. “I’m sorry I got you and the crew roped into this. I didn’t mean to lie to you. It’s just… it felt… important.”

      Adira pulled her knees up to her chest and languidly placed her forearms over her knees, letting her hands dangle freely.

      “I’m not judging you,” Adira said, waving her hand nonchalantly. “I mean, our lives, they don’t mean a great deal in the scheme of things. We’re all just a collection of particles, after all, just stardust, nothing more, and nothing less. If our lives help keep the status quo of the Salus Sphere, who are we to say no to that? But it would have been nice to have had the option.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mach said, dropping his head and taking a deep breath. “Really. It wasn’t a decision I made lightly. But I needed you and the rest of the crew on side. I couldn’t just go out and find another team that I could trust to do the job. And it’s not a done deal here. We can still find the bomb and get off the planet safely.”

      “What will be, will be,” Adira said. “There’s nothing to be gained by going over this again and again. My feelings for you haven’t changed one way or another.”

      She stared at Mach now, an intensity he hadn’t seen since… well, since they were together years ago, since before she had a contract on him, since before she had willingly accepted a life sentence of solitary confinement on the Summanus prison planet. His thoughts wandered back to those days, of who Adira was—what she was. Not just an assassin, but also one of the most efficient killers in the whole Sphere. Did she really have much of a heart beneath that beautiful, deadly exterior of hers, or were her words just rote, an illusion?

      Adira’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Are you listening to me? I have a stim shot if you need it,” she repeated, nudging him in the shoulder.

      “Oh, sorry, I was just… it doesn’t matter. No, you keep the stim for yourself. I’m okay, really.”

      “You look like hammered shit.”

      “This is no time for sweet talk,” Mach said.

      “I’m serious,” Adira said, leaning closer to him. “I’m worried about you. You don’t seem yourself lately.”

      “Can you blame me, after what I’ve got us into? What we’ve seen? There’s something bad about this whole setup, and I’ve got you lot stuck right in the middle of it. Not much of a captain of a freelance outfit, am I? The first code of a freelancer is supposed to be one has to look out for one’s crew at all times. And yet, I’ve gambled with all of our lives.”

      Adira’s eyes blinked slowly, her long lashes closing like two combs before opening again. “You did the right thing. I would have done the same—this is bigger than all of us. Besides,” she added with a hint of a sigh in her voice, “what else would we do? It’s not like any of us has families waiting at home for us. Neither do we have a company or colleagues to get back to. We’re all orphans; did you realize that?”

      Mach, of course, did realize that. He had thought on it a number of times during the nights of long L-jumps. Every one of them had no parents left alive. Most of them were killed in the Century War, of course, along with some fifty percent of the CW’s population. There were entire planets colonized and used for raising orphans into the rank and file of the CWDF.

      There were some hotshot psycho-behavioral specialists who used this as a way of enhancing the young soldiers’ training. It also knitted them together more tightly in their respective companies. Mach supposed his crew were the same in a similar regard, even if they didn’t have a quack to soften their brains with dogma.

      “Does it bother you that there’s no loved one waiting for you?” Mach said. He had always avoided these kinds of conversations with Adira, even during the warm, tender moments after sex. She just wasn’t the kind of creature who seemed receptive to that sort of enquiry, but it seemed appropriate now, stuck on a distant planet, waiting for the whole system to burn into a singularity.

      “Who said there isn’t someone waiting for me?” Adira replied.

      Mach fidgeted and turned his body toward her. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his crossed legs. “You mean there is… someone?” He had to fight the urge to say “someone else,” not wanting to presume that he and she might be an actual thing. For all he knew, she only slept with him so she had a warm place to sleep at night. She’d never shared any feelings as such with him.

      “Yes,” she said blankly before turning her gaze away from him to inspect some invisible detail on the opposite wall.

      That one single word stabbed into his chest, weighed down on him like a personal singularity, and pulled his unspoken emotions down into in an inescapable gravity well. He opened his mouth to say something—anything, but nothing came.

      “You want to know who, don’t you?”

      Of course he did; how could he not? “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “It’s as good a time as any. We might not make it off this place alive; I’d rather you know now.”

      A mix of emotions flooded his consciousness. Anger, disappointment, even shame for the way he had let her get into his life, into his mind; the way he had grown to care about her far more than just a bed partner. “So, who is it, then?” he asked.

      His smart-screen vibrated on his left forearm before the holographic image of Babcock appeared on the display. “Mach, the drone’s arrived at the site of the signal. I’m patching video through to you now.”

      Mach bit his tongue in order to avoid lambasting Babcock for the interruption. In truth, he could have done with the distraction. Adira leaned over him to watch the video playback on his smart-screen. He held the sleeve up in front of them so they could get the best view.

      The drone’s video feed was crisp and vivid, the high-definition 8k signal reaching them with its full bandwidth of data. They had Tulula to thank for that; she had upgraded some of Babcock’s encryption and streaming protocols.

      “Look there,” Adira said, pointing to a densely forested area below the drone’s flight path. Mach issued commands to the drone to slow almost to a hover so that they could get a better look, and to magnify in closer.

      “There’s damage to the trees,” he said over the wider channel. “Are you seeing this, Sanchez?”

      “Yeah,” the hunter replied from his berth, his voice sounding as though he had recovered well. “Looks like an emergency landing pattern to me.”

      “I think he’s right,” Babcock agreed. “Given the width of the damage, I would say it matches closely to the dimensions of Voyager.”

      The trees weren’t just damaged; they were collapsed and flattened the farther the drone flew in an easterly direction toward the afternoon sun. The farther it went, the flatter the foliage, to the point where Mach saw scorch marks on the sides—these matched the landing thruster layout of Voyager perfectly.

      “This is definitely it,” he said.

      The others murmured a combination of excitement and trepidation. Babcock was talking to Squid Two and Tulula about vectors and mass displacement. Mach tuned out of the ongoing conversation and watched the video, keeping his eyes peeled for any sign of the actual ship. The drone continued in a slow sweep, beaming back the images. The golden light of the sun bathed the area in a yellow-orange wash, bringing out the saturation of the forest greens and blues of the dense trees.

      “There!” Adira said, jumping to her feet and bending over so her face was just inches from the holodisplay. The image before them froze before turning to black.

      “We’ve lost contact with the drone,” Babcock said. “It’s completely offline.”

      “Seems like someone—or something—doesn’t appreciate being spied on,” Sanchez said. “I thought this planet was supposed to be completely deserted?”

      “It is… or was,” Mach said. “Could be the Voyager crew, I suppose, perhaps thinking it was a threat to them.”

      “Bring up the last frame,” Adira said.

      Mach did as she suggested. She pointed to the far bottom left corner of the video frame. “That, to me, looks like the rear corner of a cargo ship.”

      “You’re right,” Mach said, knowing almost definitely now that they had found Voyager. “We need more video,” he said to the crew on the Intrepid. “But don’t bother sending another drone; it’ll likely just get shot down again. Send one of the unmanned fighters.”

      Sanchez spoke over the ship’s peer-to-peer communication channel, “Did you see it, Mach?”

      “The ship? Yeah, just a tiny fragment of it.”

      “No,” Sanchez said. “Not the ship… something else, on the right side of the horizon between the tree lines.”

      Mach rewound the video and looked closely at the area Sanchez described. “Oh shit,” he said as he watched a number of shadows, far larger than a human, moving with unnatural speed between the trees. One of the shadows stopped just before the drone’s signal cut out.

      “Oh, how nice,” Adira said. “A welcoming committee.” She briefly kissed Mach on the cheek before giving him a playful, though stinging slap as she leapt over him and dashed out of his room, leaving her scent wafting behind her, making Mach want to call out to her, ask her to come back, but it was too late. She was gone, leaving a ghost of her being behind to haunt him further while he decided the next course of action.
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      The Intrepid hummed with a low-frequency hum generated by the gamma drives. The ship hovered ten thousand feet above the planet’s surface. Mach and the rest of the crew were present in the bridge, waiting on the data from the fighter drone they had sent down to Voyager’s location.

      Lassea, in charge of controlling the unmanned fighter, manipulated the controls on her holodisplay. The image was beamed onto the large viewscreen at the front of the bridge. Everyone’s attention was on it; the video showed the fighter’s quick, sweeping descent. It arced low toward the tree line, following the landing skid they had spotted earlier.

      The fighter flew over the signs of wreckage. Mach leaned closer to the viewscreen, watching intently. The feed dropped frames, creating a flickering motion, and then snow-static filled the screen from top to bottom until the whole thing was obscured.

      “Come on, resolve!” Sanchez mumbled from his weapons station to the left side of the bridge. His hands were clenched together, his attention fully on the video. His complexion had improved since he came back on the ship, Tulula having given him some herbal vestan remedy. Whatever was in it seemed to have done the trick.

      The video continued to cut in and out.

      “We’re getting bad interference from something,” Tulula said. She dashed across to her station to the right of Lassea and manipulated its controls. “I think the signal’s being actively jammed!”

      “Increase the gain and narrow the band,” Mach ordered.

      Tulula nodded before briefly glancing a look to Sanchez.

      Mach wondered how long she had known about the hunter’s condition, and whether she had been treating him. He would have to make time to speak with her, find out if she knew more about this parasite than Sanchez in his ridiculous stubborn prideful way was willing to share. She remained by her station, her body language difficult to analyze, given her alien ways. The CW did train the humans and fidesians in Axis Combine alien cultures—horan, vestan and lactern—but there was a limit to how closely you could truly come to know a species, much less an individual of the species, just by watching video gathered by spies.

      Since she had been on the Intrepid, Tulula had altered Mach’s opinions of the vestan race considerably. So much so, that he now realized just how little he knew of them, how little he understood their ways. This pattern of cognition brought to him the singular feeling of pending grief. It struck him at the core of his being, a black hole of emotion from which beyond its event horizon there was no escape.

      These people around him, his friends and colleagues—they were all he had in the universe. As maddening and unknowable as they were, as frustrating, obstinate, and plain infuriating at times, he loved every one of them dearly and he had put them all in danger. This could be his very last few days in their company before they were dragged into a singularity from which there’d be no hope, no escape. Just a void of nothingness, their particles collided and smashed, fragmented across whatever lay beyond the weapon’s black hole.

      Mach looked down at his smart-screen. The ship’s various system updates flowed in a series of columns. The navigation subsystem was online, waiting for an instruction. Mach considered punching in coordinates for the nearest Salus Sphere star, hitting the LD at maximum power and getting the hell out of there. He lifted his right hand and moved it across his body until his trembling figures hovered over the controls. All it would take would be two presses of his fingers and they would be heading out of the atmosphere and into space, readying for an L-jump.

      But what of the weapon? The shadows? It was obvious now the planet was not, in fact, barren, but inhabited by some alien force that wasn’t shy about firing upon anything that moved. The image of all those bodies in the quarry came to him… How could they leave a threat like that, knowing the bomb was still here, somewhere?

      Mach didn’t get the chance to make the decision.

      Lassea smashed her fist against the side of her chair and bellowed an expletive that caught Mach off guard. He leaned forward in his captain’s chair, guiltily hiding his left arm behind his back. “What’s wrong, Lass?”

      “Damned fighter drone got shot down too. Heavy laser fire by the looks of it, though the video feed was too short to tell. It didn’t pick up anything other than a burst of light before we lost all signals—it seemed as if the craft flew off course, its vector interrupted by something.”

      “Not even the emergency signal?” Babcock asked.

      “Nothing,” Lassea said. “Like the drone, it’s completely dead.”

      The team groaned in unison as Mach swore.

      The unmanned fighter was a key component of Intrepid’s firepower. To lose it so soon in a battle they knew nothing about was yet another blow. Mach wondered for the briefest moment if he had, after all, made a mistake. If his devil-may-care attitude had finally caught up with him and decided to collect on decades of risk.

      Adira and Babcock stood next to each other, their backs to their consoles, attentions on Mach. Likewise with Sanchez and Tulula. Only Lassea had her attention on the viewscreen. She worked to disseminate any useful data from the fighter’s brief video. Even Squid Two, hovering over Babcock’s shoulder, its eight limbs swaying as though manipulated by a thermal current of expectation, trained its little red eyes on Mach, waiting, expecting, and judging…

      “I fucked up,” Mach said, blurting the words out.

      Lassea turned and looked up at him, her eyes wide. It wasn’t as if she wasn’t used to Mach’s candor, but she admired him for his leadership, and for him to admit something like this would surely shake the faith she held in him.

      “I want to do something that I should have done when we were still back on Fides Prime. I want to give you all a decision in what we do. It’s clear that the parameters of this mission have changed dramatically. If you guys want to go home, that’s cool with me. If you want to stay, then I’m with you.”

      At first a heavy silence descended upon the bridge. The subsonic drone of the gamma drives rumbled through the ship’s panels and floors. The artificial gravity generators whined quietly beneath them, a ghostly breath reminding Mach that they were as far from home, and far from safety, as he had been all his adult life since leaving the CW a supposed war hero. But could anyone claim to be a hero back then? The Century War was a messy affair at best, and a brutal exercise of bloodlust at worst. Every soldier fell somewhere on that spectrum regardless of their individual triumphs.

      Where Mach fell, he couldn’t tell; that was for others to judge.

      “I’m staying,” Sanchez finally said. He wiped the back of his hand across his damp forehead. “Not sure how long I’ve got. I might as well try to do something with that time. Besides, we’ve got a predator to deal with. How could I turn that down?” He forced a smile that cut through Mach’s exterior like a monofilament nanoblade.

      There was Mach’s old friend, finally coming through the shell of defiance he had worn since they left the capital.

      Tulula’s face shifted, her eyes narrowing slightly. She gripped Sanchez’s upper forearm and nodded before looking up at Mach. “I’m staying too. My people have only just joined the CW; I don’t want to be an example of treachery if we leave and are held responsible for this weapon being used against the Salus Sphere. And… well, I’ve come to like this team.” She cast a quick glance at Sanchez, the corners of her mouth twisting up at the ends by a few millimeters—the vestan’s version of a smile.

      “Kingsley?” Mach said, raising an eyebrow. The old scientist had barely spoken since they had got back from the planet’s surface. Squid Two chirped a few times in its strange staccato language that the original Squid and Babcock had developed during his exile on Minerva.

      “Squid thinks there would be much to learn if we stay,” Babcock said. “I tend to agree with him. The other choice would likely mean exile for us all, and having done that once, I’ve come to enjoy the company of other fools and dreamers and would prefer to avoid exile—at least for now.”

      Adira simply gave Mach a nod, like he knew she would, and of course, Lassea, in all her eagerness, was in without a millisecond of doubt. He saw leadership potential in her. Despite being the youngest and least experienced member of the crew, she showed a strong will and impressive initiative. For all of the CW’s faults, Mach had to give them credit for spotting the talent in her and training her in such a way as to bring out her best qualities.

      “Okay,” Mach said, relaxing into his chair. “I guess we’re all finally on the same page.” He was about to apologize again for his assumption and deceit at the beginning of the mission but felt the desire to put it behind them, take this united team, and crack on with the task at hand. “Shields up, weapons online, let’s get closer to the surface and find out what the hell has fired on us. It’s time we show these bastards what the Intrepid and its crew can do.”

      He waited for a moment as the crew smiled at his mini speech. “Well?” he shouted. “The enemy is down there; what are we waiting for?”

      With that, the crew saluted him and turned to their respective stations. The Intrepid came alive with the roar of gamma drives, EM shields, and weapons coming online. The viewscreen flickered before resolving its high-definition visuals of both the ship’s feedback metrics and the view out beyond them.

      Lassea’s coordinates blipped on the screen, a red reticule highlighting a section at the edge of a densely wooded area: the section that contained Voyager, along with the destroyed drone. The ship banked against the planet’s dense atmosphere, dipped its long, curved nose and shot towards the surface, sending Mach back into his chair, even as the AG generators tried to equalize the g-force of their dive.

      “This is more like it,” Sanchez said as he manipulated the controls for the quad-laser battery, scanning for targets.

      Mach agreed; it felt good to have his team onside, the introspective bullshit out in the open, and a focused task. Engage the enemy—recover the bomb, and kick the ass of anything or anyone who stood in their way. That was how the crew of Intrepid worked.
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      Lassea navigated the Intrepid down to the planet’s surface, every scanner and weapon looking for signs of conflict, ready to act on the slightest hint of alien hostility. But to Mach’s surprise, it didn’t come, though he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that it wouldn’t at some point.

      The viewscreen filled with the ruined scar in the wooded area. “Slow to one percent, follow the tracks. Sanchez, Adira, blast anything that moves and isn’t wearing a CW uniform.”

      “Aye, Captain,” both said, giving him a mock salute with their eager smirks.

      Mach ground his teeth, his jaw muscles pulsing with anticipation.

      Lassea was doing a fine job of keeping the Intrepid steady as it hovered over the chasm created by Voyager’s crash landing. It only took a further minute before the damaged craft appeared on the screen.

      The bulky mining ship looked in decent shape, apart from the rear mid-stern section that had buckled under the impact. For over a quarter of a klick, a stream of debris lay scattered: radio dishes, landing gear that didn’t get a chance to deploy properly, and myriad other parts of the ship.

      And then a dozen bodies—or what was left of them.

      “Put us down there at the port side of Voyager,” Mach ordered.

      “Consider it done,” Lassea replied.

      Mach was proud of how quickly she had come along since her first mission with him. Especially considering the stakes of this particular mission. He didn’t credit the CWDF academy for her skill and resilience, though; that came from within her. He’d pushed her hard when she and her brother first joined up with him. She didn’t crack. She thrived and rose to the occasion to the point where he was comfortable giving up the pilot’s role, which had been solely his since his days in the CWDF.

      She expertly handled the craft, engaging the landing thrusters to lower them slowly into position. The roar of the flames beneath them made the ship judder madly, rattling Mach’s teeth together before he clenched his jaw and anticipated the bump.

      When they finally set down, their video feed on the viewscreen started to cut out.

      “What is that?” Mach said, turning his attention to Tulula and Babcock to the right side of the bridge, where they sat at the communications and radio controls. Squid Two flittered about the pair of them, chirping in a concerned manner.

      “What’s it saying?” Mach asked.

      Babcock nodded to his little chrome familiar before explaining. “Active denial of radio signals coming from a position beyond the mountains, north of our position. Same thing that interrupted our connection with the drone and the fighter.”

      “It’s especially strong,” Tulula added. “I’ve never seen a system quite like it. It’s interrupting across the entire spectrum; the power is incredible. We’re not going to be able to use our suit comms under that barrage.”

      “This just gets increasingly more intriguing,” Mach said.

      “I was thinking annoying,” Adira replied in her deadpan way.

      “It’s not like you to be upset at us not being able to chitchat,” Mach said, giving her a wink. It wasn’t just for her benefit either. He wanted to make sure the crew kept their spirits up and their sense of curiosity as opposed to trepidation and fear. He needed them to make confident decisions without overly worrying about the consequences. That way led to self-doubt, and self-doubt led to getting a pulse rifle round in the face—or worse.

      “I think I can clean up some of the interference,” Babcock said, lifting his spectacles and leaning closer to his holocontrol readouts. “The algorithm is a mutable one, which will prevent us from breaking through the signal jam completely anytime soon—not unless this ship has Mankovic Quantum Entity.”

      “We don’t,” Mach said, rolling his eyes. The only organization to have one of those was, of course, the Commonwealth.

      “None of this sounds like great news to me,” Sanchez growled, his thick eyebrows meeting above the bridge of his nose.

      “It’s not all bad,” Tulula added with a soft tone. “Because it is shifting, we can possibly gain brief access to certain parts of the band.”

      “But we need a signal router to carry out an interception,” Babcock said.

      Mach sighed impatiently. “I just shoot guns and fly ships, Kingsley. Tell me what you need and let’s get it done. We need to investigate the crash site as soon as possible. Give me a solution.”

      “What about Squid Two?” Lassea said.

      The rest of the crew turned to face her. Mach was about to say that was a crazy idea when Babcock tapped his index finger against his chin and hummed for a moment as he looked up at his little floating companion. The chrome-bodied drone flickered its multiple limbs in a way that seemed to Mach as if imploring something to Babcock.

      The scientist pointed at Lassea. “You’re more than just a pretty face and a great pilot, my girl. Squid Two would be perfect for this job.”

      The little device beeped and hummed in what Mach thought wasn’t a polite exchange, given the way Babcock waved his hand at it. “Mach, we’ll send out Squid Two to explore the area. We can use my peer-to-peer transceivers to send back a line-of-sight signal, bypassing most of the jamming effect.”

      “Do it,” Mach said. “Can its cameras be patched to the viewscreen?”

      Babcock nodded and reached out for his spherical chrome invention. The drone hovered briefly above his hand, its limbs shaking, before setting down on Babcock’s palm. The scientist flipped a two-inch square lid and made some adjustments. Then, he let the drone hover back up again and headed to the bulkhead that led to the rear of the craft.

      “Where are you going?” Mach asked.

      “To get the transceivers and see my friend out of the airlock. You’ll get confirmation when the signal is routed to the screen. Tulula, can you handle that end of the chain while I deal with Squid Two?”

      “Sure thing,” she said.

      Babcock and the drone both left the bridge. Five minutes later the viewscreen crackled to life. The signal from Squid Two worked. Although it was fairly low resolution compared to their usual 8k video, it resolved enough detail for them to get a good look at Voyager and the surrounding area.

      Babcock joined them in the bridge with a smile on his face. “It worked!”

      “I had no doubt,” Adira said, giving the scientist a nod of her head.

      “The transceivers were actually partly due to Tulula’s involvement,” he said, smiling at the vestan. “She helped me with the laser-transfer protocols. As long as two transceivers can receive each other, we’ll have a secure communication band unaffected by the jamming signal, though the bandwidth is low—as you can see. No live video, just still images and low-resolution voice audio.”

      Mach was happy with whatever they had. It beat going out into the unknown. The images came quicker now, reminding Mach of an old-fashioned flip-book his parents had once shown him as a child, a relic from the pre-galactic-era Earth. The staccato movement created a clunky animation that eventually resolved to a movie within Mach’s mind as he visualized the crash and the debris falling from the long rusted blue hull of Voyager. Its exterior modulated to light colors on the edges of the panels where the Noven sun tipped over the edge of the horizon, bathing the ship in a warm glow of mid-afternoon.

      Noven Alpha’s days lasted just nineteen standard Salus Sphere hours, meaning they had about four hours or so before the sun was due to set.

      A thought came to him during the viewing of this slow-frame movie: where was all the crew? The answer didn’t take long in coming. Squid Two was scanning the area in a grid pattern, sending back images so that they overlapped, giving the crew a thorough survey of the surrounding area.

      On the edge of the tree line, two bodies—or at least suits—in OreCorp colors were strewn around the base of a tree.

      “Is that… blood?” Adira said, leaning forward over her station to get a better look at the still image.

      “Squid Two, pause, magnify,” Babcock said, ordering his drone to go farther in.

      The larger image appeared slowly on the screen, the detail starting out as blocky pixels at the top but soon, within a few seconds, it became sharper.

      The crew inhaled when the image zoomed in on the suits’ helmets.

      “Oh shit,” Sanchez said.

      “What the fu…” Adira shook her head.

      Tulula and Lassea looked back at Mach, their foreheads wrinkling with concern.

      “It’s the same effect we saw in the pit,” Mach said, remembering back to the pit on Beta. “Whatever was there got the OreCorp crew too.”

      Like the previous bodies, the two on the image looked desiccated. As if something had sucked out everything from within, leaving just a powdery shell of skin pulled tight around their teeth, the lips stretched wide in a frozen artifact of sheer terror. The suits were almost whole—except for a small rip in the chest of each one. It didn’t take a genius to guess what had happened.

      “The rest of the crew must be around here somewhere,” Sanchez said. “I can see at least four pairs of distinct prints in the mud. Given the way the branches and leaves have been trodden, it looks like another pair went south behind the ship—probably to the rear.”

      “Perhaps they were getting the bomb from the hold,” Adira said, “but then… that happened.”

      “Babcock, can you send Squid Two to Voyager’s cargo bay? I want to see if the hold ramp is down. If so, let’s get a look at what’s inside—if anything.”

      The old scientist nodded and turned to his workstation, jabbering orders to Squid. Within a few seconds, the images coming back showed the stern of the ship. The hull was charred where it met the muddy ground. The sides of the hull were badly damaged and a number of broken tree trunks lay strewn beneath and beside the craft. More twisted metal debris and equipment trailed out, going south back into the ship’s landing scar.

      “It’s closed,” Babcock said. “Squid can’t get inside… but, wait… the airlock is open on the portside.”

      “Send it in,” Mach ordered.

      Squid Two’s OLED light gave the dark interior a ghostly pale shade, the beams reflecting off dulled metal bulkheads and paneled walls. The drone flew throughout the ship, shining its light in every nook and cranny. The ship looked deserted; there were no weapons in the armory, no food in the mess, and no crew anywhere—and worst of all, no bomb.

      The drone circled back and left the ship.

      Mach sighed and slumped down into his captain’s chair. A part of him expected an easy recovery: just go into Voyager, find the weapon, arm it, then get the hell out of there, but the other cynical side of him had always known it wouldn’t be that easy.

      With the evidence of a new menace on the planet, it stood to reason that the weapon had likely been intercepted—but who, or what, knew Voyager was coming out here? Other than its captain, Marcia Sereva, and the OreCorp chairman, there was no one as far as he knew.

      Lassea pointed to the right of the viewscreen. “Freeze there,” she said. “I think there’s movement.” They were still watching still images, so it was difficult to see, but as Squid Two slowly went back through the frames Mach saw that Lassea was correct; there was indeed movement coming from the south edge of Squid’s field of view.

      “Turn ninety degrees,” Mach ordered.

      Babcock passed on the order. Together as one, the crew leaned forward as the new images came in. One by one, at roughly two frames a second, they watched in horror as a human in a four-meter-tall combat ground mech—an OreCorp Security Division CGM—burst from the tree line and into view, its domed gray canopy swiveling on its brushed steel biped legs. Two Gatling guns hanging off its shoulders belched a burst of rounds back towards where it had come from.

      It continued to back up toward Voyager, using the edge for cover. A controlled burst of fire came from the deadly Gatling guns. Through the steelglass cockpit window, the face of a middle-aged male grimaced; panic sweat shone sickly on his pale face.

      “Adira, suit up. We’re going out to help—he could be the only survivor,” Mach said, already halfway off his chair when Squid Two’s latest image updated, showing a pair of gigantic spiderlike creatures standing at least three meters tall launch at the CGM.

      Mach halted and turned back to face the screen.

      Sanchez stood and wiped his face as though he wasn’t really seeing clearly. Tulula staggered back. The image updated: the spider creatures were closer now, parts of their carapace splitting off their torso. A pair of pincerlike hands extended from their bony flesh-colored chests.

      One of them tried to flank the CGM, but the pilot swiveled in time and swung a heavy metal fist, connecting with the creature’s head. The thing took the hit, stumbled back on its spindly legs, its sharp-clawed feet digging into the ground for balance, before its weight swung back like a pendulum, launching itself back at the pilot.

      The alien and the CGM battled for supremacy, guns firing, organic versus mechanical limbs.

      “We’ve got to get out there,” Mach said, regaining his focus despite the tremble that had broken out in his hands. He hated spiders at the best of times, but three-meter-tall ones? That was just damned wrong on a very fundamental level. “Babcock, we’ll bring you back a sample. What odds would you give me on these things being the owners of the eggshells from Beta?”

      “I’m not a gambling man,” Babcock said. “You sure you want to go out there?”

      It was too late; Mach had already left the bridge, Babcock’s voice echoing behind him. Adira was right behind him, following him down the long, narrow corridor toward the rear section of the craft.

      The two entered the armory and quickly got suited up into their combat suits and took their heavy auto-rifles from the wall mounts. Mach holstered his favored rifle, his SamCore Stinger, over his shoulder as a backup. It didn’t have the firing rate of the CW auto-rifle.

      “Take as much ammo as you can carry,” he said, doing the same, stuffing magazines into every compartment and onto every hard point of his suit. He grabbed a mix of armor-piercing, incendiary, and coranium-tipped shells. Before he closed his helmet down, he glanced at Adira and saw her eyes do that narrow focus thing whenever she was about to let the violent storm within herself out.

      “Wait a moment,” Mach said, approaching her so he stood directly in front of her. “We don’t have any comms, so don’t do anything stupid and follow my lead. Got it?”

      “We’re wasting time,” she said.

      The sound of the Gatling’s roar told him she was right.

      “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Mach turned and approached the airlock that would lead out to approximately twenty meters away from the combat area. He initiated the exit procedure and got halfway when Sanchez burst into the room.

      “Get back to the bridge,” Mach said. “You’re sick.”

      Sanchez swore in response as he suited up with the slick speed of a professional. Within seconds, he stood by Adira, carrying the massive auto-cannon as though he had the strength of a CGM. Mach didn’t know how he was doing it, given the parasite leaching away his life.

      Mach temporarily froze in the airlock, looking back at his friends. Were they in any state to do this? Sanchez was already sweating worse than the guy in the CGM and Adira was almost too focused. He worried she’d lose it; give in to her murderous rage. He’d seen that a few times. It wasn’t pretty—or safe for anyone around her. But a high-pitched scream, utterly alien in its sound, dragged him back to the job at hand: Save the pilot; find the truth.

      “You gonna stand here forever?” Sanchez said, his voice reverberating through his helmet.

      “I’ll take point, you lay down covering fire with that cannon… if you feel ill, get the hell out of there. Understood?”

      Sanchez just growled and raised the barrel of the massive cannon toward the airlock door. Mach got the point. Adira moved up beside him and placed her hand tenderly on his back before she looked away and narrowed her focus again. She mouthed the words, “Do it.”

      He opened the airlock and stepped out onto Noven Alpha.
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      The roar of gunfire rang in Mach’s ears. He collapsed to a knee and brought his rifle up to his shoulder, aiming the red-dot sights on the enemy. He took a deep breath, tried to calm his racing pulse and took in the scene before firing, aware that Sanchez was by his right-hand side, laying down heavy cannon fire on the two aliens. Adira had slunk off into the shadows, and Mach didn’t want to end up hitting her with not-so-friendly fire.

      The CGM lifted one of the spider creatures and slammed its bulky, bony head against the hull of Voyager. The thick carapace armor didn’t give, however. The alien slashed back with its multiple, claw-ended limbs, beating back the pilot and his mech through sheer strength and animal power.

      Mach had never seen anything like these before. They didn’t seem to slow down one bit regardless of their injuries. The one the pilot had smashed against the ship righted itself and prepared to attack, the two bone-colored limbs protruding from its torso lashing out at the steelglass canopy of the CGM.

      The light was getting dull, Mach realized, unable to make out the details of the movement from either side of the landing scar. The trees rustled and moved, indicating the alien creatures had backup, but he couldn’t determine their likely number with much accuracy. Nor where Adira had gone.

      A roar of automatic fire erupted from the CGM, the pilot having regained his wits sufficiently to react to the creature’s attack. The rounds slammed into the carapace, ripping it to shreds, yet the thing kept on smashing against the CGM’s canopy. Mach got to his feet and dashed fifty yards closer, daring to expose himself in the middle of the trench. He needed to in order to get an angle on the single remaining alien. Sanchez moved up with him, providing cover with the loud, booming shots from the cannon.

      To Mach’s dismay, Sanchez’s aim was off, the great heavy shells missing their target and slamming great holes into Voyager’s stern. Using the red-dot sight, Mach aimed for what looked like a gap between the carapaces on the back of the alien. With no hesitation he pulled the trigger and fired the full clip of eighteen coranium-tipped shells.

      The beast roared with a high-pitched scream that penetrated through Mach’s helmet and the din of the surrounding gunfire. The creature fell forward, arching its torso and flinging its limbs high as if trying to make one last desperate attack on the CGM, but it fell short, and the pilot inside the mech raised a bulky metal foot and slammed it down on the alien’s head, crushing it into the ground until the alien stopped twitching.

      Mach rose to his feet and sprinted the twenty meters to the mech. Although they wouldn’t be able to hear each other, Mach mouthed the words, “We’re here to help.” He pointed to the man in the mech and then up at the silhouette of the Intrepid.

      The man shook his head and raised the mech’s arm, pointing to the tree line.

      Following the direction the pilot pointed, Mach turned to see Adira slink away from the shadows of the tree and head back toward him, but behind her, the movement increased, and from the dense wooded border, a dozen or more of the creatures exited. Mach shared an expression of horror first with the pilot, then Sanchez, who had joined them. Sanchez was reloading the cannon. Mach installed a new magazine of incendiary rounds into his auto-rifle.

      Adira, however, stopped briefly and turned round to see the gathering forces looming out of the forest. She reached to a pod on her right thigh, pulled a pair of grenades and casually tossed them toward the onrushing aliens.

      Two great white flashes burst upward and outward, the shock reverberating through the ground and up Mach’s legs. Dirt and debris rained down on them, along with a couple of alien limbs. When the light diminished and the dust cleared, Adira had managed to sprint away, joining Mach and the others by Voyager.

      Mach noticed she had the thinnest of smiles on her face, but only for the briefest moment. Facing Mach, she raised an arm and pointed over his shoulder. He spun round to see another twenty or so of the aliens some two hundred meters away, scuttling toward them from beyond the bow of Voyager.

      The damn things had flanked them!

      Panic threatened to take over Mach’s thinking, but his training soon kicked in and he quickly assessed his options. They had few worth considering. With the signal jamming, they couldn’t get a message back to the Intrepid or communicate directly with each other.

      Something glinted in the low sun, catching his eye. From above Voyager’s hull, Squid Two hovered toward them, its shining chrome body reflecting the golden light as it moved quickly.

      Mach and Adira turned to face the enemies coming from the south—from the tree line. Sanchez and the CGM faced the north. As one, the four of them fired, trying to stall the aliens’ progress. If Mach could hold off long—

      A burst of static came through his comm system’s internal speaker, making him wince and falter on the trigger of his auto-rifle.

      The previous semi auto burst of incendiary fire had created a wall of superheated flame around the onrushing spiderlike creatures, slowing their advance, but to his dissatisfaction, not entirely. The flames flowed around their smooth carapace armor as if it were nothing but water, proving to be nothing but a mild irritant to them.

      Sanchez and the CGM had taken down two of the creatures, but there were still ten or so descending on them. They were just fifty meters away now. Mach spun round and emptied the rest of his magazine, but his shots fell short and their enemies just ran through the wall of fire with no hesitation.

      Fearing they would be swarmed, Mach’s first instinct was to look for Adira. He needn’t, though, she was right by his back, one arm on his shoulder. She pointed up to the sky.

      They all looked up as the Intrepid roared into action, swooping in low, the downdraft from the thrusters knocking them to the ground. A burst of laser fire from the quad-linked laser array burst out, slicing beams of red light through the sky. They struck the onrushing group of aliens. This time, the damned things didn’t continue running unaffected. The lasers pierced through their tough armor, taking down three-quarters of the group. The Intrepid flew overhead and banked around for a return swoop.

      They must have seen the situation via Squid Two, whose little chrome shell was floating around above them, sending back tactical images to those on the bridge. Mach smiled, proud of his crew for anticipating the situation and reacting accordingly. But he didn’t want to wait around to receive the charge from the remaining half-dozen aliens before the Intrepid had time to get another angle of attack.

      Sanchez pulled on Mach’s arm, bringing his attention back to the group. The guy in the CGM had removed the canopy and was shouting something. Sanchez had his helmet visor open and was encouraging Mach to take his off, which he did.

      Over the roar of the Intrepid’s engine, he heard the pilot shout that his name was Felix, and they needed to follow him if they wanted to survive.

      Adira nodded to Mach.

      “Okay, lead the way,” Mach said, not seeing much choice. The spider creatures had swelled in number yet again, and now their attention was off the Intrepid’s lasers and fully on Mach’s group.

      The CGM motors whirred up and it crunched westwards away from Voyager and through a dense part of the forest. Mach, Adira, and Sanchez hurried behind him until they had to sprint at full speed to keep up. Mach heard through his visor the thrum of the lasers and the screams of the aliens, but he didn’t look back, not wanting to trip over a tree root or vine.

      After a few more seconds, the CGM had taken them through a narrow passage cut into the dense forest. The light was blue-gray dusk and the trees created an eerie silence. Only the vibrations through the ground told Mach that the aliens were still chasing them.

      Felix, the pilot, stopped, and spun the top half of his vehicle around so that he was facing Mach and the others. He popped the canopy and shouted at Mach’s group to fan out. He pointed to an area in front of him and shook his head. Mach understood and took Sanchez and Adira around the right of the clearing until they were behind the CGM.

      The aliens were right on their tail and came crashing through the canopy and into the clearing. Many of them showed laser burns or missing limbs, yet they carried right on as though that was perfectly normal.

      Sanchez lifted his visor, as did Mach and Adira. Mach took a breath of air and fought the urge to cough as the thin atmosphere failed to deliver enough oxygen in one breath. His lungs protested, but a few more quick breaths later they cooled.

      “Stand back,” Felix shouted as he raised the CGM’s twin Gatling guns. He fired down into the ground as the aliens were almost on them. Mach reached for his Stinger, swung it over his shoulder and emptied a magazine into the onrushing mass.

      Adira and Sanchez bellowed as they too fired everything they had.

      As their arsenal took down a single alien, at least twenty others took their place, but it was too late for them. The CGM’s fire had weakened the surface of the ground; the aliens rushed forward, sensing their chance, and collapsed into a giant pit that swallowed the entire mass of them.

      The creatures screamed that horrible high-pitched tone and thrashed at the base of a hole twenty meters or so deep. To Mach’s disgust, they were clambering on top of each other, making a kind of organic ladder.

      “Move,” Felix shouted. “We don’t have time to stand and stare. Get to the bunker!”

      “What bunker?” Sanchez responded.

      “This one.”

      Mach turned away, breaking his hideous fascination with the creatures, and saw Felix pointing to a break in the forest, beyond which stood a titanium-reinforced concrete wall. Mach smiled, knowing exactly what it was: a CWDF military outpost. Mach had spent considerable time hunkering down in one during the Century War. He had been posted to some shitty outer-rim world that held no valuable resources of any kind, but had become a strategic battleground against the filthy lizards, the horans, and their Axis Combine. It had become a matter of pride and honor during a war that displayed very little of either. To control that pointless floating rock was to make a statement.

      Mach and his squad had survived then because of the strength of the bunker.

      “Come on,” Adira said, grabbing him by the arm and breaking him away from the flashback. He sprinted along with them until they reached the heavy fortification. The CGM stopped at the entrance as the great heavy blast doors began to slide open.

      Mach received a garbled message from the Intrepid through his comm speaker. He could barely hear it with his helmet down, so he pulled it back on while they waited for the blast doors to fully open.

      “Say again,” Mach said, trying to hear Lassea’s words through the waves of static.

      “We’re facing… gun platforms… retreat… our orders?”

      “Get out of range!” Mach said, shouting through his comm as if volume were the only thing needed to communicate. “We’re safe down here for now. We’ll communicate soon. Over.”

      “We hear you,” Lassea said through a brief clear spot in the signal. “Stay safe!”

      Finally the blast doors had opened and the CGM had gone inside into the gloom of the bunker. Adira and Sanchez ran inside. Mach followed. As soon as they were all in, the doors began to close again, but to Mach’s disappointment, the creatures had managed to get out of the pit and half a dozen of them were clambering over the ground toward the bunker.

      He fired the rest of his SamCore Stinger’s ammo, taking down one of the creatures, but they just kept on coming.

      “They’re going to get in!” Mach yelled. “Fire everything you’ve got!”

      He knew it wouldn’t be enough. The doors were still slowly closing. The creatures sensed they would get in and sped up. Mach withdrew the combat knife from the holster on his left leg and crouched, ready to receive their charge.

      If he were going down, he would do so fighting.

      But then above them, the same chromatic glint.

      “Squid Two,” Adira said, pointing.

      “What the hell is it…” Sanchez began saying before grabbing Mach’s shoulder and pulling him away, yelling, “Get down!”

      On his way to the ground, Mach caught sight of the little drone swooping down over the top of the rushing aliens. A compartment slid open on the base of its chrome shell, and something small and metallic fired out. The projectile slammed into the ground just a few feet in front of the doors—and more importantly, a few feet in front of the aliens.

      The blast erupted in a blinding flash. Mach covered his face with his arm and felt the wave of heat wash against his face. When it finally cleared and he could see through the spots of flashing light in his vision, he saw two of the aliens fall to the ground, just inches in front of the door, the rest of the group slamming into them, but as they did so, the blast doors slammed shut, sending the place into darkness.

      “He saved us,” Sanchez said, coughing wetly. “Babcock’s little fucking device saved our asses.” The old hunter bellowed out a laugh so infectious that Mach and Adira joined in, letting out the pent-up adrenaline and fear in bouts of relief.

      “Fuck that,” Adira said eventually as the laughing stopped.

      Mach’s eyes, specifically his prosthetic, grew accustomed to the low light levels. He saw a figure approaching them. “Felix?” he said. Then noticed that, yes, it was the CGM pilot, but he was also armed with a pistol.
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      Felix stood there, finger on the trigger. He looked haggard now that he was out of the CGM. Mach estimated he was in his late forties given the deep-set eyes and heavy bags. His teeth were crooked and yellowed.

      Sanchez crouched beside Mach and tensed his great thigh muscles, preparing to launch like a predator. Mach placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder, not wanting the fool to do something stupid just because he thought he was dying.

      Adira, as ever, remained cool and collected. “Don’t be so stupid,” she said to Felix from his left, her form blurred from the shadows.

      “We’re here to help,” Mach said. “We’re here for the Voyager crew. OreCorp sent us. And I really don’t appreciate a gun in my face. Step back and lower your weapon before you force us to do something you really wouldn’t like.”

      Felix’s hand trembled before he finally gave up and lowered the pistol. His head dropped to his chest and he let out a long exhale. He shook his head. His sandy-colored, shoulder-length hair obscured his face. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “It’s just… things are crazy here. I had hoped OreCorp would send help… but it’s hard to be trusting at a time like this. Thanks for backing me up out there. I found a destroyed drone; I assume it was yours?”

      “Yeah, that was ours. What the hell are those things?” Mach asked even as they continued to crash against the doors uselessly.

      “I don’t know what they call themselves, but I call them the phane. I’ve noticed three different forms of them. Those outside are their soldiers and general workers; they seem to be like ants in that they have a hive mentality. I can explain more later.”

      “Are you one of the Voyager crew?” Sanchez asked.

      “No, I’m… it’s hard to explain. But I have one of them here with me.”

      “And the cargo?” Adira asked.

      Felix’s face became pale. “It’s… deployed, but there was a malfunction, as is obvious otherwise we wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

      Mach stood up and took a breath to calm his racing heart. He looked around to get his bearings. While the creatures scratched and banged against the blast doors, Mach noticed that the design was very similar to the outpost he had stayed in during the war. They were in the docking bay, which held the CGMs and other ground vehicles. He knew it was about twenty meters square, although he couldn’t see much beyond a couple of meters due to the low light level.

      Overhead, a pair of amber strip lights bathed the group in weak light, barely able to beat back the shadows. To the right of the bay, Mach knew there was a ramp that led down to a basement level. To the left was a corridor that, if it were indeed the same layout, would lead to the mess, the science rooms, and the medical bay.

      Mach’s lungs hurt less with each breath; the bunker’s atmosphere re-pressurized with a low hiss now that the blast doors were firmly shut. Sanchez rubbed the back of his neck and grimaced.

      “Are you okay?” Mach asked.

      “Yeah, just took a hit during the fight. It’s not the… well, you know.”

      “You’re actually looking better than you were before the fight,” Adira added as she joined the group. Mach agreed; he did.

      Sanchez shrugged. “Perhaps it was just the adrenalin.” Then he turned his attention to Felix, who stood there awkwardly as the conversation went on. “You, do you have any medical supplies here? Food, water?”

      “Communications?” Mach added.

      Felix stammered something before a new voice interrupted him from somewhere off in the gloom. “Felix, bring them through to the lab. We don’t have much time.” The voice was female… could it be?

      “Captain Sereva?” Mach called out. “Is that you?”

      The woman stepped out into the weak light. She stood half a foot shorter than Felix but had broad shoulders and close-cropped red hair. Her green eyes rivaled Adira’s for their glittering quality. She smiled with thin lips and bowed theatrically. “The one and the same. You took your fucking time, didn’t you?” she said, dropping the smile and looking Mach up and down with an unimpressed sneer. “I sent a message back to OreCorp HQ a few hours after this one here saved my ass.”

      Adira looked the woman up and down and sniffed with derision.

      “They never got the message,” Mach said. “When they waited for a week with no radio communication, they sent us. Whatever the hell those things are out there are screwing with the radio frequencies with jamming techniques.”

      “You’re a smart one, aren’t you?” Sereva said. “I gathered that much, but still, it shouldn’t have taken you this long to find the beacon’s signal.”

      Sanchez stepped forward. “Listen, we’re tired and pissed off. How about we cut the bullshit, and you give us something for our wounds and then we can chat about what the hell we’re going to do next. I do believe we have a bomb to discuss.”

      Sereva stepped up to Sanchez and tilted her head back, looking up at the old hunter whose body dwarfed that of hers, yet she simply smiled, not in the least intimidated. “I like your attitude. Perhaps unlike the rest of my crew, you’ll be able to stay alive for more than a few minutes on this godforsaken hellhole. Follow me.”

      Adira smirked at Mach as the woman led Sanchez away. Felix followed, leaving Adira and Mach to take up the rear. “She’s a feisty one,” she whispered to Mach.

      “She is, isn’t she? I think we’re going to get on well.”

      “Not too well,” Adira added with a hint of a warning in her voice.

      Could that be a hint of jealousy? Surely not from Adira: she rarely cared about anyone being a threat to her… but the way she looked at Sereva… Mach smiled to himself and followed the group through the dark corridors of the bunker, leaving behind the bangs and screeches of the phane soldiers.
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* * *

      The layout was indeed similar to the outpost Mach had known before. They went through the left corridor and followed the slate-gray, featureless walls until they arrived at a junction. They went left again, going through yet more boring plain passageways until they stopped in front of the lab.

      Back in the war, Mach had spent a lot of time in the lab, working on battle analysis with the strategists. When they stepped inside, it was like stepping back in time. He took a seat at a desk. Adira did the same, sitting to his left, and Sanchez to his right.

      As Sereva and Felix stood at the head of the room, in front of a large holographic viewscreen, their words morphed into the voice of Officer Morgan, his superior back in the war. Orders about their next battle strategy were barked out, striking Mach in his heart, swelling him with thoughts of glory and victory—until they left the outpost and the plan went to shit as soon as they made contact with the horans. The horans didn’t much care for strategy; they just threw numbers, bullets and muscle at the problem. Mach and his company were lucky to survive the onslaught; over half of the three thousand soldiers from the outpost were butchered.

      That was the last time Mach listened to strategists. From then on, he fought on instinct alone, reacting to the enemy’s movements rather than trying to force a strategy onto a chaotic situation. His unique fighting skills brought him and his company to the attention of the CWDF hierarchy and they were separated from the outpost.

      He and Morgan, along with the rest of the company, were assigned black ops status and were given carte blanch to attack the enemy at will based on whichever intelligence they wished to use. Mach suspected they’d have to use that same level of cunning to complete this mission.

      Sereva brought up a 3D image of a mining system. It ran for hundreds of miles in all directions, through dozens of different shafts and tunnels.

      “Where is that?” Mach asked.

      “About five miles west of here beneath a mountain range,” Sereva said. She indicated a flashing red circle three-quarters of the way into the mine. “This is the bomb.”

      “What happened?” Sanchez said. “I mean, you were attacked; how’d it get down there?”

      “The phane,” Felix said. “We attempted to detonate it ourselves after I had rescued Captain Sereva from a group of the soldiers, but we were set upon, forcing us to flee. The soldiers took it and carried it, along with the bodies of almost all of the crew, down into the mineshafts.”

      “We can get a ping from it,” Sereva added, “when we’re not jammed, but it’s unresponsive to the arming procedure.”

      “Tell us more about the phane,” Mach asked. “What kind of numbers are we talking about here? What are they like, these other forms you mentioned?” Mach leaned forward as Felix sat down opposite them at the round table. Sereva joined him, placing a carafe of steaming coffee and five cups onto the surface. They helped themselves as Felix brought them up to speed on their enemy.

      “They’re highly virulent,” the old security officer said. “Those soldiers outside, they swarm in packs. There’s seemingly no end to them. Smaller versions of them carry eggs out from the mines, thousands of them at a time. They hatch within minutes of being in the open air.”

      Sereva swallowed half the mug of her coffee in one go, slamming the cup down. “The bastards grow at a rate that I’ve never seen before. They grow to full maturity within days.”

      Adira added, “Is that natural? Perhaps these things are biological weapons of some other race with gene-modification technology?”

      Felix shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think we’re just looking at a very different kind of life form with a complicated breeding structure. During one of my sorties I saw a different kind, much larger than the soldiers and not at all spiderlike. The thing was like a colossal grub, all puffy and off-white with things moving inside it. They’re the breeders. It seems they only have three of them, but they’re responsible for the eggs. They lay thousands at once.”

      Sanchez looked deep in thought as Felix was talking. Mach turned to his friend, who by now was actually looking surprisingly healthy. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that these things are obviously what attacked the mining facility on Beta, but also, that there’s no predators here. During our race back to this outpost, I saw not a single animal track, nor heard any call whatsoever. There’s no fauna here at all.”

      “You’re right,” Felix said. “Within days of the phane arriving, the population of animals on this planet plummeted. It’s how they breed. The grubs constantly feed on anything and everything, turning the genetic matter into eggs. When they first arrived, there were just a few thousand of the soldiers, but now… it’s possible there are hundreds of thousands. They’re literally eating this planet alive, turning it into a barren husk.”

      “Like the bodies,” Sereva said, sneering her lips. “The bastards left a dozen of my crew behind, sucked their bones and insides clean, leaving nothing but a dried husk.”

      “And they arrived by ship?” Adira said. “They don’t exactly look capable of space travel.”

      “That’s where the other form comes in. We call them the controllers. As far as we can make out, they don’t stray too far from their mothership—the source of the frequency jamming. The thing’s huge. I’ve never seen a ship as big as it before.”

      “Where is it?” Adira asked.

      “West of the mountain range,” Felix added. “The last look I got of it, they were loading it up with the hatched soldiers. It’s like an ark. I think they’re preparing to leave.”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Sereva said. “There’s very little left on this planet to sustain them. Or us, for that matter. We’re down to emergency rations and recycled water.”

      Mach processed all the new information, thinking of what to do next. “We need to communicate with our ship, let them know what you’ve told us.”

      “We’ve got a radio working, but the reception is bad and sometimes doesn’t work at all; it depends on the strength and direction of the phane’s jamming process. But follow me; I’ll take you to it.”

      Adira joined Mach as they passed through another bland passage into room crammed with radio equipment, none of which was being used. They were stuck in their respective boxes and stacked on metal shelves. Sereva took them through a maze of shelves until they arrived at a workbench with a radio circuit board laying on the surface, a multitude of wires and parts attached to it.

      “You made this yourself?” Mach said.

      “Electronics was my hobby,” Sereva said, taking a seat and switching on the radio. Mach gave her the frequency and protocols for the Intrepid’s radio system. They managed to contact Squid Two and used him to relay a secure message to the bridge. Over the next ten minutes, Mach and Adira informed the others of what had happened and what they had learned.

      Mach gave Lassea her next orders, “I want you to fly to the bunker and stay in a low hover behind it, out of reach and sight of the gun platforms. Felix says they patrol the open plain in front of the mountain. If you come down here, you’ll be hidden by the trees.”

      “Roger that, Captain,” Lassea replied.

      “And one more thing,” Mach said, “we need Babcock down here to help with the analysis. Lower him down via a winch; there’s an escape hatch on the top of the outpost. He’ll be safe from the phane soldiers there and we need his expertise.”

      “I’m on it,” Lassea said, her voice full of determination and not a hint of fear.

      After another fifteen or so minutes, they managed to get Babcock and Squid Two down into the outpost without too much bother. It seemed the soldiers had gotten bored of attacking the unrelenting blast doors and retreated to the rest of their swarm to carry out whatever other orders their controllers issued.

      The group retired to the strategy room once more and made their plans.

      Mach stretched his arms and yawned. He downed another cup of Sereva’s ration coffee and looked at the flashing red dot that represented the bomb on the holomap.

      “They don’t even realize what it is,” Felix said.

      “We’re going to need to go and arm it ourselves,” Sanchez said, summing up the only realistic option now that they had gone through half a dozen plans. Even Squid Two couldn’t help with this one.

      Adira and Babcock agreed with Sanchez.

      That just left Mach.

      “Felix, how far is it to the mine shaft that enters this complex?”

      “About five klicks west of here. We can take the scimitar; it’ll attract less attention than your Intrepid and give us the chance to stay low, out of the way of the gun platforms.”

      “What about the soldiers?”

      Felix grinned. “The scimitar is no ordinary APC. Since I’ve been here, let’s just say it’s been a project of mine. I’ve upgraded the armor and weaponry, as well as the engine. I’m sure we’ll be able to withstand the swarm long enough to get you into the mine shafts.”

      “And then what?” Babcock asked. “It’s not like you can just park up and wait around.”

      “No,” Felix said. “It’ll likely be a one-way journey.”

      Mach knew this was likely the case. Hell, he had the feeling from the moment he took the job. This changed nothing. “Babs, you’re staying here. I need you and Sereva to help guide us. We’ll take your modified laser transceivers to send a feed back.” Mach regarded Adira and Sanchez. “You’re my away team, but if you would rather stay, I understand. I’ll go alone.”

      Both Adira and Sanchez said, “No,” at the same time. Adira added, “It kinda looks fun anyway. It’s not fair you get to have it all yourself. What’s not to love about this, eh? A dungeon crawl, big monsters, and a super weapon… This is the kind of adventure I’ve always wanted. So what if we might not get back? We could get killed by interplanetary bandits or run over by a hover bus. If I’m to bite the dust, I’d rather it be for a good cause.”

      “Besides,” Sanchez added, “we can’t afford to let these damned things leave the planet. Look what they’ve done in this system. The next system from here is in the Salus Sphere. We can’t allow a threat like this to take hold. You’ve seen what they’ve done.”

      “And,” Babcock interrupted, “by my calculations of their breeding rate and estimated numbers, if allowed to breed and take another planet, they’ll have enough numbers to overwhelm the entire Salus Sphere within two months. The CWDF wouldn’t have a chance at stopping them.”

      “It’s settled, then. Adira, Sanchez, and I will go. Felix, you’ll take us there in the scimitar. Babs, you liaise with Lassea and Sereva to make sure the Intrepid’s safe and ready to take you out of here. We’ve got ourselves an enemy territory to infiltrate.”
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      Felix led the group back to the docking bay. Mach knew that with the sun dipping in the darkening sky, they had to move immediately to take advantage of the fading natural light outside.

      The old officer swung open a heavy metal locker door grabbed a box full of graphite colored spherical objects. “Load your compartments with as many as you can. Trust me, we’ll be needing them.”

      Mach picked up one of the tiny balls and rolled it between his fingers. “Are they some kind of mini bomb?”

      “Transceivers calibrated to our local network. With the phane interference, we can only keep comms going by creating temporary grid systems to boost the signal. By tomorrow morning they’ll have traced every transceiver and destroyed them.”

      Sanchez grunted down, scooped up a handful and dropped them into his left thigh compartment. Mach considered asking a final time if he was really up to their mission but decided against it. The big hunter deserved to out with a bang. Better to complete a final mission or die fighting for what was right, instead of quietly on his bunk in the Intrepid at the hands of a parasite.

      They all loaded their spare compartments with transceivers and inspected personal weapons. Mach noticed the modified dark blue Scimitar parked in a gloomy corner of the bay. These were used as a common ground vehicle for moving troops around a planet’s surface for the CWDF forty years ago. The solid looking, rectangular tracked APC had an oversized laser cannon mounted on its roof and four double barreled muzzles of old school Fides Prime heavy machine guns aiming out of each corner.

      “Impressive job,” Mach said to Felix and nodded in the direction of the Scimitar. “How much ammo have we got?”

      “Enough to hold off a thousand of those damned things. Are you ready?”

      Sanchez tapped the stock of his rifle. “Ready as we’ll ever be.”

      Adira had already moved over the APC and walked around its perimeter, staring at the weapons. She sported what Mach thought of as her kill face: focused and determined, assessing every element of their capabilities.

      “There’s viewscreens in the back, synced with the sights,” Felix said. “I suggest two of you take the rear. One ride shotgun with me and take the front right.”

      “That’ll be me,” Mach said. “I need to pinpoint a few potential escape routes in case you’re not outside after we arm the weapon.”

      Felix smiled although his eyes betrayed an opposite emotion. He slid the Scimitar’s remote control out of his pocket and thumbed the pad. A square door along the side of the vehicle groaned out and hummed to the left. A set of five black steps folded out and thumped against the concrete.

      Mach clambered in, turned right and toward the front cabin. This version of Scimitar became known as the mobile coffin after the horans developed powerful armor piercing ground missiles near the end of the war. Most were swapped out, but it wasn’t uncommon for some to be used on frontier planets as admin vehicles.

      Felix sat behind the driver’s controls. The dashboard lit up in an array of prime colors, and the engine roared into life. Adira and Sanchez took up positions on two stools at the end of each troop bench, and activated the screens showing views of the docking bay with crosshairs in the middle of each image.

      Sanchez twisted on his stool and the feed scanned around, following his movement. “Nice work, Felix,” he said.

      “I’m not just a pretty face,” Felix said without a hint of emotion. “I cobbled together what I could from the bunker. We needed to stay alive until somebody got here.”

      The APC’s four circular headlights flicked on, firing white beams of light against the blast door. Mach hated himself for thinking it, but with Sanchez on his way out, he wondered if he hadn’t just found a perfect replacement. If they made it out of the mines in one piece and escaped, Mach decided to offer Felix a place on the Intrepid.

      An electronic whine came through the speaker. The thick blast doors smoothly parted, revealing the dimly lit ramp outside. Felix wrapped his gloves around two silver levers and eased them forward. The Scimitar jerked and settled to a consistent speed, its tracks grinding up the ramp.

      The bottom half of Noven Alpha’s orange sun had already dipped below the horizon. Mach gazed out of the reinforced glass screen, searching for signs of movement in the gloomy undergrowth.

      Felix directed the Scimitar toward a track that cut straight through the forest toward the distant mountains.
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* * *

      After twenty minutes rumbling toward the mines, Mach spotted the first signs of movement between the trees that hugged either side of the dusty trail. A dark shadow weaved between the trees, keeping pace with the APC. He grabbed the front gun controls and focused the crosshairs, hoping for a clean shot.

      “Conserve your ammo until we hit the open ground in front of the mountains,” Felix said. “That’s when we’ll need it.”

      “Have you spotted any patterns to the phane’s behavior?” Adira asked.

      “If you’re on foot, they attack immediately in numbers. Since I’ve been coming out in this little baby, and gave them some laser treatment, they’re more cautious and stalk, waiting for a moment of weakness.”

      Sanchez spun on stool, panning his screen across the forest. “We’ve got company on both sides. How long till we hit open ground?”

      “Two minutes. From there it’s a klick to the eastern entrance.”

      Mach glanced into the clear darkening sky, half expecting to see the red glow platform engines approaching. The jagged mountains rose in front of them and the track widened ahead.

      Plants, vines and trees suffocated a series of four buildings near the edge of the forest. They were the same design as the long rectangular CWDF barrack blocks: quickly assembled, not designed for comfort, and were probably used to accommodate workers. Rust caked the line of bolts holding each section together and mold spattered every filthy window. Three faded blue vehicles decayed in an overgrown space in front of the blocks.

      “I searched that place for supplies,” Felix said. “Found nothing apart from rotting mattresses on bedframes and thousands of smashed egg shells.”

      “That’s becoming a recurring theme,” Mach replied, thinking about what he witnessed in the quarry and crevice. “Can you tell us anything else about the mines?”

      “It’s part natural, part drilled. The map’s accurate and you won’t have a problem finding the bomb. Luminous stalactites provide limited visibility in some of the larger chambers. I can’t give you an accurate prediction on the level of infestation. The only thing I can tell you is the phane have exploded in numbers over the last few days.”

      “What about the mothership?” Adira asked. “It’s hard to believe they don’t have more tech on the ground.”

      Felix shook his head. “They send out the platforms and have craft in the air above the main ship. The way I see it, the phane just take what they want. If you get in the way, they’ll attack.”

      The forest thinned to a barren stretch of land, littered with huge boulders and small shrubs. The track ahead snaked toward a black square entrance, cut into the bottom of the mountain’s almost vertical dark brown face.

      “Holy shit!” Sanchez said.

      Mach looked to his left. Hundreds of dark arachnid figures broke from the tree line. He glanced in the opposite direction. Hundreds more scuttled across the opposite side of the wasteland. Both groups of arachnid phane soldiers fanned out into an extended line, covering both sides of the Scimitar.

      Felix thrust the two levers forward and accelerated. “I’ve dealt with this before. Relax guys,” he said.

      “Relax?” Sanchez asked. “I hunt to relax, not the opposite.”

      Dust puffed out from either the Scimitar as it ground over the dusty track, increasing the lack of visibility around the vehicle in the fading light. Mach’s heart thumped against his chest. He remembered how much force it took to kill one of the large arachnids. The hundreds closing in were equal in size.

      “What’s your plan, Felix?” Adira asked with urgency in her voice. “I hope you’re not thinking of going directly to the mine entrance and opening the door.”

      “There’s an open space ahead. We wait there for the phane to close in and hit them with all we’ve got. The laser will slice through at least four ranks. They need to be close for the machine guns to be effective too.”

      Mach frowned. “So we sit there and let them surround us?”

      “Pretty much, and hope they lose their appetite.”

      Felix directed the APC off the track and crashed over small rocks away from the larger boulders. He slowed the Scimitar to a screeching halt roughly half way between the mine’s entrance and the forest.

      A gentle breeze blew across the wasteland, clearing the dust. Hundreds of phane arachnids had turned to a couple of thousand. They circled the vehicle at a distance of a hundred meters and slowly moved forward on their for back legs.

      Mach swept his crosshairs across the creatures on the right hand side of the APC. Their ranks swelled deeper as they closed in for the kill.

      Felix activated the laser controls for the oversized cannon on the roof. “I’ve got four three-hundred-and-sixty degree bursts before it runs out of juice.”

      “You can swivel fire that thing?” Mach asked.

      “I configured it for an extended shot. Think of it like cracking a graphene whip across a group of melons. You concentrate on any phanes who avoid it.”

      “Nice thinking,” Sanchez said. “It’s a shame we’ll never get a chance to exchange notes.”

      Felix sighed. “You never know how things work out.”

      The phane soldiers in front of the reinforced windshield looked far too close for comfort, but Mach remembered the magnifying effect the glass produced. Their orange beady eyes glowed in the gloom and they collectively raised their pincers.

      A bead of sweat ran down Mach’s temple. He turned to look at Adira who returned a nervous glance before focusing back on her viewscreen.

      “They’ll charge any second,” Felix said. “Prepare to fire.”

      The overhead laser whined around on its turret. Mach thumbed the fire button of his machine gun. The phane paused.

      “They’re too close,” Sanchez said.

      “Follow my lead,” Felix replied. “Timing’s everything.”

      An ear-splitting screech blasted from speaker. The arachnids sprang forward and reached within a couple of seconds of the Scimitar. Felix fired the laser. Its red beam swept around the surrounding the vehicle in a heartbeat, brightening the area, and slicing through the front ranks.

      Phane soldiers collapsed to the ground. Adira and Sanchez’s guns rattled from the rear of the cabin. Mach focused on his screen and fired at any signs of movement amongst the tangled bodies and twitching legs. He fixed his crosshairs on a smaller soldier and fired repeatedly at its head, checking its stride until it crumpled.

      The soldiers behind the immediate slaughter froze for a moment. Mach guessed the team must’ve taken out a quarter of the force. He sprayed the tightly packed arachnids with an automatic burst. Tracer rounds had been loaded every tenth round and zipped through the air in pink streaks, each one slamming into the throng.

      “Wait ‘til I’ve fired the laser again,” Felix shouted. “That’s the optimum range for these fuckers.”

      “They’re coming again,” Adira shouted.

      A second wave ran the Scimitar in the last remnants of natural light. Mach noticed over the heads of the charging arachnids that some were heading back toward the forest.

      Felix waited until the wave drew level the pile of corpses scattered the Scimitar and fired the top mounted laser again. In Mach’s peripheral vision, the beam flashed across the front of the reinforced window, cutting down the closest soldiers and maiming ones further behind.

      Mach focused on his viewscreen and peppered two phanes who both attempted to climb over the increasingly large pile of their own dead. Sanchez roared insults from the back of the APC as his gun constantly rattled.

      “Hold your fire,” Felix said.

      A screech rang through the speaker again. The remaining phane soldiers, scattered on the outskirts of the dead and wondered, turned in unison and scuttled back toward the cover of the canopy.

      “My ammo reading’s less than half,” Adira said.

      Sanchez grunted. “I’m almost out.”

      Felix repositioned himself at the controls. “They’ll be coming back. I’ll drop you at the entrance and draw them away.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Mach asked.

      “They usually regroup and get reinforced. I’ll leave you behind a pile of rocks by the entrance and draw them to another part of the mountain. Our priority is getting you to the bomb. It won’t happen if thousands of phane are chasing you in toward God knows what.”

      “You can’t handle all the weapons on your own,” Sanchez said. “I’ll stay with you.”

      “I’ve got a feeling all three of you will be needed in the mines. I’ll be okay. I made it this far.”

      Mach nodded. He admired Felix’s cool actions and thinking under pressure, and the plan made sense. The older man would be an excellent addition to the team.

      Felix thrust the Scimitar forward. It bashed phane bodies out of the way, crunched over others, and broke free into clear wasteland. He accelerated and headed directly for the gloomy entrance.

      “They’re back in the forest,” Adira said. “I can’t see any in open ground.”

      “They’ll be watching,” Felix replied. “Make sure you jump straight out when I say. We need to create the impression of circling and heading in new direction.”

      The Scimitar slowed. Its side door punched open and wind rushed into the cabin. Felix steered around the back of the large rocks piled twenty meters from the entrance.

      “Good luck, chief,” Mach said and extended a hand to Felix. He suspected ex-security officer’s mission had more than a hint of self-sacrifice about it.

      Felix firmly shook it and gave him a single firm nod.

      Adira and Sanchez crouched by the door.

      “Now!” Felix said.

      Adira jumped out and landed in a smooth roll. Sanchez immediately followed, crashed to the ground, and scrambled to his feet. Mach took a deep breath, slung his Stinger over his shoulder and leaped out of the door. His landing and recovery matched the big hunter’s for grace.

      The Scimitar continued forward, its four headlights flashed against the mountain face as Felix turned it around and headed west. The mechanical sound of its tracks rotating quickly faded.

      Mach dusted himself down. “I believe we’ve got a weapon to arm.”
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      Lassea watched the video feed generated from Babcock and Tulula’s makeshift mesh network. The scimitar vehicle had dropped Mach, Sanchez, and Adira off close to the mine’s entrance. The swarm of phane soldiers raced out of the forest and followed him as he drove around the mountain.

      “They’re in safe,” Tulula said, sitting at the station to Lassea’s right. The vestan manipulated the video feed to zoom in. Both women watched the Intrepid’s crew disappear into the shadows, Sanchez taking up the rear. The hunter looked round once, spat on the ground, and slipped into the dark with his rifle drawn and ready.

      The holodisplay chirped each time one of Babcock’s small transceivers were placed and connected to the network.

      Tulula opened a channel to Babcock and Sereva in their bunker.

      “Confirming receipt of feed; all seems fine from here. Felix has diverted the soldiers away from the entrance. Are you getting this? Over.”

      Babcock’s voice crackled over the network. “Confirmed here too. Launch the second fighter drone to give Felix some cover. Over.”

      Manipulating the controls to launch the last of the Intrepid’s drones, Lassea noticed that the fighter wasn’t responding to the procedure protocols. It wasn’t the first time this had happened; there was a bug in the software.

      “We’ll need to reset the subsystem,” Lassea said, slapping her hand against the arm of her chair. It would take at least fifteen minutes; time Felix might not have. There was no way of knowing how long his scimitar would last if the phanes boxed him in and gave it their full attention.

      “No need,” Tulula said, jumping up out of her chair and heading toward the exit of the bridge. “I can launch it manually from the docking bay. It’ll be quicker.”

      “Are you sure?” Lassea said.

      Tulula stared at her with an expression that said, ‘Of course I’m sure, stupid human.’

      “Okay, let me know what I can do here,” Lassea said, hiding her irritation with Tulula’s lack of subtlety.

      “You’ll need to do nothing,” the vestan said before disappearing into the dark of the passage, her rapid footsteps echoing as she sprinted to the docking bay, leaving Lassea behind on the bridge in a foul mood.

      The young pilot analyzed her emotions regarding Tulula.

      At first she was angry with Mach for consistently leaving the two of them behind on the Intrepid. Surely he must have seen that the two of them didn’t get on? She credited him with that much observation at the very least.

      Perhaps that was the point, though: that she and Tulula had to find a way to get over their differences.

      She fidgeted in her chair on the ship’s bridge, closed her eyes and listened to the natural sounds from the settling engines and the ship’s hull plates. The pings and notes created from the parts bloomed into a kind of concerto, the notes of which at first would sound random, but over time, Lassea had found that there were melodies and rhythms amid the soundscape.

      Her mind focused on these sounds. She shaped them like an orb in her inner vision, using the sound as an object in the way she was taught at the academy on Fides Prime.

      Battle meditation was supposed to clear the self of fear and doubt and all the other toxic emotions that got in the way of making clear, logical decisions—all of which could potentially spell disaster, so for her, it made sense to become an adept at this mental skill.

      Up until now, however, during this entire mission, she’d been unable to get into that deep, clear mind-set that brought about the laser-like precision to control one’s emotions and analyze their root.

      Perhaps it was the level of danger that helped her now to slip into the Zen state. Perhaps it was the fear of losing her good friends, all of whom she considered to be her family, which dragged her back to her training.

      She couldn’t let her frustration and mistrust of Tulula get in the way of logical thought. Why did she have such a problem with the vestan?

      Lassea focused her breathing and kept the object of sound centered in her thoughts as she probed at the reasons behind her mistrust. Her mind seemed to split in two so that at once she was thinking about Tulula and, at the same time, being aware of the genesis of her thoughts.

      It came to her then: it was a mix of jealousy and prejudice.

      For years, she had been indoctrinated, along with the rest of the cadets, that the vestans, along with the horans and lacterns, were their enemy. The Axis Combine, the allied force that had waged the Century War against the Commonwealth, was still their enemy, despite the treaty and the current peacetime.

      Now that the vestans had severed their ties with the horans, and thus left the Axis to join the Commonwealth, Lassea found that her old prejudices, like her training, had remained behind.

      When she pictured Tulula, she didn’t see an ally, a member of the Intrepid crew, she saw a potential spy, an embodiment of the enemy she had been trained to fight against should the need arise.

      But the need didn’t arise.

      Still, Lassea was certain now that Tulula was indeed trustworthy, when looking at her from outside of herself. It was now up to Lassea to rid her inner thoughts of that indoctrination and give Tulula the trust she deserved.

      Then there was the jealousy issue.

      Lassea didn’t have too much time to assess this emotion, however. The ship’s song found a new beat underlying its melody: footsteps. Lassea blinked and stretched her arms up, bringing herself back to the bridge and the situation at hand.

      “Did I disturb you?” Tulula said as she sat down at her console to Lassea’s right. The vestan looked fresh; she had changed into a clean set of clothes. Not a standard ship’s uniform, but a leather waistcoat that fitted tightly around her thin body, with dozens of pockets intricately sewn around the garment’s contours.

      Her dark skin seemed to shine under the bridge’s lights. Lassea realized then something else that she hadn’t really noticed while Tulula was in her standard engineering uniform of coveralls and baggy utility jacket: she was actually quite beautiful. This was the Tulula whom Sanchez saw, Lassea thought.

      He didn’t see her as an enemy because he’d always lived and worked within the shaded areas of society, through the gaps of law and the Commonwealth. As much of a rogue he, Mach, and the others might be, they were all clearly free of prejudice.

      Lassea felt shame crawl over her skin and she turned away, embarrassed by her realizations and her previous tainted behavior.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, staring straight forward at her holoscreen, reading the updated information beamed to the ship via Squid Two and Babcock. The fighter drone had launched and was sending back a low-res video feed as it sped low over the forest top, toward Felix’s position.

      “What?” Tulula said, not looking at Lassea as she leaned over her holodisplay, watching the fighter’s telemetry data.

      “I said I’m sorry, for my behavior toward you. I realize now that I could have been friendlier toward you, more welcoming.”

      The vestan didn’t seem to understand, or if she did, she didn’t acknowledge it, preferring to manipulate the fighter’s controls. It was a reminder to Lassea to also focus; there would be time to talk about the friction between them at a later time—if there was a later time.

      “The phane have surrounded Felix,” Tulula said, patching the communications through to Babcock and Captain Sereva. “Launching cluster ballistics.” Tulula turned to face Lassea. “Can you take over targeting while I deal with the blast distribution? I want to get as many of these damned bugs as possible.”

      “You and me both,” Lassea said. She did as requested and used her controls to line up with the dual-band targeting array, the twin reticules providing the laser-assisted ballistics pinpoint accuracy.

      There were at least two hundred of the phane soldiers surrounding the scimitar now. The sun had set but their heat signatures were clear. The guns on the armored vehicle blasted out a sphere of yellow flame, taking down half a dozen of the creatures that had scuttled onto the roof.

      “We’ve got company,” Tulula said, looking over at Lassea. The pilot looked up at the viewscreen that was showing an image feed from the fighter’s secondary camera routed through Babcock’s makeshift network.

      A pair of large gun platforms had returned from their circular patrol route and was heading toward Felix’s position. “Damn it, it’s too much for the drone,” Lassea said.

      “We’ll just do the best we can. Let’s try to clear a route for Felix first; aim for the phane trapping him in against the trees.”

      Lassea nodded and focused her attention on the targeting reticules, making sure she accommodated the writhing mass’s momentum. There were even more of the damned things now. They seemed to just appear out of the ground like magic. So many of them, their carapace armor dully glowing against the light from the Scimitar’s muzzle flashes.

      “Die, you bastards,” Lassea said through gritted teeth as she locked in the target about ten meters in front of Felix’s position. “Fire!”

      Tulula configured the blast radius and launched the salvo of six coranium-tipped missiles. The rockets blasted out in a plume of purple smoke and arced toward their target. They crashed with a white-hot eruption that temporarily obscured the video feed.

      “Did we get them?” Lassea asked, impatient as she waited for the smoke to clear.

      “I think it’s guaranteed, but we’ve got the attention of the gun platforms.” The vestan pointed up at the viewscreen. The two bulky laser cannons hovered closer into position and raised their barrels toward the fighter drone.

      Lassea reached out to the controls and tried to swerve the fighter away from their trajectory, but the controls were responding intermittently. “They’re trying to jam us!”

      Tulula whistled, which Lassea had come to learn was a terrible insult in the vestan’s language. “We’ve got no option but to unload all we have on the platforms before we lose everything.”

      “Agreed. Do it.”

      While Tulula worked on the commands to fire the full complement of laser power at the gun platforms, Lassea scrutinized the video and saw that their missile strike had indeed taken out a large contingent of phane soldiers. Felix had reversed the APC away from the forest and swung it around so that it was now facing the mountain, leaving the crater of their missiles behind, along with the bodies of a hundred or more of the phane.

      “He’s getting away,” Lassea said, with a hint of hope in her voice. She wanted to yell and urge him on, but Tulula slammed her fist against the control panel. “What is it?”

      “The lasers missed; the gun platforms anticipated the strike. We’ve taken a hit to the second engine; we won’t have control long now.”

      “Babcock, we’re all out of munitions and are badly hit, any ideas? Over,” Lassea said.

      A long second ticked by before Babcock responded. “We saw it on Squid Two’s video. There’s only one thing that can be done now—crash the fighter drone into as many of the phane as possible. Give Felix a chance to escape. We’ve done all we can.”

      “What about the Intrepid?” Lassea asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Babcock responded. “It’s our only way off this planet. We cannot risk any damage whatsoever. That’s a strict order, you understand?”

      Lassea remained quiet for a moment as she contemplated what that meant, that they were about to sacrifice Felix, let him die while they hid and waited for Mach and the others. At first she wanted to ignore the order, grab the controls, and take the Intrepid up out of their hidden position and use its full complement of weaponry to blast all the damned aliens to oblivion, but the growing dark shadow over the plane told her that it could be the very last thing she did—there was no way of knowing what kind of power the phane mothership possessed, much less the gun platform and seemingly innumerable soldiers.

      “Message received,” Tulula said. She had stood and stepped over to Lassea, placing one of her hands on her shoulder, gripping slightly. Lassea looked up at her wordlessly and watched as the vestan woman leaned over and manipulated the controls that sent the fighter drone diving down into the writhing mass of soldiers.

      “He still has a chance,” Tulula said as the two of them watched the final seconds of the video feed. The fighter took just ten seconds to hit the ground, cutting off the feed, but not before a ball of flame erupted all around it.

      “He still has a chance,” Lassea said quietly, almost a whisper. The viewscreen went black, and all around her was silence. The pace of Tulula’s breathing seemed to match Lassea’s.

      “We did all we could,” the vestan added. “Everything else is beyond our control now. Our responsibility is over. It’s up to Felix now, and the fate of whatever gods he follows.”

      Lassea patted Tulula’s hand in a silent gesture of thanks. A lump rose in her throat and she just nodded, knowing that what she heard was the truth, but not feeling any better for it.

      “Failure gives more growth than success,” Tulula added, leaving Lassea to remain at her station while the vestan headed back to her own. “You’re a good pilot and crew member. You’re going to experience a lot more death yet; it’s the nature of reality. Don’t let it get into your heart.”

      Lassea wiped a rogue tear from her eye and thanked Tulula for the support.

      Despite their continued awkwardness around each other and Felix’s likely death at the hands of the phane, Lassea felt that she and Tulula had done the right thing, but the day wasn’t over. Regardless of Felix’s fate, there was still the issue of the bomb and the fate of the Salus Sphere to consider.

      “What now, Babcock? Over,” Lassea said over the comm channel.

      The old scientist’s words were somber as he replied, “You two ladies did good, and you’ve given Felix a fighting chance. We can only hope for him now—and for the others. Stay alert, and get Tulula to ensure the fusion crystals are fully operational. The very second we get word from Mach that the bomb is armed; we’re going to need to be ready to get off the planet. We’ll likely have to L-jump before we’re out of the atmosphere; there’s a large contingent of EM disturbance beyond the mountain. Over.”

      “What does that mean? Over.”

      “It means we’ll have to fly like the wind and pray to whatever deity will listen that we make it off the planet in time. Over.”
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      Mach raised his Stinger, activated his helmet light, and headed for a battered white security booth inside the OreCorp constructed shaft. Both smoothly drilled walls had dark natural fissures and caves at uneven intervals. Adira walked by his side with her lasers extended, Sanchez brought up the rear.

      Rusty pieces of twisted metal scattered around the ground. Groans echoed in the distance. Mach crouched by the booth’s shattered window, grabbed a transceiver from his thigh compartment, and dropped it inside.

      “Babs, are you there?” Mach said through the comm.

      “Still here. We’ve lost a fighter drone but don’t worry about that. Keep placing the transceivers and send back what data you can.”

      “Any news on Felix?”

      “We lost visual after assisting him with the drone. He’s not responding but Sereva says it’s not unusual.”

      Mach half-smiled, imagining the ex-security officer blasting the laser and taking control of the Scimitar’s machine guns. “Keep me updated if the situation changes on the ground. Out.”

      Adira peered at her smart-screen. “There’s a network of tunnels and chambers that’ll lead us straight to western end. Follow me.”

      She advanced into the gloom and headed right through a wide cave. The solid ground underneath turned to damp dirt and the cave thinned to a two-meter-wide tunnel.

      Trickles of water, running down the side of the walls, glinted when Mach’s light flashed across them. He placed a transceiver on small dry ledge. The numbers of phane on the ground outside sent a chill down his spine. Taking on that many in these confines would be almost impossible, but they had to proceed.

      “You’re feed’s cutting out,” Babcock said through the comm. “If you can find their frequency jammers—”

      “It’s not our priority,” Mach replied. “We’ll keep trying to lay a network, but we’re going for the bomb.”

      “I hear you, Carson, but more data on the phane might be useful if they’re on other planets.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Adira said. “Keep

      Sanchez gasped. Mach turned to see the big hunter on one knee. He grabbed the wall and hauled himself back to his feet.

      “Are you okay?” Mach asked.

      “Far from okay, but good enough to see this thing through. Get your fat ass moving.”

      Mach’s increasing concern over his friend’s illness blocked any temptation to give a light-hearted response. Usually in tense situations, he and Sanchez would use gallows humor to ease the atmosphere. Seeing the big man falter under the strain of a terminal disease put a stop to that.

      Adira crouched at the end of the tunnel and peered into a wider space. She encouraged Mach forward with her gloved hand. He crept to her side, treading softly to avoid his boots squelching in the mud, and looked around a large cavernous chamber.

      Just as Felix said, luminous stalactites hung from the ceiling, shaped like large medieval lances that ancient people on Earth used to joust on horseback. The thought of the ancient sport had seemed ridiculous to Mach, until he drank one too many cocktails during the Earth festival on Fides Prime and fought a fidesian on the back of mechanical stallion.

      The chamber’s glistening ground riddled with activity. Ten four-legged black creatures with upright bodies and bulbous heads, stood at the left side of a large translucent mound in the opposite corner of the cavern. They took turns pumping slime from their short spiked tails, coating a protruding human arm until it was completely covered.

      Sanchez shuffled to Mach’s side and let out a deep breath. Mach couldn’t decide if it was the big man’s reaction to the scene in front of them or his illness.

      Six capterpillar shaped white aliens crawled across to the mound from a cave and attached themselves to the right side of it. Each sucked a thin channel from mound’s red center through the clearer outer layer until their bodies changed to a dark purple color. As they crawled back to their cave, another six creatures headed in the opposite direction.

      “That’s quite a digestive process,” Mach said. He raised his smart-screen and recorded the activity.

      “I’d call it disgusting,” Adira replied. “But it gives me a good idea of their plans for us if they reach the Sphere.”

      “We’ll end up as spider shit,” Sanchez said.

      Adira rolled her eyes. “Thanks for that, detective. We need to head to our right.”

      “Fine by me. Say the word and I’ll kill every last one of them.”

      Mach grabbed Sanchez’s barrel and lowered it. “We try stealth first. I don’t want any unwanted attention for their bigger brothers.”

      Sanchez shrugged. “Don’t say I told you so.”

      “That wouldn’t be like you,” Adira replied.

      She aimed both lasers forward and stepped inside the cavern. Mach and Sanchez followed, keeping their backs against the wall, and edged thirty meters across to another dark entrance while keeping a careful eye on the preoccupied aliens around the mound.

      Adira picked up her pace when they entered a wider tunnel with a dry dirt floor. Circular dents of phane footprints almost blotted out old vehicle tracks. Two dusty green cables sagged from the left wall.

      Caves along the right side led to a gently lit parallel tunnel. The ones on the left were shrouded in darkness. Mach’s suspicions about their direction of travel were confirmed when they Adira turned left through a thin gap in the wall. He reached forward and tapped her shoulder. “Are you sure this is the easiest way?”

      “Felix dropped us here. I’m guessing he didn’t want go to the western entrance.”

      “Fair point,” Mach said, remembering the location of the phane mothership on the other side of mountain. “It’s confusing—”

      A loud screech echoed in the distance. Adira froze. Mach recognized it as similar to the one he heard just before the arachnids attacked the Scimitar. He held his breath and peered into the darkness ahead.

      Sanchez leaned with his back against the rock and lazily swept around his rifle in a one handed grip. Mach knew it was too late to send him back, but the big hunters seemed to be getting weaker by the minute.

      The team waited silently for minute before Adira rose from one knee and proceeded forward. Mach checked his smart-screen map to try and work out where the hell they were going.
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* * *

      Sanchez’s boots felt heavier by the minute. He gritted his teeth and continued to follow Mach and Adira long the tunnel, refusing to let the symbiosite defeat him before he could complete his final job.

      His symptoms had doubled in severity since they entered the mine. The hallucinations were getting worse. When he tried to aim through his sights at the creatures in the previous cavern, he saw his mother and father stuck to the side of the mound, smiling and beckoning him forward.

      They were both killed near the start of the century war after the horans struck his village on Fides Gamma. He often wondered if he would’ve been a respectable officer in the CWDF had it not happened, not that he regretted his subsequent career as a gunrunner, hunter and freelancer with Carson Mach.

      Adira picked up her pace. Sanchez strained to keep with Her and Mach as they both advanced along the dark tunnel. He couldn’t reveal the effort it took just to maintain a fast walk. The last thing he wanted to do was compromise the mission, but he would have to tell them soon. It couldn’t get to a situation where him covering the illness risked all of their lives.

      Images of Sanchez’s own organs flashed through his mind, with a thin white creature wrapped around them. The symbiosite constantly let him know exactly who was in control of both of their lives right to the bitter end. This had happened every day for the last two years. Day by day the damned thing increased its grip on him as it tangled inside his torso.

      A sudden splitting pain filled the hunter’s head. He propped his hand against the rock and held his breath, waiting for it to subside. Lights flashed in front of his eyes and his pulse pounded in both ears. Even the stims had little effect in blocking the migraines and stomach cramps.

      Sanchez composed himself and staggered forward. He wasn’t sure how much further he could go without collapsing in a heap. He thought about not having the chance to say goodbye Tulula and vowed he wouldn’t give in. The vestan engineer had melted his heart with her no-nonsense approach and technical abilities. She was the last face he wanted to see before shuffling off this mortal coil.

      Mach said something through the comm but Sanchez didn’t understand a word. He nodded and forced up a thumb.

      Adira and Mach rounded a corner.  Sanchez hunched over and took the opportunity to take a few deep breaths. They’d wait for him. He’d say he heard something and was covering their rear. All he needed was a bit of recovery time.

      The tunnel brightened and changed to the Nebula Bar on Feronia Prime. A place Sanchez had traded weapons and carried out a mission with Mach. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head.

      “Stop doing this to me,” he said. “Just give me this last chance.”

      Darkness surrounded him once again. Sanchez looked in both directions. He couldn’t remember if Mach and Adira had gone left or right. He attempted to speak into the comm but only produced shallow breath.

      It was a fifty-fifty gamble, but Sanchez needed to find them and rest before his energy was completely sapped. He turned and stumbled along the tunnel, crashing into both sides of the wall. He came out in their previous location.

      Figures moved in the dark around him. Sanchez raised his rifle but something ripped it free from his grip. He swung his right fist through the darkness. His own momentum spun him around and he collapsed to the ground with a twist.

      Thick black legs surrounded Sanchez. He couldn’t believe his fate was to be turned into phane food. He attempted to raise himself but didn’t have the strength and flopped back to the dirt.

      A purple robe brushed past his visor. Something chattered and hummed above him. Two large pincers slid underneath his body and lifted him into the air.
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      “Shit, where’s Sanchez?” Mach said, suddenly realizing that his friend was no longer bringing up the rear. “How could he have just gone?” Sweat started to pool under his arms, making his ribs sticky and damp. The heat of the underground mining shafts combined with the suspense of finding the weapon.

      Adira spun round, bathing the narrow, rough-hewn tunnel with a wash of blue visor light. She turned her head frantically, trying to find any sign of him, but Sanchez was gone. “Wait, there,” she said, pointing to the ground.

      A pair of footsteps led away in the dirt back the way they had come. Mach sent a ping to Sanchez’s smart-screen via the transceiver network they had been setting up along their travels.

      A split-second later a red dot blipped on Mach’s holo-display. It appeared it hadn’t got very far, maybe a few hundred meters down one of the side tunnels that led to one of the secondary mining locations.

      “We need to go back, quickly,” Mach said, dragging Adira by the arm until they were both running through the narrow tunnels toward the junction they had passed a moment ago.

      When they reached it, they stepped through a low opening, forcing them to have to crouch. The tunnel ahead was completely pitch black, swallowing their visor lights as though they were nothing but a single candle flame.

      The temperature was rising as they followed after Sanchez. All the while, Mach was trying to communicate with him, but received no response. Mach sent a report back to Babcock and Lassea to keep them up to speed. Babcock would get some of the data back from their smart-screens via their transceiver network, and Mach hoped he would be able to contact Sanchez.

      They travelled through the tunnel for another fifty meters or so, the ceiling gradually getting higher so they were able to stand and increase their pace. Adira was placing transceivers on the wall to extend their network so they could continue to communicate with Babcock.

      “Can you see him?” Mach said through his comm unit.

      “He’s moving fast,” Babcock responded. “Faster than he really ought to be able to in his condition—of which I have some more information for you when you find him. I think I might have found a way we can help him.”

      “That’s if the phane don’t get him first,” Mach said.

      He checked his smart-screen when he and Adira came to a junction with three possible exits. The red dot was moving incredibly fast now, way faster than a human, even in the open, could sprint.

      “You thinking what I’m thinking?” Adira said, her eyes narrowing as she looked into the gloom of the east exit.

      “What’s that?”

      “That he’s not the one moving.”

      “What do you mean?” Before she could answer, the dot stopped. Mach oriented himself based on the directions given to him by Babcock. “We take the west exit. He’s down there.”

      The two followed the tunnel, sprinting in the larger shaft, their feet running across the smooth surface of a disused Maglev mining track. “I meant,” Adira added, pointing to larger prints in the dust on either side of the track, “that he was probably carried away by something.”

      “That’s not a helpful thought,” Mach said as he pulled his Stinger over his shoulder and made sure he had a fresh mag installed. “Whatever it is, it’s gonna die pretty fucking quickly if it’s got Sanchez.”

      The sweat continued to pour out of Mach as he pushed himself faster and faster, checking his positioning against the updated instructions on his smart-screen, provided by Babcock.

      “Turn left at the end of the tunnel,” Babcock said. “But be careful, it looks like a dug-out cavern, not natural to the mining system according to Felix. It’s new.”

      “That’s just great,” Adira said. “Let me guess, another disgusting feeding frenzy.”

      It didn’t take a genius to guess, and Adira was right. She and Mach followed the directions and did indeed come to another feeding room. This one was larger than the Intrepid’s docking bay and had stone steps descending into a pit cut from the planet’s core. The gloom was punctured by a series of dark orange lamps, set up in a matrix to provide warm light for the thick, writhing larvae that chewed on varied organic matter, both alive and dead.

      “Don’t vomit in your helmet,” Adira said.

      “Thanks for that great advice. How about we concentrate on finding a way across.” He patched through to Babcock. “Babs, is this the only way? We’ve come to a feeding pit. I see an exit on the other side, but I’d rather avoid going down there if there’s another route around.”

      “Let me check.” A few seconds later Babcock delivered the news that, no, there was not, in fact, another route.

      “Lock and load, love,” Mach said, raising his Stinger rifle and stepping to the makeshift staircase, “We’re going down there. Shoot anything that moves, and if you have any rounds left, anything that doesn’t. I’ll take point.”

      “Not this time, lover boy.” Adira was quicker than Mach and flew down the steps with the speed and grace of a jaguar, showing up Mach as if he were a lumbering ox. They reached the bottom of the staircase, descending some thirty or more meters to the orange-lit pit.

      Mach stopped at the threshold, back against the wall. He grabbed Adira’s arm and pulled her back so they were both clothed in shadow. “Wait,” he said through the comm, making sure their external speakers were only set to receive. “There’s one soldier over there by the exit. I can’t see anything else beyond those grub-like larvae things. If we move around the perimeter, they’ll leave us alone and we’ll likely get the jump on the soldier. Aim for the head and empty all you got. Ready?”

      “Always.”

      “Babs, you seeing all this?”

      “I sure am, Mach. Sanchez’s location is just a few meters beyond the exit you’re looking at.”

      “We’re on it.”

      Mach double-checked his Stinger and chambered a round. Adira followed suit and they made their way slowly around the stone pit, the viscera of untold animals and other organic matter sloshing beneath their feet. Occasionally one of the grubs stirred and writhed in their direction before stopping to wallow in more filth. The soldier was pacing back and forth in front of the exit, turning its head one way then the other. The dark carapace on its forehead glowed with the dull orange lights. It had a set of antennae twitching and swirling in the air.

      They got around the edge of the pit so that they were now facing the soldier phane head-on, the rough walls pressing against their left side. The beast’s head swung their way. Its red eyes glinted before a pair of inner lids slipped down over the eyes like the sharks on Earth. Its clawed legs skittered on the floor before it launched itself with a screech toward Mach and Adira.

      This was just what Mach wanted. He thrust himself forward onto his chest, sliding along the slurry of guts on the ground; the momentum took him underneath the leaping soldier. Its spidery limbs chattered against the wall as it tried to correct itself, but it was too late. Mach spun over, raised his Stinger, and fired a full auto-burst into its undercarriage where the carapace appeared to be softer.

      Back against the wall, Adira calmly fired her auto-rifle on controlled semi auto bursts, pounding four slugs at a time into the creature’s face, splintering off thinner pieces of armor, exposing massive fangs.

      Like a horan that Mach had once battled in a similar fashion, the tactic worked; the creature’s guts spilled out from the wounds created by his Stinger’s fire. Combined with Adira’s assault, the phane collapsed to the ground in a twitching mess. Adira stepped up to it and slammed her foot in the side of its head, crashing it against the wall and making it twitch no more.

      “I hate bugs,” she said, wiping the gore of her suit’s armored shoe off on a cleaner part of the carapace.

      “I’m not overly fond of them either… or all this shit.”

      “You’re going to need more than a shower when we get back to the Intrepid. I’ll sandblast you. I can’t live with you covered in that crap for a week’s L-jump.”

      “It’s just an excuse for you to see me naked, isn’t it? Anyways, let’s get a move on. I can see a light from here.” Mach got to his feet and tried not to think about all the slurry covering his suit. He was just glad the suit had enough air for a few days; he dreaded to think how bad it must stink down here.

      “Wait,” Babcock said. “Turn around, look back into the pit, get a bit closer if you can. This is useful data. Squid Two and I will be able to use it to confirm our biological models. It’ll only take a few seconds.”

      Mach did as he asked while he reloaded the Stinger with a fresh magazine from his utility belt. Adira placed another transceiver on the wall and also reloaded her rifle.

      “That’s it; we’ve got enough,” Babcock said.

      “Glad to be of service,” Mach replied sarcastically then checked his smart-screen. Sanchez was just a couple of meters through the door, his vital signs looked pretty steady; his suit wasn’t communicating any major trauma. Mach thought it must be something to do with the symbiosite. He wished he could have talked the big man into staying behind, but Mach knew he would only come out here on his own if he tried to do that. Sanchez was one man who could only truly be captained if he happened to agree with them.

      “Okay,” Mach said, stepping to the exit: a large carved opening in the stone. He peered in and saw that it was some kind of lab. From his vantage point, he could just make out the end of a steel table hovering a meter off the ground. A shadow moved, growing larger.

      “We’ve got company,” Mach said, knowing from the alien shape of the shadow it wasn’t cast by Sanchez. “Follow me in. Ready?”

      Adira simply nodded, her face becoming passive again, her eyes narrowing, ready to unleash the violence from within once more in aid of her colleague and friend.
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* * *

      Babcock waved Squid Two out of the way and approached the viewscreen in the strategy room. Sereva returned after having gone out to fetch more coffee and some freeze-dried chicken steaks.

      “How are the crew on the Intrepid?” she asked. Babcock knew she was only asking as it was her ticket off the planet. Not that he could blame her. She had been stuck here for over a week, having lost all of her crew. Felix didn’t seem like the best of company during that time either.

      “They’re fine,” Babcock said. “Staying out of reach of the gun platforms, but ready to help us as needed. Mach and Adira have sent back some interesting data about the phane.”

      He stood back and showed her some of the analysis the bunker’s computers had worked on, the inputs of which were provided by Squid Two. Babcock had built his companion with a full suite of genome- and genetic-analysis software. He needed to know more about the phane. If Mach and the others were unable to set off the weapon, the CWDF and the Salus Sphere planets would need to know as much as possible about the enemy if they were to stop them.

      Along with the visual data Mach had sent back, he and Squid Two had used some of Sereva’s own samples and collections that she had gathered during her weeklong wait. Babcock was impressed by her intuition—even if she was unable to do anything with the samples, it showed she was thinking ahead.

      Perhaps that was one of the qualities that her superiors saw in her that led them to decide she would be the one to lead the team here with the weapon.

      “If you look at the genetic code here, you’ll see that there’s an abnormality. It remains dormant in almost all of the phane creatures.”

      “What is it?” Sereva asked, sitting on the edge of the table and crossing her arms as she stood next to Babcock, staring up at the swirling 3D image of the creature’s DNA model.

      “It’s the mutation that causes the breeders—I think. I’ve isolated three forms of the phane: the soldiers, possibly what Felix called the controllers given the numbers, and one other. The other has a one-in-a-billion chance of happening. Given the high rate of breeding and the all-consuming nature, my guess would be that these super-rare mutations are actually the main breeders, which would make sense that they’re being kept in the mines. The conditions there would protect them and allow them to set up an efficient hatchery and feeding system.”

      “So it’s like bees,” Sereva said. “The worker bees gather food for the queen and the new offspring.”

      Babcock nodded his head slowly. “Something like that, yes. It’s not an unheard of form of life, but I’ve never seen anything with this level of replication rate outside of actual bacteria. Their energy requirements are… limitless. And for each additional breeder they create, their growth would explode in orders of magnitude. My estimation for the safety of the Salus Sphere was far too optimistic. At this rate, we could be talking the end of the Sphere within as little as two weeks; the only limit is on their travel time from planet to planet.”

      “And we don’t know if these things are somewhere else out here in the greater Sphere region.”

      Babcock closed his eyes and ran a few calculations. If there were more than one threat… no, he couldn’t contemplate that. He had to focus on the job at hand. Helping Mach and Adira recover Sanchez and arm the bomb before the phane left the planet.

      Squid Two chirped to get Babcock’s attention.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      The drone switched the viewscreen back to Mach’s feed.

      “It’s Sanchez!” Babcock said. “What are they doing to him?”
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      Mach paused for a moment and stared at the scene in front of him. Sanchez lay on the hovering brushed-steel table. The top half of his suit had been stripped off and his arms and legs were strapped to each corner with shiny black material.

      An eight-foot creature, human in form but not appearance, dressed in a purple robe, stood over him. Its four black soulless eyes, underneath its bony light green brow, glanced across to a screen on a workbench then focused back on Sanchez.

      A long thick needle protruded from the center of the hunter’s bushy chest. A yellow solution pumped through a transparent tube attached to the top of it, directly into his body. His eyelids fluttered and his head flopped to one side.

      The alien ran an electronic device emitting a white glow over the length of Sanchez’s body. It stopped at his right foot and pinched his big toe with its spindly fingers.

      Anger flared inside Mach. Within minutes of capturing his old friend, the phane had started to experiment on him. Adira edged alongside him and motioned her head toward a group of glass cases and electronic equipment at the far end of the lab. She slipped silently to the right, behind a wall of neatly stacked metal boxes, no doubt getting into position for a pincer move.

      The sight was too much for Mach to even wait a few seconds. He growled, stepped forward, and raised his Stinger. The alien’s head twisted around in his direction. It reached its fingers inside its robe, produced a small graphite-colored object, and backed away from the table.

      Mach fired twice. The first caseless round thumped into the purple robe at chest height. The second hit just below the eyes, snapping the alien’s head back. It toppled over a trolley of vials and collapsed to the ground.

      Adira stood from behind the metal boxes and rushed over to Sanchez. She grabbed his chin and shook it. The big man’s eyes blinked open and he glanced around the room.

      “What the hell’s happening?” Sanchez said. He winced and looked down at his chest. “What have they done to me?”

      Mach breathed a sigh of relief. At least Sanchez’s last action wasn’t dying at the hands of twisted alien scientists.

      “Easy, Ernie,” Adira said. She grabbed a knife from his utility belt and cut away the restraints. “Lie still and Mach’s gonna pull that thing out of you.”

      Before Mach could reply, something jabbed into his calf. He spun around and looked down. A one-foot-tall phane, the same type as the larger one sprawled across the floor in a pool of its own crimson blood, also dressed in a purple robe, held a crooked syringe forward.

      Mach reached down, clamped his gloves around its neck and raised it off the floor. “Thought you could sneak up on me, eh?”

      The little alien squeezed its thin dark green lips together and its four black eyes widened. A stream of sticky saliva sprayed from its mouth and splashed across Mach’s visor.

      “Kill it,” Adira said. “We need to keep a fast momentum if we’re to pull this off.”

      Mach pinned it to the stone wall with his left hand and aimed his Stinger. He’d never killed a defenseless creature in his life, and something inside made him pause as the alien weakly attempted to kick him. Despite the attempt to inject him, it felt like killing a child.

      The alien opened its mouth wide, baring a set of razor-sharp jagged teeth, and bit Mach’s suit around his wrist. His previous thoughts were quickly eradicated by the painful crushing sensation. He fired his Stinger at point-blank range at the phane’s head and loosened his grip. It dropped to the floor in a heap, joining its big brother.

      A low rumbling moan echoed along the tunnel outside the lab. Mach swept his Stinger in the direction of the entrance to greet any new arrivals.

      Sanchez sat up and grabbed the needle with both hands. He grimaced, slowly pulled it out, and threw it across the room.

      “How are you feeling?” Adira asked with a look of concern.

      “Like I’ve just gone ten rounds with a horan bandit,” Sanchez replied. He groaned, swung his legs off the side of the table, and jumped to the ground. His suit lay in shreds in the corner of the room. He kicked it to one side, revealing his bone necklace and rifle.

      Mach glanced over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows as he watched Sanchez sling his necklace back on and inspect his rifle. The big man moved with all of his usual vigor.

      “What you looking at?” Sanchez asked. He crouched next to Mach and aimed out of the entrance. “I’ll provide cover. Babs might want to see what they were doing here.”

      “You seem okay, considering…” Mach trailed off and peered around the lab.

      “Considering what? Whatever they put in me can’t be any worse than the symbiosite. Let’s get this thing over with.”

      Forty brightly lit glass cases, with a small black data screen under each, drew Mach’s attention. He moved toward them and raised his smart-screen. “Babs, are you seeing this?”

      A distorted voice, drowned out by a static hiss, replied through the comm.

      “We’re deep in the mine,” Adira said. “They might’ve taken out some of the transceivers—”

      “I’ll capture it. He can view it later,” Mach said. “We’re on our own from here.”

      Adira gasped and leaned toward the nearest case. Mach also recognized what they were looking at. Some contained thin slices of tissues that could’ve been anything, but the ten across the top all contained cross sections of different human organs attached between two slides in light blue liquid. Strange data symbols streamed across the screens below.

      Mach recorded three of the streams and snapped still images of the grisly cases. Sucking a planet to a husk wasn’t good enough for these aliens. They wanted to play the mad scientists too. The phanes couldn’t be allowed a step further toward the Salus Sphere.

      “Take a look at this!” Adira said. She hunched over two larger monitors positioned on a silver chest to the side of the cases.

      The left one had ten transparent 3D images of Sanchez’s body at different angles. The extent of the symbiosite’s grip became obvious as Mach inspected each one. A thin worm snaked around the hunter’s kidneys, pancreas, heart and lungs. It continued down around his intestines and ended near the bottom of his colon.

      Adira captured graphs and data from the right screen and glanced across to Mach. He struggled to maintain a neutral expression after getting his first view of Sanchez’s ailment. The images stirred a mix of sadness and repulsion, and for the first time, he understood why the big man seemed content to be resigned to his fate.

      “Something’s coming,” Sanchez said. “Get your asses over here.”

      Mach and Adira rushed across the lab and knelt by the side of the entrance.

      Dark shadows flickered along the carved ceiling of the dimly lit tunnel. Arachnid legs tapped against the stone floor.

      Mach grabbed the edge of the hovering metal table and flipped it over. It attempted to correct itself, but he held it in place and pushed it across the lab’s entrance. Sanchez leaned against the left edge and aimed over it. Adira shoved her shoulder against the right side and extended her laser. Mach crouched in the center and peered through his sights.

      The movements ahead stopped. Mach’s heart thumped against his chest as he waited. A low electronic whine increased in pitch to an earsplitting whistle.

      Two shiny orange orbs bounced around the corner and rolled to a stop three meters ahead of the table.

      Mach ducked behind the makeshift barrier and tensed. The other two followed suit. A horan grenade that size wouldn’t be big enough to take them out, but he had no idea what kind of tech they faced.

      Two hollow pops split the air followed by hissing. White smoke collected around the top of the tunnel, increasing in thickness, and billowed into the lab.

      Sanchez bolted up and fired. Mach edged up but could hardly see past an arm’s length.

      The electric whine gained in volume. Two blue beams stabbed through the shroud and moved around at different angles, like the crappy disco lasers in the Nebula Bar on Feronia Prime, although these were probably searching for targets.

      “Fire at the source,” Mach ordered.

      Adira’s laser zipped four times, creating a thin red glow in the smoke around her beam. Sanchez let off two shells. A talon lashed out and disappeared. Mach aimed at its former position and fired.

      A bright projectile shot out of the gloom, smashed through the table between Sanchez and Mach, and exploded against the far side of the lab. Shattered glass and small pieces of electronic debris sprayed against the back of Mach’s suit.

      “Away from the entrance,” Mach said.

      Adira sprang to her feet and ran for the stacked row of metal boxes. Sanchez followed, showing no ill effects from his phane-administered injection.

      Mach let go of the table and backed away, maintaining his aim at the tunnel. The table flipped up, correcting itself. The projectile had blasted a neat circular hole through its center.

      Both of the light blue beams settled on Mach’s chest. He ducked to his left and scrambled behind the boxes.

      “Whatever’s coming, I don’t fancy our chances in a shoot-out,” Adira said. “We need to find a weak point.”

      Sanchez nodded while loading his incendiary rounds. Adira, with a laser in each hand, silently disappeared into the gloom.

      “Never say I don’t know how to show a girl a good time,” Mach said.

      She didn’t reply from her new unseen position. Mach could always count on her bravery, professionalism, and full use of her skills in situations like this.

      A dark mechanical arm thrust through the entrance and punched the table out of the way. It clanked against the opposite wall and dropped to the ground.

      Mach switched the sights to heat-emission mode and peered through the scope. A figure stepped into the lab in a plate-armored exoskeleton suit. Both beams came from the top of its helmet. A hot barrel was attached to its right arm. Two arachnid phanes scuttled on either side.

      The figure swept the barrel around the lab and turned its head back and forth, casting the beams around the room.

      “Spiders first,” Mach whispered. “Fire and move. Then all in on the suit.”

      He received two clicks through his speaker in reply: an acknowledgment from Sanchez and Adira. A procedure they used to avoid chatter when facing something searching for them at close range.

      Mach positioned the legs of the right arachnid in the center of his sights. The plan was to knock it off balance to expose its softer underbelly. He took a deep breath and fired on automatic, and one of his tracer rounds struck the rear joint of the back leg.

      Sanchez’s rounds burst on impact against the left creature, coating it in white-hot flames. It dropped to its side and writhed on the ground.

      The figure aimed its barrel at the boxes. Mach and Sanchez split in opposite directions. An explosion ripped through the central section of the wall. The force split the other boxes apart, exposing Mach’s position.

      Two lasers flashed above Mach’s head. The right arachnid hobbled through the smoke and howled. He fired at its snarling face until his rounds ran dry and reached down to his belt for a fresh magazine. The rounds checked the creature’s movement, but only for a moment.

      The arachnid reached within two meters, raised a talon and hunched down. One of Sanchez’s incendiary rounds hit the side of its torso. The temperature reading in Mach’s prosthetic eye rose considerably as the creature burst into flames.

      Both of the blue beams cut out. Through the flickering flames, the exoskeleton thrashed around. It fired and the projectile slammed against the ceiling. Adira clung to its back and repeatedly shot her laser into the base of its helmet.

      Sanchez raced through the smoky air, skidded to one knee and fired. Green fire flashed from his muzzle, a sign he’d switched to armor-piercing rounds.

      The high-pitched electric whine decreased, like a winding down fusion motor of a CDWF shuttle after landing. The suit had jammed in position as if it were just about to throw a punch.

      Mach reloaded and edged forward. Green blood and chunks of matter spattered across the inside of the visor. Adira drew her knife and jabbed it against two smoldering thick cables at the side of the neck. Sparks crackled out and raced across the floor.

      The room fell silent. Sanchez thrust his boot against the chest plate of the exosuit and it crashed to the ground.

      Both arachnids twitched on the ground.

      “You’re moving well for man at death’s door,” Adira said to Sanchez.

      “Being attacked has a funny way of putting a rocket up anyone’s ass” he replied. “Nothing changes.”

      Mach took a deep breath and checked his smart-screen. “We need to find that bomb before an army descends on us. Let’s move.”
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      Mach followed Adira and Sanchez back through the tunnel. The smoke thinned as they neared the open cavernous space of the feeding chamber. Mach arced his Stinger from left to right and covered their rear, training it at small dark passages on either side, expecting something to scuttle out at any moment.

      “Through here,” Adira said and headed right through a narrow gap in the wall.

      “They took the bomb this way?” Sanchez asked.

      “No. We got sidetracked after you wandered off. It’s a short cut to the western section’s transport route. It leads to the mineral face where the Voyager team planted the device.”

      “Makes sense,” Mach said. “If they didn’t destroy the planet, at least they’d obliterate the deposit. Do you think the phane even know about the bomb?”

      “What makes you say that?” Adira asked.

      “It feels like we’re being treated as a minor inconvenience. If I were in their shoes, claws, pincers or whatever, I’d throw everything at us.”

      “We’ll soon find out,” Adira said. “The route is around the next corner. It’s half a klick from there.”

      Mach edged sideways through the thin gap and flashed his helmet strip around the rough dark brown walls on either side. They rose up as far as his beam’s range and had the appearance of a natural fissure, rather than an OreCorp-made tunnel.

      The walls widened out to a cave bathed in a light green glow from light shining in through its mouth. Adira crept to the edge and peered around the corner. Mach moved to her side. Equally spaced luminous blocks lined the two-lane road in either direction in the square-cut tunnel.

      “Looks like the phane have quite an operation going on down here,” Mach said. “Perfect for when we detonate the bomb.”

      “Which way is it?” Sanchez asked.

      “Left to the mineral face,” Adira said. “We can follow the transport route back. It’ll take us out on the other side of the mountain.”

      “Seems straightforward. I’ll lead the way.”

      Adira glanced across to Mach and raised an eyebrow. He also wondered about the hunter’s vitality since being injected in the chest, especially as he no longer had the breathing support from his suit.

      Sanchez shouldered his rifle and moved forward in a series of short sprints, hugging the side of the green glowing wall, aiming from side to side.

      A faint whine of machinery echoed along the tunnel. The group paused. Mach peered through his scope and searched for any heat signatures. The only ones he could detect were from the luminous blocks. A light flashed around the distant bend and the whining increased in volume.

      “In here,” Adira said and stooped into a small cave.

      Mach followed and looked around. There was only one way in and out. Not great if they were caught in here, but good for an ambush situation for anything passing. They had no idea what was heading their way, but the element of surprise could mean the difference between life and death.

      Sanchez ducked inside and grunted. “Why wait in here? We’ll take whatever it is head-on.”

      “I’m glad to see the phane bravery injection’s working,” Adira said in a sarcastic tone. “Think about if we come across an army of those creatures in exosuits?”

      “She’s got a point,” Mach said. “It was a close-run thing in the lab. Let’s see what we’re facing before deciding how to tackle it.”

      Adira glanced at her smart-screen. “It’s the only way to the mineral face from here. It’s wait here or be caught in the open.”

      Mach edged back toward the front of the cave and peered into the distant gloom. Hundreds of small white objects jerked along the ground. In a matter of seconds, hundreds turned to thousands as they rapidly bobbed in the direction of the mine’s entrance.

      “What is it?” Adira asked.

      “I’m not sure yet; give me a moment.”

      The sea of white objects covered the entire road and moved forward in an eerie wave. It soon became obvious what was happening as the front rank of the procession neared and the area filled with the clatter of legs against stone. Thousands of fist-sized arachnids carried an egg on their two front pincers. Mach retreated back inside, out of view of the transport route. “There’re thousands of little ones carrying out eggs. Looks like they’re bugging out.”

      “Great pun,” Sanchez replied. “Anything else?”

      “Not yet, but we’ll be swamped if we try to attack that many.”

      “We’ve only got one sensible option,” Adira said. “Staying out of sight.”

      “After I’ve found out what else is heading our way,” Mach said. He killed his helmet strip, crouched and moved back to the edge of the cave. The front of the wave had already passed by and arachnids filled the road in either direction. The thought of what this amount would do to a planet in the Salus Sphere, once fully grown, sent a chill down Mach’s spine.

      For a further minute, the small phane soldiers scuttled past with their cargo until they thinned out to just the odd one or two. Mach estimated there must’ve been at least fifty thousand.

      At the far end of the tunnel, more lights shone from around the bend, brightening the cave wall.

      A weapons platform drifted around the corner and shone a thick white beam along the tunnel. Three mechs, with rectangular bodies and stumpy folding legs, followed, crashing along the ground behind it. Each had a searchlight on top that scanned around the ceiling and walls. Cannons hanging off either side of the machines extended forward.

      Mach looked over his shoulder. “We’ve got a different kind of procession heading our way. A platform, mechs and goodness knows what.”

      “Do you think they’re leaving Noven Alpha?” Adira asked.

      “They’ve killed pretty much everything here,” Sanchez said. “Makes sense that they’d move on to suck another planet dry.”

      Mach nodded. “We need the bomb to go off with them still in the atmosphere.”

      A large dark shape followed the mechs. Mach crawled back a couple of yards to observe from the cave’s gloomy confines.

      The platform hovered past. Its light briefly flashed across the cave’s mouth before continuing forward. The three mechs stomped past a few seconds later. Mach held his breath and glanced across to Sanchez and Adira. Both hugged the wall, weapons raised, waiting to attack if a phane machine decided to investigate.

      Long deep moans echoed through the tunnel along with a collective thump of metal against stone.

      Half a minute later, a mech led a large white slug-type creature, similar in size to the scimitar APC, by a thick metallic cable attached around its neck. Eight biped phane soldiers in exosuits marched on either side of it.

      “That’ll be a breeder,” Sanchez whispered and edged forward. “Babs reckoned—”

      Mach held an arm across his chest. “What the hell’s got into you? Keep quiet.”

      Two more breeders followed with the same type of escort. The third stopped crawling in front of the cave, opened its wide downturned mouth and bellowed. The mech jerked the lead and dragged it forward.

      A weapons platform completed the strange phane parade, rotating its four stubby cannons around the tunnel.

      Nobody said a word while they waited to see if anything else came from the mineral face. The sound of the machines and creatures gradually grew fainter, heading out of the mine. Mach leopard-crawled to the edge of the cave and peered in either direction. Sanchez and Adira followed.

      A single small arachnid scuttled along the road. Sanchez tracked it with his rifle until it disappeared out of sight.

      “If they’re heading off planet, we need to move our asses,” Adira said.

      “I don’t see us having any other option,” Sanchez replied. “We take out whatever’s left down there, arm the bomb, and get the hell out of here.”

      Mach jumped to his feet and shouldered his Stinger. Options didn’t need to be discussed. If the phane weren’t leaving, that might also mean they could be coming back. The three of them would have no chance against platforms, mechs and exosuits in a confined space, not to mention thousands of venomous arachnids. He stepped out to the transport route and headed down its slight incline between the luminous blocks.

      Adira held a laser in each hand and darted along the right side of the tunnel. Sanchez took the left, advancing with long strides, rifle aimed from the hip.

      The route bent around to the right and straightened. In the distance, the end of the tunnel opened up into a huge cavernous space, also bathed in soft green light, beyond two ten-meter-wide open rusty blast doors. The only detectable sound was the team’s boots crunching against parts of shell, but that was unavoidable as it covered most of the ground.

      Adira knelt by the side of the right door and checked her smart-screen. She turned toward Mach and waved him over.

      Mach headed in Adira’s direction but maintained his aim into the cavern. It was only once he drew level with her that he got a full view of what was beyond the doors. Hundreds of luminous blocks, placed on ledges and outcrops at differing heights, brightened the six-story-high space. Thousands of the local creatures’ transparent bones were heaped in the center of the rocky ground. A few white ones were amongst them. The thought of one of the breeders eating a member of the Voyager crew turned Mach’s stomach.

      “It’s in a small chamber on the other side,” Adira said and pointed her laser across the cavern. “That’s where they first found the mineral.”

      Sanchez immediately headed for it but stopped close to the pile of bones and quickly swung his rifle down. A moment later, he shook his head and stamped his left boot against the ground. “Just a baby one, no problem…”

      Clattering came from the tunnel. Heavier, more spaced, and louder than the noise the small arachnids made.

      Mach and Adira ran for a large boulder and scrambled behind it. Sanchez, who was closer to the chamber, sprinted toward its dark entrance.

      “I think we’ve got company,” Mach said.

      Adira rolled her eyes. “Has anyone ever said you’re a master of the understatement?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Babcock peered at the holoscreen and attempted to transmit again. Since getting a brief sight of Sanchez on the floating table, nothing had come back from the mines or Felix leading the phane around in the scimitar. Lassea and Tulula, guiding the Intrepid around the planet at high altitude, had also lost contact. Communications needed to be established again, if anyone on the mission remained alive.

      Squid Two chirped and extended its tentacles.

      “That’s what I’ve been contemplating,” Babcock replied. “I can’t think of another way.”

      Sereva stepped close, invading his personal space. “What did your machine just say?”

      “It has a name,” Babcock said and edged back until he bumped against a table. He considered Adira aggressive, but she had nothing on Voyager’s captain. “Squid Two can go out, lay some more transceivers and search the mines. Our objective would be to create a link back to the team or find them.”

      “Sounds like a plan. If they’re dead, we’re next in line. You do realize that?”

      “I have faith when it comes to Carson Mach. Using Squid Two is an appropriate use of resources, considering the circumstances.”

      Sereva gave him a lingering glare before her face softened. “I’ll open the bunker doors when you’re ready.”

      Babcock nodded and headed to the docking bay. He pushed his deepest fears about the fate of the team to one side and refused to believe the possibility they might be already dead.

      Squid Two waited next to the doors. Babcock grabbed two handfuls of the spherical transceivers, placed them in a plastic tray, and held it up. “Always follow the path of least risk based on your logical conclusions. Only allow the percentages to rise if the crew’s lives are in danger.”

      The little droid wrapped two tentacles under the tray and chirped an acknowledgment.

      Babcock turned to face the orb camera in the corner of the bay, held up a thumb, and waited. He decided to use the time it took Squid Two to reach the mines to continue working on a way to cure the symbiosite in Sanchez’s body. A solution had been impossible to find so far.

      The solid blast doors parted in the center, revealing the ramp leading to the forest under Noven Alpha’s clear night sky.

      Squid Two floated through the gap and disappeared into the darkness.
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      Mach aimed his Stinger around the side of the boulder at the blast doors. Judging by the increasingly loud thumps echoing down the transport route, this wasn’t a swarm of small or large phane arachnids approaching but something much bigger. He took a deep breath and prepared himself for action.

      Adira shot him a nervous glance. “I thought they were leaving?”

      “Maybe they picked up our transceiver signals?” Mach said. “Doesn’t really matter. We have to kill it.”

      “I’ve found the bomb,” Sanchez said through comm. “You deal with whatever’s coming and I’ll set the manual timer to go off in an hour.”

      Dust dropped from the ceiling as the footsteps pounded closer.

      “Go for it,” Mach replied. “But we might be need you out here.”

      “No problem. Just say the word.”

      “Is the bomb damaged?” Adira asked.

      Sanchez grunted. “The remote control unit’s smashed. Part of the configuration pad’s covered in slime, but I think we’ll be okay. Leave it with me.”

      Adira stood with her back to the boulder and brushed her finger across her smart-screen. “If we’ve got an hour, our only option is to leave by the western entrance and hope Felix is still around.”

      Mach nodded. “The Intrepid can’t be risked.”

      “What if we can’t make it back in time?”

      “We go out with bang.” Mach peered into Adira’s eyes and detected a hint of fear for the first time in his life. He gave her a reassuring smile and patted her shoulder. “Trust me, it won’t come to that.”

      Adira sighed. “I’ve heard you say that before.”

      Two thick black tentacles, the size of tree trunks, poked through the blast doors and swayed around. Pincers rapidly clicked together on the end of each one. Moments later, the head of a giant bug appeared. Its silvery eyes flicked around the ground and ledges. Saliva dripped from two large yellow fangs that curled out of its mouth.

      The bug squeezed its graphite colored bulky body, comprising of three spherical sections, through the cavern’s entrance and hunched up on its six hairy black legs. It opened its mouth and let out an ear-piercing screech.

      “What the hell?” Adira said. “Look above it.”

      A metallic strap wrapped around the middle section of the bug. At the top, A lens swiveled around on the end of a chrome rod. Two small cannons on square base units attached to either side.

      “Sanchez,” Mach whispered through the comm. “We need your incendiary and armor piercing rounds.”

      “I can’t get the manual timer working. Give me a couple of minutes.”

      “We haven’t got two minutes,” Adira snapped. “Move your ass.”

      The lens swept around and stopped on the boulder. Mach and Adira ducked behind it and braced.

      A bright light flashed and a boom reverberated around the cavern. Shards of rock sprayed in all directions and peppered the walls, smashing two of the luminous blocks on the surrounding ledges.

      The force of the blast pushed the boulder back, knocking Mach and Adira off their feet. Smoke filled the air and formed a light green shroud. The bug scuttled across the ground.

      A black leg dropped through the haze and landed close to Mach. He wiped dust from his visor, grabbed Adira’s arm, and sprinted for the opposite side of the cavern, hoping to draw attention away from chamber containing Sanchez and the bomb. The big hunter would a clear shot from behind if it worked.

      Mach raced up a ledge, dropped to one knee and shouldered his Stinger. He fired at the advancing dark shadow. Adira’s red laser beams sliced through smoke and struck the creatures head.

      The bug snarled, jumped forward, and lashed out its tentacles. Mach and Adira dove to their left behind large overhanging stalactite. Both pincers thudded against the wall and quickly retreated.

      “Sanchez, where the hell are you?” Mach said. “We need you out here.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      A burst of automatic gunfire echoed from the other side of the cavern. Fire engulfed the rear section of the bug and it rose on its back legs. The cannons simultaneously fired; bolts exploded against the ceiling.

      Large chunks of rock fell to the ground and the cavern shook. An ominous rumble groaned overhead.

      The stalactite, providing temporary cover for Mach and Adira, fell and shattered into hundreds of pieces. Others dropped through the smoke and crashed against the ground. It was impossible to avoid taking brusing hits from the flying debris.

      Mach winced after taking a blow to his ribs and shin. He glanced up after hearing a cracking sound. Black fractures spread from the two gouges created by the cannons and raced across the ceiling.

      Sanchez fired again. The green streaks of armor piercing rounds zipped from his muzzle and punched straight through the front section of the bug. The exit wound cracked open the bug’s shell. White guts spewed out and hung from its side.

      The bug sank on its legs and its silver eyes closed, but the lens turned toward Sanchez. The cannons quickly followed and fired in his direction. One shot hit the top of the chamber’s entrance, leaving a pile of rubble around it. The other fired wide and hit the pile of bones, scattering them across the cavern.

      “Ernie, are you okay?” Mach asked.

      “I made it back inside—”

      A large slab dropped in the center of the cavern, leaving a gaping black hole above it. More cracks appeared and smaller rocks showered the ground. Mach and Adira pressed themselves against the wall.

      “The whole place is gonna cave in,” Adira said.

      “You two go,” Sanchez. “I’ll need to manually detonate if I can’t get the timer working.”

      “No,” Mach said. “We’re in this together. I’ve never left someone behind. I’m not starting now.”

      The lens and cannons spun to face Mach and Adira. They rushed along the ledge toward the blast doors. A head-height pile of debris had already fallen in front of their escape route.

      Explosions split the air above and below them. Sanchez leaned over rubble at the chamber’s entrance and fired a burst at the top of the bug. One of the cannons sagged and the lens shattered. Thins wisps of smoke drifted from both devices.

      The remaining cannon spun around and fired in random directions, blasting the walls and knocking more chunks out of the ceiling. Adira scrambled up of rocks and lay on top of pile by the left door. Mach reluctantly followed through the gap, knowing it could be blocked at any minute. Something might fall on their heads at any moment and squash them like a sledgehammer hitting a melon if they didn’t get clear of the cavern.

      A large mound had now collected on the ground and debris continues to rain down. Only a partial section of the ceiling remained but large pieces of stone dropped out of the darkness above as the cannon continue to fire. The chances of any of them making it out alive if they stay much longer were slim.

      Mach still had a partial view of Sanchez and the two old friends locked eyes.

      “Get back to the bomb and set that damned timer,” Mach said.

      “Run,” Sanchez said and waved a glove in the direction of the transport route. “Some of us need to get back to the ship.”

      “Ernie,” Adira said, “You’ve still got a few minutes. Stop fooling around.”

      “If you wait for me, and I can’t get it working, we all die, including the rest of the crew and possibly the whole Salus Sphere if these fuckers make it off-planet.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” Mach said.

      “What’s your alternative? Don’t end up trapped down here with me. I’ll manually detonate in fifty five minutes if I can’t get this sucker working.”

      Mach set his watch and shook his head. “Do it now.”

      “I was on my last legs before the phane stuck a needle in my chest,” Sanchez said. “Who knows what they did to me? A shot of adrenalin, an even worse parasite? Don’t waste your own lives. I’ll probably be dead by tomorrow even if I manage to configure it.”

      “I can’t let your do this,” Mach said. He knew Sanchez spoke the truth, and it was the most practical decision, but he couldn’t bring himself to run. It wasn’t in his DNA. “Go for the bomb. That’s an order.”

      Through the dusty air, a smile stretched across Sanchez’s face, although Mach felt the opposite emotion. The big hunter saluted and disappeared behind the rubble into the darkness beyond.

      “Sanchez,” Adira said frantically through the comm. “Are you still there?”

      “It’s been an honor. Send my love to Tulula and the others. Oh, and stay safe.”

      Mach heard a click over his helmet’s speaker and checked his smart-screen. Sanchez had switched off his link.  He swallowed hard and punched the rocks with his glove.

      The left side of the cavern shuddered and collapsed, blocking Mach and Adira’s view of the chamber but revealed a deep cave behind the fallen section. Thousands of eggs lay on the floor in neat rows. At least a hundred arachnid soldiers stood over them. Their glinting orange eyes collectively focused on the gap at the top of blast doors.

      Adira grabbed Mach’s arm. “We need to go.”

      Mach resisted while he quickly weighed up the odds. He turned to her. “We’re going, but the phane are coming too. If we’re leaving Sanchez, we need to give him the best possible chance of success.”

      Adira nodded, aimed her laser, and fired. Fragments of eggshell shot into the gloomy air. Mach trained his Stinger at the group of closest arachnids and sprayed them with automatic fire. One fell to the ground. The rest advanced, picking their way through the debris on the cavern floor. A boulder dropped through the open ceiling and crushed two of them but it didn’t stop the rest scuttling forward.

      A sinking feeling gripped Mach as he slid down the pile or rocks and sprinted up the incline of the transport route between the luminous green blocks. Adira ran by his side and didn’t say a word. He’d never had this kind of experience during a mission before.

      The clattering noise of phane in pursuit echoed through the tunnel behind them. Shadows moved through the caves at either side as Mach passed. The last thing on his mind was stopping to investigate.

      Stars in the night sky appeared through the distant entrance. Sanchez still had a glimmer of hope, but Mach doubted he would ever see the big hunter again. He glanced down at his smart-screen. They had fifty minutes to get off the planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Mach sprinted out of the mine’s western entrance and glanced around. A road, cut into the gentle foothill of the mountain, zigzagged to ground level eighty feet below. Bright moonlight shone down from the star-filled sky, casting long dark shadows from the trees at the edge of the forest over the open ground in front of him.

      Adira shook his shoulder. “Over there.”

      She pointed in the direction of an old drilling vehicle parked by the side of the road. A rusty thick corkscrew extended from its front. Mach followed Adira behind the exposed decaying engines at the back and skidded to a stop on the dusty ground.

      Taking a moment to catch his breath, Mach panned the horizon in his sights and came to an abrupt halt after picking up a massive heat signature. He lowered his Stinger and stared open-mouthed.

      The phane mothership raised out of the forest a klick to their right. A huge diamond-shaped vessel, at least ten times bigger than the Intrepid, with twenty cannons of an equally as large ratio. Lights flashed around its midsection. Smaller craft buzzed around the top of it in defensive circular holding patterns.

      A track had been beaten through the forest across to the mine, probably from the thousands of creatures that had passed in either direction. Mach switched to telescopic night vision and focused on movement along it toward the ship. Three white bulky shapes crawled near the back. The procession, including the breeders, was fast approaching and would be soon boarding. There would be nothing holding the phane back from taking off, and the Intrepid couldn’t fight that kind of power in the atmosphere or space.

      “Holy shit,” Adira said.

      “Took the words right out of my mouth,” Mach said. “We need to get out of here and hope Sanchez works his magic.”

      Adira bowed her head and took a deep breath. A rare sign of emotion, but one Mach shared, not that they had time to think about it. Sanchez was probably on his way out and made a brave decision as his final act. The time for his remembrance would be after they left the planet and he destroyed it. If Babcock had given Mach a hint that he had a cure for the symbiosite, it might be different, but circumstances led them in a different direction. There was no room for sentiment until the job was complete.

      The downed fighter drone lay on its belly in a patch of open scrubland to their front. Mach knew that neither Adira nor he had the technical skills to carry out any repairs. The chances were it had been terminally damaged when brought down by phane weaponry.

      Arachnid legs, clattering up the transport route in hot pursuit, increased in volume behind them. Adira gestured her head toward the forest in the direction of the bunker. Proceeding on foot was their only option. Whether they had enough time to get back before the bomb detonated was another story, but they couldn’t do anything about it.

      Mach and Adira ran across half a klick of open land to the closest part of the forest. He glanced over his shoulder twice before reaching the canopy. Nothing immediately followed, but hundreds of phane arachnids streamed out of the mine’s entrance and swarmed on the road outside.

      Adira placed her back against a thick tree trunk, took a few deep breaths and checked her smart-screen, searching the map for the quickest way back.

      “Carson, Adira, Sanchez… any of you there?” Babcock said through the comm.

      “We’re here,” Adira replied. “Lost all comms once we entered the mine.”

      “Squid Two’s created a new transceiver network. What’s the status of the bomb?”

      Mach breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s due to go off shortly. We need a fast way back to the Intrepid.”

      “Define shortly,” Babcock asked. “We’ve just lost the ability to ping it.”

      “Forty-five minutes. Sanchez is trying to configure the timer. If he can’t get it working, it’s going to be a manual activation.”

      A moment of silence followed. Mach guessed anyone listening would be considering the implications of his last statement. He followed Adira deeper into the undergrowth, edging between tightly clustered trees and swiping away vines.

      “We’re still in the air,” Tulula eventually replied. “What’s your location?”

      “I’m close to the western entrance. Don’t bring the Intrepid here. It’s too dangerous.”

      “You can’t leave him in the mine.”

      “It was his choice,” Mach said, recognizing the desperation in Tulula’s voice, but also the need to get things moving. “Go to the bunker, pick up Babs and Sereva, and wait for us.”

      The vestan engineer didn’t reply. She, out of anyone, had the deepest emotional connection with Sanchez. Mach had been friends with him for years, and his impending loss was deep, but the last thing the big hunter would want was for the rest of the crew to sacrifice themselves against hopeless odds.

      “I’m setting coordinates for the bunker,” Lassea said. “We’ll be there in five minutes.”

      The arachnids on the road outside the mine headed away in a column formation toward the dirt trail leading to the mothership.

      “You’re around half a klick from the scimitar,” Babcock said. “Head around the side of the mountain back to your original entry point.”

      “Can’t Felix bring it here?” Adira asked.

      “The vehicle isn’t moving,” Sereva said. “We haven’t re-established contact with him yet. I’m sending coordinates over.”

      Mach activated his smart-screen map. A red dot appeared over a stretch of barren land to their east. He orientated himself, looked through the canopy at a distant scree slope, and headed off.

      Both he and Adira kept to the edge of the forest to avoid being caught in the open ground between the foothills and foliage.

      Trees thinned around the scree slope, which flowed into the undergrowth, and their boots crunched over loose pieces of rock as they trudged over it. Mach stopped at the top and peered back in the direction of the phane mothership, now partially obscured by the western edge of the mountain. More lights buzzed above it, at least twenty ships sweeping the area in wide arcs.

      “Over there,” Adira said. “That has to be it.”

      He spun to face the opposite direction. The dark outline of the scimitar nestled between two large boulders. Hundreds of twisted black shapes surrounded it. The faint noise of phane engines moaned overhead. Mach knelt next to a tree and shouldered his Stinger. Four weapon-platforms drifted across the sky in the direction of the mothership.

      “Looks like they’re all boarding,” Adira said. “I doubt we’ve got long.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      Mach waited until the platforms rounded the side of the mountain before bounding down the scree slope to the open stretch of land. He slowly approached the scimitar while scanning for any heat signatures through his scope.

      Hundreds of arachnid phane soldiers lay slaughtered around the vehicle. Most sliced by the lasers, others had multiple gunshot wounds. Scratches and tiny dents covered every part of the armored body. Adira knelt, providing cover for Mach. He crept to the open side-door and aimed inside. The only signs of Felix were splashes of blood on the controls and the door’s internal opening lever.

      The ammo boxes of the four guns in each corner were empty. The laser’s power reading on the dashboard showed it depleted of energy. Mach scanned the scene outside again. It seemed that Felix had been surrounded by thousands of creatures and went down in a blaze of glory, taking out as many as he could before he ran out of ammo and they forced their way in.

      Mach hoped it had been a quick end. Felix struck him as a decent and genuine man. He looked at Adira and shook his head.

      She rushed over and climbed inside.

      “We’re at the vehicle. Felix isn’t here,” Mach said over the comm.

      “Have you seen Squid Two?” Babcock replied. “We’ve lost contact since speaking with you.”

      “We haven’t,” Adira said. “I’ll let you know if we do.”

      Mach hit the manual start button and held his breath. The scimitar’s engine roared to life. Its four front headlights stabbed into the dark, brightening the pile of corpses in front of the vehicle and the tree line beyond.

      “It’s been a few years since I’ve driven one of these,” he said as he eased both levers forward.

      The tracks groaned, but the vehicle didn’t move. Mach increased the power, and they jerked forward, grinding over the closest phane bodies. He steered toward the track they initially came down and accelerated, crunching over more dead arachnids until they hit open ground and powered toward a gap in the forest.

      Adira looked across and smiled. “You look like you enjoyed that.”

      “I can’t say it didn’t have a small level of satisfaction,” Mach said. “I suppose you get yours from your new man?”

      “Who said it’s a man?”

      Mach was about to reply, but he caught a sign of movement through the reinforced windshield. He turned the vehicle right and its beams flashed over the rock-strewn surface. Thousands of small phanes, like the ones carrying eggs in the tunnel, snaked across the land in an extended line.

      A big slice of revenge was waiting for the phanes if they managed to get clear of the planet and Sanchez set the bomb off, but Mach couldn’t resist getting a small slice now an opportunity presented itself. He thrust both levers toward the head of the phane line, taking them slightly off course, but not significantly.

      The scimitar’s engines increased in pitch. It surged forward, crushing over small rocks. Adira jerked back in her seat. “Just leave them. We don’t want to attract any attention from the larger ones. You saw Felix’s likely fate.”

      Mach remained focused on the ground ahead. “I’m doing this for Felix, and for Sanchez, and goodness knows who else they slaughtered.”

      The front of the phane line split and scuttled in multiple directions. The ones behind remained in formation and didn’t have enough time to move. The scimitar’s body vibrated as its tracks squashed hundreds of arachnids into the dirt.

      Mach turned the APC back on course and they hit the trail back to the bunker.
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* * *

      Mach maintained the scimitar’s speed as they reached within half a klick of the Intrepid. Dense dark forest hugged either side of the trail, but they hadn’t come across any more phanes. During the quiet journey, he thought about Sanchez. The big man would be spending his final moments in a mine, trying to guess if the team had escaped before detonating the bomb.

      If they collectively pulled it off, Mach promised himself that Sanchez would not be forgotten. Too many brave human and alien freelancers in the Salus Sphere had given their lives, only to be quickly erased from history. The only names that echoed through the centuries were the famous CWDF officers celebrated in the official Sphere history. Most hadn’t achieved half as much as Ernie Sanchez.

      Babcock and Sereva had boarded the Intrepid. The ship was only half a klick away and Tulula had the engines primed, ready for an immediate takeoff. They had fifteen minutes before Sanchez hit the switch. Easily enough time to escape.

      “What are you going to say to Tulula?” Adira asked.

      “A wise old lactern once told me that if I concentrated on accepting responsibility and avoided assigning blame, I’d never have a problem with a crew,” Mach replied. He omitted mentioning that the crazy old alien then attacked him with a sabre and he was forced to kill him.

      “You’re taking the blame for Sanchez’s decision?”

      “If I have to. If she needs somebody to focus her anger on.”

      Adira slowly nodded.

      “How far away are you?” Lassea asked through the comm.

      “We’ll be less than a minute,” Mach said. “Do we have a problem?”

      “We’ve got twenty problems on the tracking screen. Ten klicks away and closing on our position.”

      Mach turned to Adira. “Buckle up.”

      He strapped his seatbelt across his chest and thrust both levers fully forward. The scimitar’s engines whined to their maximum. It crashed along the trail, bashing small pieces of rock and fallen trees out of the way. Mach and Adira bounced in their seats and he knew at this speed the APC could easily roll, but they were close enough to risk it.

      The top of the Intrepid appeared above the trees, set down in the clearing close to the bunker. Mach steered for the airlock side entrance and cut through a thin patch of undergrowth. Vines and plants whipped against the windshield as they plowed through and burst into an open space next to the ship.

      Adira unbuckled, scrambled back into the cabin, and hauled open the scimitar’s damaged door. Mach immediately followed and glanced up at the clear night sky. Nothing was immediately on top of them, but he realized that might change in the blink of an eye.

      Intrepid’s airlock door punched open with a pneumatic hiss. Sereva stepped out in an armored suit and swept a rifle around the surrounding forest.

      Mach followed Adira past the stern-faced captain and headed straight for the bridge along the ship’s brightly lit white corridors. He checked his countdown timer. Twelve minutes before the bomb was due to detonate.

      Lassea and Babcock turned in their seats when Mach entered. Tulula remained focused on her controls. He sat in the captain’s chair and gazed at the viewscreens. “What’s the situation?”

      “Five klicks and closing in every second,” Lassea said. “Deflector shields raised and weapons ready to fire when they come around the mountains.”

      “Break the atmosphere and L-jump,” Mach said. “We’re not hanging around to find out what’s approaching.”

      Babcock cleared his throat. Mach looked at him and slowly shook his head. The scientist turned back toward the ion cannon controls and his shoulders slumped.

      The Intrepid’s engines built to a thunderous roar. The ship lifted from the ground and thrust into the dark sky. Mach kept his focus on the tracking and viewscreens. Dim lights appeared over the dark shadow of the mountain range.

      Lines of static interference fizzed across the tracker.

      “I can’t get a fix in the dark,” Tulula said. “Their distortion tech’s too good.”

      “Fire at the damned lights,” Mach ordered.

      All four lasers speared toward the mountain. A single ball of fire flashed in the sky. The Intrepid continued to ascend and quickly built speed.

      Nineteen bolts of white energy raced through the darkness toward the ship. Mach gripped the arms of his chair and braced. He knew the shield could take multiple hits and maintain its structure, but this amount was pushing it.

      Ten of the bolts smashed against the ship’s defenses in quick succession, forcing energy against the side of the Intrepid. Mach was rocked around as each bolt battered the shield.

      “Approaching the atmosphere,” Lassea said. “We need to drop the shields to get through and L-Jump.”

      “Wait for it,” Mach said. “A moment too early and we’re toast.”

      Tulula continued to return fire and scored another hit.

      The chasing phane ships closed to within two klicks and fired a second volley. Energy sources raced across the tracking screen and blasted against the shield, throwing Mach out of his chair. He checked the countdown time showed less than five minutes.

      “Now!” Mach said.

      The blue outline disappeared from around the ship on the holocontrols. Lassea increased the power of the fusion motors and the ship vibrated through Noven Alpha’s atmosphere.

      “They’ve fired again,” Adira shouted. “Evasive.”

      Lassea immediately thrust left to change the angle of their ascent.

      Mach held his breath. The first few bolts zipped underneath. A few shot either side of the ship. Three smashed into its starboard side.

      Lights flashed on the console. An alarm blared.

      “We’ve still got structural integrity,” Babcock said. He mopped his brow and peered down at the diagnostic reports streaming across his monitor.

      “Engaging L-drive,” Lassea said.

      The phane ships closed to within a click, their dark swallow-like shapes now visible as they pursued in an arrow formation.

      Multiple energy readings flashed on the tracking screen. Eighteen bolts headed directly for the Intrepid’s hull.

      A split second later the stars in space turned to long white streaks as the ship accelerated to a smooth light cruising speed.

      Mach puffed his cheeks, slumped back in his chair, and turned to Adira. “Remind me never to go back there again.”

      “I don’t think anyone will,” Adira replied, but kept her eyes fixed on the space scanner. “Take a look.”

      A huge energy field covered an area five times bigger than the planet. Sanchez had managed to set off the bomb.
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      Mach lay on a single bunk in the temporary accommodation block of Livia Beta’s capital city. Bright sunshine radiated through cracks in the blinds, creating a uniform pattern on the plain white wall above him. It had been five days since they escaped from Noven Alpha. He had set a course to the closest system in the Salus Sphere and docked at the shipyards of Livia Beta for repairs. They still had another day of waiting around while Tulula worked with the local engineers to patch and tweak the Intrepid. Sereva had already left in a company ship, having been given a position on the OreCorp board after all.

      Mach smiled, thinking the stuffy board members would have their work cut out for them with Sereva. He had briefly considered offering her a position on the Intrepid, but there was that small slither of friction between her and Adira that he knew would only turn into a bigger problem down the line—assuming Adira would stay on.

      No official word had come out yet from the CWDF regarding the detonation, but that was about to change. Rumors already swirled around the Salusnet about what happened outside the frontier in the Noven System.

      President Morgan’s stern face glared through Mach’s smart-screen. “Are you listening to a word I’ve said?”

      “Your dirty little secret’s safe with me—on two conditions.”

      Morgan frowned and leaned forward. “OreCorp confirmed they paid you. What else do you want from me?”

      “I want the slate wiped clean for all of the crew: my fines across the system, Adira’s sentence, everything. If you don’t clear her name, I can’t guarantee what she’ll do.”

      Morgan took a quick breath, considered the proposal and waved a hand as though it were nothing. “That can be arranged,” he said, looking unreadable in his stiff dark blue uniform dripping with medals—many of which he had earned alongside Mach in the war. “And your second condition?”

      “I’d like somebody to dig into Sanchez’s history. Find out if he has any extended family still alive that he never told me about. We owe it to him to at least let them know what happened and pay them his cut for the mission.”

      “That might be difficult. The only records we have on gunrunners are the criminal kind.”

      Mach rolled his eyes. “You’re forgetting I’ve got Babcock here. He thinks Beringer’s the best man for the job. Give him a break from his museum research and see what he can dig up.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t give you a firm promise.” Morgan glanced at his wrist. “The press conference starts in five minutes. After that I’ll see to your requirements.”

      “Thanks, Qwerty.”

      Morgan grimaced. “Don’t push it. You know as well as I that you’ll be needing my help in the not-too-distant future.”

      The feed cut. Mach smiled to himself. Morgan’s nickname came from their time serving together in the CWDF during the Century War. Back then, as a captain of a destroyer, Morgan ran a tight ship and gave supposedly inspirational speeches harking back to historical victories back on Earth. A lot of the crew thought him old fashioned and one joker named him after the first five letters of an antique keyboard. It stuck, much to Morgan’s annoyance.

      Mach tapped a message for the crew to meet him in the mess in five minutes. He rolled off the bed, zipped up his weighted graphite atmosphere suit, and headed outside.

      Four huge, open hangars ran along the side of the klick-wide landing zone. Ships of different sizes dotted the concrete. The Intrepid was being repaired in the first hangar. The rest had destroyers under construction. Small figures of livians stood on the scaffolding around them, welding the frames. The Commonwealth and the Axis Combine were good at using peacetime to become more powerful and dangerous, which always made future skirmishes and threats that little bit more fun.

      His smart-screen chirped: Adira sent a message back saying that she and Lassea were already in the mess. It didn’t surprise Mach for a moment. Those two had taken a shine to the local sludge that masqueraded as coffee.

      “Carson, wait up,” Babcock said from behind as he shuffled around the corner and came up to Mach with a half-jog, struggling against the weight of his suit and old age. Mach sighed. It didn’t seem right to see him without a version of Squid dutifully following over his shoulder.

      “Done anything interesting this morning?” Mach asked.

      Babcock took a moment to catch his breath in the thin atmosphere. He dabbed a handkerchief across his brow. “The local remembrance park has agreed to our request. They’re digging two graves. We can go over whenever you’re ready.”

      The tradition for freelancers dictated that anyone lost on a mission was given an empty coffin in a grave. A place of physical remembrance that could be visited by anyone wanting to pay their respects. Not all planets agreed with the practice, however, not always being friendly to freelancers and mercenaries.

      Mach had tasked Babcock with the assignment to take his mind off things. The old scientist had been down since losing Squid Two and not having the equipment available to create a new version.

      “Good news for a change. Morgan’s broadcasting to the Sphere in two minutes. I thought you might want to see it.”

      “What nonsensical excuse will he use?” Babcock said.

      “No idea, but I guarantee it won’t be the truth.”

      Babcock cracked a smile. “The only way to know the truth is when the CWDF gives an official denial.”

      Mach shook his head and laughed. “Is that you getting cynical in your old age?”

      “The power of accurate observation is often called cynicism by those who don’t possess it.”

      “Remind me to write that one down,” Mach said.

      “It may also interest you to know that I’ve finished analyzing the phane data. They had maps of the western side of the Salus Sphere. Looks like we did everyone a bigger favor than any of us realized.”

      “Nobody will ever see it like that, though, we’re just freelancer scum, after all. Come on, let’s see what the president has to say.”

      They entered through the double glass swing doors of the mess. Bright white and light gray walls and floors created a clean, comfortable atmosphere that seemed at odds to the general grimy nature of the capital with all its shipyards and industry.

      Mach scanned the forty circular tables in front of the serving area. A group of five fidians sat around one in light blue CWDF uniforms, no doubt checking on the progress of their destroyers. They shot glances over at two black-skinned vestans on the other side of the room. Both busily tapped away on holopads, ignoring the attention, in their usual way of indifference.

      Lassea raised an arm from a table near the back of the room. Mach and Babcock snaked around the tables and took a seat. Adira pushed a mug of steaming vile coffee in front of the both of them.

      “What did you want?” Adira asked. “Lass and I were nearly fully caffeinated.”

      “Nice to see you too,” Mach said. He pointed up at the high-definition screen on the wall. “Morgan’s giving a statement.”

      “This’ll be good,” Lassea said.

      Adira rolled her eyes and finished the dregs in her metallic cup, sneering at the bitter aftertaste.

      “The old duffer always was a good bullshitter,” Lassea added, bringing a coughing, spluttering laugh from Adira.

      Mach couldn’t help but smile either, as Lassea’s increasingly rebellious streak continued to manifest. It didn’t take long for her to transform from a perfect, protocol-following, CWDF junior pilot to a true Machian freelancer of questionable motivations. Mach gave her a quick smile and turned round to face the screen.

      The display showed an empty wooden lectern with the CDWF coat of arms—an outdated ship over the top of a planet, surrounded by a ring of eight stars—stamped on the front of it. The ticker below read: Official statement regarding the Noven system incident.

      Morgan appeared from the left, placed both hands on the lectern and stared into the camera. “Good evening, citizens. I’m talking to you this morning to provide an update on the anomaly outside our frontier.”

      “Anomaly?” Adira snorted. “Sanchez died for that fucking weapon, and Morgan just refers to it as an ‘anomaly.’” She shook her head and turned away.

      Mach knew Sanchez’s death cut everyone deep, but this was how things worked. The people at the coalface were never mentioned. It would probably compromise future missions anyway. Still, it didn’t dull the empty feeling in his guts left by Sanchez’s passing.

      Morgan continued, “OreCorp made us aware of the instability of Noven Alpha’s core after suspending mining operations ten years ago. The CWDF has monitored the area ever since. We recently picked up powerful energy readings from the system. Five days ago, the planet’s instability caused a volatile core reaction, leading to the burst of trapped energies, breaking the planet apart. The debris field is currently showering Noven Beta. Luckily, no citizens have been reported in the area, and the Salus Sphere remains unaffected as our astrophysicists monitor the situation and the matter fallout. I’m happy to answer questions.”

      A fidian, dressed in a lime trouser suit, stood up. “President, thank you for the update. Will the Noven system provide any future threat?”

      “Gotta love those government plants,” Adira said. “I couldn’t think of a more shit-brained question.”

      Morgan slowly nodded and referred to his clearly fake notes. “We’ll continue to assess the situation, but rest assured, any threat to the integrity of our borders will be dealt with.”

      The planted press continued to ask carefully planned questions for a further ten minutes, allowing Morgan to absolve the CWDF and OreCorp of any responsibility or liability.

      Finally the address came to an end. “Thank you for your time and I wish you all a good day or night, wherever you are in the Sphere.” Morgan shuffled his papers as the screen faded to black.

      Mach leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head now that it was all officially over. The threat was dealt with, he’d been paid, and they came out of it mostly unscathed—except poor old Sanchez. He left a hole within Mach that was too big to fill with stims or alcohol, so he contented himself with the knowledge that Sanchez had chosen how to go, and went in the most honorable way possible. His sacrifice had ensured the survival of the Intrepid crew, and most likely every living being in the Sphere.

      Adira turned and narrowed her eyes. “You seem content?”

      “The price for suffering his waffle is that you’re off the hook—well, we all are. He’s cancelling your charges and all our associated fines.”

      “Seriously?” Adira said. A smile stretched across her beautiful green-toned face. “So I can go about as I please?”

      “Signed, sealed, and delivered,” Mach said. “You can run back to your lover now.”

      Adira smirked as she stared into Mach’s eyes. “I never had a lover,” she said. “It kept you focused on the mission and away from me.”

      All eyes around the table seemed to focus on Mach, apart from Lassea, who bowed her head. The revelation came as a nice surprise, but he didn’t want to show it. “Are you remaining part of the crew, then?” he said.

      “I… don’t know yet. I need to think about things. I’ve not been free for… well, forever, it seems.”

      Babcock cleared his throat. “I hesitate to cut into the banter, but we have two members of the crew to mourn. Would you all care to join me at the remembrance park?”

      “You’re right, Babs,” Mach said. “The living owe it to those who died to maintain their memory and spirit.”

      “I’ll message Tulula,” Lassea said. “She’ll want to be there.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Adira replied. “She’s been odd with us from the moment we got here.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” Babcock said.

      The group stood and headed for the exit.
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* * *

      Mach and the crew, minus Tulula, stood at the head of two freshly dug graves on the slopes of Livia Beta, overlooking the shipyards and choppy deep blue bay.

      He looked around the stone monuments placed around the remembrance park. Elaborate statues of alien species long extinct, formal CWDF slabs, and simple granite crosses denoting the position of freelancers were spread around the yellow-grassed area surrounded by a smooth marble wall. Nobody knew why the freelancers still stuck with the conventions of Earth, but it had become a tradition throughout the Sphere.

      Babcock knelt next to the meter-long grave on the right. He produced a white flag from his suit, decorated with binary code, and placed it over Squid Two’s coffin. He took a step back and bowed his head.

      Lassea threw a bright yellow flower on the top of Sanchez’s coffin. Adira, following fidian custom, extended her arms down and looked toward the sky, praying to her gods for a safe passage into eternity.

      Mach couldn’t help but look at the livian sitting in his brilliant white hover-digger, waiting to pile on the dirt the moment they left. To them this was just a business. He couldn’t blame them for it, but it took away the solemn nature of the proceedings.

      A boom echoed in the sky. The group collectively looked up at the recognizable sound of a ship speeding through the atmosphere at a rapid descent. Two livian fighters had already scrambled and flanked either side of a tiny speck in the sky.

      “What the hell is this?” Mach grumbled under his breath, pissed off at being interrupted during a moment of mourning for his friend.

      The ship appeared to be on autopilot. It didn’t carry out any sweeps or tilts and smoothly descended toward the landing strip in front of the hangars.

      Mach unslung his Stinger and looked through the sights for a better view. As the ship came closer, the shape became clear, but he couldn’t quite believe it.

      “Who is it?” Lassea asked. “Lactern, horan?”

      “Holy fuck… No, it’s none of them. I can’t believe it.” Mach’s jaw dropped at the sight.

      “What is it, then?” Adira said.

      “The Intrepid’s fighter drone!” Mach couldn’t believe his own words despite watching the craft slice through the atmosphere like a spirit.

      “Our fighter drone?” Adira said. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “If it L-jumped moments after us,” Babcock said, “the arrival matches with calculations based on its engines.”

      Mach zoomed the sights and watched the drone gently land on the strip. He couldn’t see into the cockpit, but the identification marks on the side were enough.

      “I don’t believe it,” Lassea said. “How’d it get back here? Some programming to follow the Intrepid perhaps?”

      The fighter drone bumped down and came to a halt on the concrete. No landing crew approached. Mach couldn’t detect any signs of movement inside the cockpit.

      “Let’s get down there,” Adira said and stepped forward. “Before any of the livians lay claim.”

      Mach held his arm across her chest. “Wait a minute. The ship could be filled with phane eggs… or worse.”
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      Mach sprinted alongside Adira, heading through the gathering crowd on the shipyard’s dock area. The fighter drone still smoked and buzzed from the heat of re-entry. The back of it was charred almost completely black, obscuring its Intrepid markings.

      Two livian dock guards approached the craft, their rifles trained on the cockpit. They spun round to face Mach and Adira as they approached. Mach had to resist the temptation to aim his Stinger in response, but they were only doing their job. He knew one of them, a human woman by the name of Celstra Stein, on account of her flirting with him the night before. She hadn’t taken kindly to his harsh brush-off at the time, but when they locked eyes, she lowered her rifle.

      “Carson,” she said, “looks like this is one of yours.”

      “Yeah, it’s one of the Intrepid’s drone fighters. You might need some backup.”

      “What do you mean?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

      Mach realized then that he and his crew, along with Morgan and the OreCorp hierarchy, were the only ones to know what truly happened. The phane threat wasn’t common knowledge, and Mach didn’t want to start the barrage of questions now by explaining.

      “Just do it,” Mach said, pushing past her and stepping toward the drone’s cockpit. Although not strictly designed for piloting, it was designed to allow a human, vestan, or whatever to take control for navigational purposes only, mostly for when surveying planets with difficult terrain and weather.

      Adira, Lassea and Babcock joined Mach around the cone of the fighter. Mach connected to its systems via his smart-screen. The internal systems were offline, meaning he couldn’t patch into the cameras or use the scanners. “I can’t detect anything inside,” Mach said.

      Babcock tried from his smart-screen and got the same result.

      While they discussed what to do, a squadron of twenty-five armed livian security forces dispersed the crowd and surrounded the fighter. Celstra Stein approached Mach from behind, placing a hand on his shoulder. “What now?” she asked.

      “We’ll have to open the cockpit manually. I can’t say what might be inside, but all I will say is, shoot everything you’ve got at it on my say-so. Understood?”

      “I got it,” the security officer said, relaying the orders to her squad.

      Mach’s throat became dry as he stepped closer to the fighter. The manual-release lock was at head height. All he had to do was reach up, tap in the security code, and pull the lever…

      He held his SamCore Stinger in his left hand and reached up with his right, punching in the five-digit code and activating the release. A hiss of pressurized air sounded. The dull gray metal canopy slid back into the craft’s hull. Mach stepped back on his haunches, bringing up his rifle. Adira had taken her pistol out of its holster and trained the weapon on the black space of the cockpit.

      It seemed as though the entire planet held its breath, waiting. Only the single whistle of a quell warbler in the distance filled the tense silence. A sudden commotion of scuffed footsteps behind Mach pulled his attention away.

      “Tulula?” he called as the vestan engineer came sprinting across the dock, pushing her way through the ring of security and toward the fighter.

      “It’s back!” she said. Her eyes were puffy and she looked gaunt. “Is it… him?”

      At first Mach didn’t understand, but when he turned his head back to the cockpit of the fighter, it all made sense. A human form rose from the black cockpit and slumped over the side, blood dripping down onto the concrete. “Sanchez!” Mach screamed, dropping his weapon and reaching up for his old friend. He took his head in his hands and lifted it up so the two men were staring at each other.

      Tulula cried and reached up for him, placing her hand on his thick bicep as his arm lay over the side, unmoving.

      Mach turned to Celstra. “We need emergency medical help, right this minute!”

      Sanchez groaned, coughed blood and tried to speak, but his lips wouldn’t move and his breath came in low gulps.

      “Don’t try to talk,” Tulula said. “We’re getting help.”

      Adira and the rest of the crew came to help, lifting Sanchez’s bulky body out of the cockpit and placing him on a hover-gurney that one of the security officers had brought forward. A team of five medics in their yellow jumpsuits rushed forward with their armory of scanners and medical equipment.

      Sanchez laid on his back, staring up, his face twitching in strange ways. His hair was sodden and stuck to his forehead. Sweat pooled in the wrinkles around his mouth and nose. In his left hand, he held something chrome and shiny.

      Mach reached out for Sanchez’s hand, placing it between his. Sanchez uttered something unintelligible, barely opening his eyes. He released his fingers, dropping the metallic object into Mach’s hand.

      “It’s Squid Two!” Babcock said, joining Mach by Sanchez’s side.

      Mach deposited the destroyed remains of the drone into Babcock’s hands. Sanchez began to wheeze and cough; a dark liquid sprayed from his mouth.

      “Everyone get back!” an elderly medic shouted. “We might have a contagion here.”

      Tulula at first refused to leave Sanchez’s side; tears streaked down her face. Adira and Lassea had to haul her away so the medics could do their job. The crew all stood there by the drone fighter, watching their friend being rushed into the hospital bay.

      Mach turned to the vestan engineer. “Where have you been, Tulula? We were all worried about you.”

      “I… I… needed time to… Oh, what’s happening to him? I thought he was dead. How did he get back here?”

      Babcock studied the remains of his drone companion. “I think Squid Two still has a role to play in all of this. Let’s get to my lab and check out Squid Two’s memory. I suspect Sanchez saved it for a reason.”

      “One moment,” Adira said, clambering up the side of the fighter and pointing her gun into the gloom. After a few moments, she lifted her head up. “It’s all clear. I’ve got the flight-recorder chip.”

      “Anything else in there?” Lassea asked, referring to the phane.

      “No, nothing apart from human waste and all the… well, blood, I suppose? It’s a miracle he survived the L-jump.”

      That’s Sanchez, Mach thought. Despite his illness and desire to die, the old bastard refused to go quietly into the night. It brought a smile to Mach’s face, even though he had that terrible hole of grief reopen inside him. He just hoped he wouldn’t have to grieve for a second time.

      “Celstra!” Mach called out before the officer could follow the medics inside.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Can you let me know as soon as you know what’s going on?”

      “Of course, just give the medics time and space to do their work.”

      They shared a look then turned away. Celstra knew how much Sanchez had meant to Mach. Before the flirtation had begun, Mach had spilled it all out to her, finding it easier to talk about Sanchez with a stranger than with his own crew.

      “Come on,” Adira said, taking Mach by the elbow. “Let’s go see what data Squid Two might have. They’ll do their best for him, I’m sure.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Mach pulled his attention away from the squat, flat-roofed hospital on the east side of the dock and headed toward the Intrepid with the others, their mood a strange mix of euphoria, confusion, and fear for their fellow crew member.
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* * *

      Mach and the others surrounded Babcock within his lab inside the Intrepid. Mach had told the engineers working on its repairs to give them some privacy. It took Babcock a few minutes to disassemble the blackened, dented remains of Squid Two and remove his data store. Babcock connected it up to the main viewscreen and began the decryption process of the log files.

      “Here we are,” Babcock said a minute or so later, indicating the collection of files displayed on the three-dimensional holographic display. “Most of the data is intact from the time we left.”

      Mach and the others leaned closer as the scientist ran some search parameters on the data.

      “Do we have video?” Tulula asked. She had managed to compose herself and was now thinking more logically, as befitted her skills.

      “We do, let me just install the codec… there, this is the last ten minutes of footage recorded,” Babcock said, playing the video.

      Squid Two’s recording showed Mach and Adira leaving the mines and running out of shot; then it swept back to face the mines. Hundreds and thousands of phane soldiers flooded out after Mach and Adira. A few minutes later when it appeared empty, Squid Two floated closer to the mine. A dark shape appeared in the shadows.

      “It’s Sanchez,” Tulula said, catching her breath.

      She was right; Sanchez came sprinting out of the darkness of the mine and skidded to a halt by Squid Two. The drone chirped something before translating into Salus Common for Sanchez—something Mach had never seen before, though he knew the little drone was more than capable of talking in almost any language, due to Babcock’s programming brilliance.

      Squid Two said, “Follow me. You can still get off in time.”

      “We’ve got no more than a few minutes till the weapon detonates,” Sanchez said. His face at this point was red and covered in sweat. His limbs trembled, presumably with adrenalin and the effects of his illness.

      “Follow,” Squid Two chirped and floated away from the mountain. Sanchez had to sprint to keep up, but eventually Babcock’s creation had brought Sanchez through a system of valleys and cracks in the mountain until they came to the fighter drone that had been shot down earlier.

      Sanchez grinned and rushed over, initiating the release procedure for the cockpit. Once inside, the hunter looked over to Squid. “Wait, I can’t pilot this thing. It’s tethered to the Intrepid—assuming it’s in any fit state to fly.”

      “Squid will help,” the drone said, flying over to the cockpit. Although they couldn’t see anything happening, Babcock informed them via a log file that Squid managed to disconnect the fighter craft from the Intrepid’s control protocols. Then, in a show of staggering initiative, the little drone recoded the fighter’s engines and navigation system to follow the Intrepid.

      “You go, now,” Squid said, hovering away from the craft. It turned suddenly then. A phane soldier burst out from a narrow cut through the mountain rock and launched at Squid, striking it down with one of its bone-colored limbs.

      “No!” Sanchez screamed as the fighter’s engines kicked in. The craft entered an autopilot sequence. But Sanchez jumped out from the cockpit, pulled a rifle from his back and fired it at the soldier’s head. An entire magazine emptied into the creature, but only had the effect of knocking it back and stunning it, but that’s all Sanchez needed; he scooped up Squid Two and got back into the fighter’s cockpit just as it began to take off.

      “He was so close to not making it,” Lassea said. “He was so brave to save Squid like that.”

      “That’s Ernie for you,” Mach said, beaming with pride over his friend’s actions. The group watched in awe as the fighter drone followed the Intrepid, all the while dodging the gunfire from the phane’s weapons, most of their attention directed at the Intrepid, giving Sanchez a fairly clear run away from the planet.

      Once out of the planet’s atmosphere, the fighter’s L-jump engaged.

      “Squid Two finally powers down here, but there’s some from the flight recorder chip,” Babcock said. The few brief seconds of recording before Sanchez disappeared into the interstitial trans-dimensional space of an L-jump showed a massive white light of explosion coming out from the mountain, destroying, burning and vaporizing all phane on the surface. The great mothership attempted to leave the planet’s atmosphere, but it was too heavy and too slow. The blast caught up with it.

      The final frame of the video showed the planet erupting into a ball of dazzling light. After that, there was nothing but blackness, the flight recorder only recording the autopilot data of the L-jump as the fighter drone took its coordinates from the Intrepid.

      “The tolerances for failure were crazy thin,” Lassea said, reading the log files. “Literally seconds. If Squid Two hadn’t got Sanchez off the planet when he did, there was only a four-second window before they would have lost the signal to the Intrepid.”

      Mach clapped Babcock on the shoulder. “It looks like your little friend saved Sanchez,” he said. “I never knew your AI had that much automation and initiative thinking capability.”

      Babcock wiped a tear from his craggy face. “Neither did I.” The scientist looked down on the lab table at the dented, charred fragments of Squid Two. “This means…” He trailed off, lost in thought.

      Tulula prompted, “Means what?”

      “Means the Squid software has achieved a kind of consciousness,” Adira added, the statement silencing everyone.

      “She’s right,” Babcock said, his attention back on the holodisplay as he scrolled through Squid Two’s programming. “It’s changed… on its own.”

      “And we’ve lost it,” Mach said, shaking his head at the loss. Something like this would be huge, and it meant that Babcock’s friendship with the little drone wasn’t just a charming affectation, but born of something real, tangible.

      “Not necessarily so,” Babcock added, the glint of excitement returning to his eyes. “I can rebuild; I had the software backed up after losing Squid One.”

      “So you can build Squid Three?” Lassea said.

      “I… think so. If I can get the parts.”

      “Let’s go into the capital and see if we can do just that,” Mach said. “It’ll give the engineers time to finish off the repairs here, and we can drop in on Sanchez and see what the doctors are thinking.”
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* * *

      Mach and the crew had to wait another four hours before they were allowed to see Sanchez. The group waited nervously in the mess hall, drinking filthy sludge and fidgeting each time someone entered, hoping it would be the head surgeon who was working on their friend.

      Eventually, Mach got the call from Dr. Yiao, the surgeon, and they made their way to Sanchez’s room. Sanchez was unconscious, still out cold from the extensive surgery.

      Yiao stood at the side of the bed, looming over his patient. He was wearing his yellow medical shift. The bright color glared off his bald head. He looked up at Mach and the others with ice-cold blue eyes. “He is a very lucky man,” he said, his voice deadpan and monotone.

      He struck Mach more as an efficient killer than a life-saving surgeon.

      “He don’t look so lucky,” Tulula added.

      Sanchez was almost gray in pallor. If it weren’t for his broad chest rising and falling, it would be all too easy to assume he had been dead for quite some time.

      “If we hadn’t got to him when we did, he would surely have died,” Yiao said. “His internal injuries were unlike anything I have ever seen.”

      “The symbiosite?” Babcock asked.

      “No, it wasn’t a symbiosite that caused the injuries.”

      Mach and Adira shared a confused look before returning their attention to the surgeon. “What do you mean? He told me himself what he had. He wasn’t making it up,” Mach said, more forcefully than he intended.

      The surgeon stiffened his back and raised his chin in defiance. “I know what I saw, and what I did to save your friend. Are you suggesting I’m lying?”

      “Of course not,” Lassea said quickly, defusing the tension. “We just don’t understand. Please, go on, explain.”

      “Okay,” the surgeon said, leaning his back against the windowsill of Sanchez’s private room. “We did remove a large piece of organic matter, and I do believe that it might have been a symbiosite at one point, but by the time we reached it, it had definitely morphed into something else, something… alien.”

      “What?” Tulula said. “What kind of alien? What about Sanchez? Is he okay? Will he live?”

      Dr. Yiao lifted his arm and projected a three-dimensional, rotating image of the thing they removed from Sanchez. It appeared to be a thick-bodied worm about twenty-five centimeters long. The thing was off-white and had muscular ridges down its underside. Its tail was curled and featured thin hairlike protrusions that Yiao informed them were how it connected to Sanchez’s nervous system as it wrapped around his spinal cord.

      “Fascinating,” Babcock said, stepping closer. “You’re right; it has morphed. It’s truly quite different from the symbiosite I was researching on Sanchez’s behalf. I don’t suppose you’d allow me to reconcile my data with yours?”

      “That won’t be possible, I’m afraid,” a deep, familiar voice said from the doorway. Mach and the others turned round to see who it was.

      “Morgan?” Mach said, not hiding his surprise, or irritation. “I thought you were on Fides Prime giving an address?”

      “That wasn’t live. I recorded it days ago. I used the time to get here as soon as I could. I wanted to—”

      “See what we knew, huh?” Adira said with a sneer. “All part of the cover-up.”

      Morgan stepped into the private room, now feeling more crowded than it should, given Sanchez’s recovery. “Dr. Yiao, if you wouldn’t mind, I’ll continue the debrief.”

      “Of course, Mr. President,” the surgeon said, bowing slightly and heading out of the room, closing the door behind him.

      Morgan approached Mach and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I’m not just here as the president, Carson, I’m here as a friend. I wanted to see you were all right. And… on the way, I heard about Sanchez and what they had extracted from him.”

      “So, that’s convenient,” Adira said, not even hiding her disdain from the man who had cleared her record.

      Mach winced, wishing she would just shut it and not get herself into more crap.

      “Just come out with it,” Babcock said. “What was inside Sanchez?”

      The president cleared his throat and assumed the straight posture of someone who did not at all seem like he was here to see his so-called friends. “It’s a phane.”

      “What?” Tulula said, her eyes growing wide. “How?”

      “The scientist back in the mine…” Mach said.

      “That’s the theory so far,” Morgan said. “It seems like they injected a mutagen into the symbiosite. It’s changing into something else. We’ll know more in a day’s time, but for now I’m afraid you’re involvement with it is over. It’s officially a top-secret research project now. We need to know as much about it as possible so we can learn more about this new potential enemy. After all, we don’t know how many other non-Salus Sphere planets these things are currently consuming.”

      “How did they get it out without killing Sanchez?” Lassea asked. “I thought the death of the symbiosite was what was killing him.”

      “It was, but the mutagen changed it. It was no longer in symbiosis with Sanchez. It was eating him from the inside out. I’m afraid he’s going to be out of action for at least six months. He’s had a full complement of synth-organ transplants.”

      It was Mach’s turn to be surprised. “On whose bill? You know how much those things cost! More than I’ve ever earned in my lifetime.”

      President Morgan turned his back and approached the door. He opened it and stepped halfway out before turning back to regard Mach. “Don’t ever think I’ve forgotten all those times you saved my ass in the war, Carson. Consider this a payback—just don’t tell anyone, will you. It’s not all sunshine and caviar as president. The council will jump on anything to oust me.”

      “I guess that puts me in a king-maker position these days,” Mach said.

      “I suppose it does. I suggest you don’t abuse that power and consider what I’ve done for you and Sanchez.”

      With that, Morgan closed the door and left them all alone.

      The cost of a full synth-organ replacement still blew Mach away. That was quite some favor Morgan had pulled for him. And although Mach wanted to believe that Morgan was still his friend and officer from back in the day and did this in honor of that, a part of him couldn’t shake the feeling that Morgan would someday use it as a way of calling in a favor.

      Morgan still thought of Mach as ‘Bleach,’ the freelancer who would go in and clean up anything and everything for the right price. Just what had Morgan done that he would need a favor from Bleach?

      Mach didn’t have much time to consider it when Sanchez coughed.

      Tulula rushed to his side and pulled his hand into hers. “Shhh, don’t try to speak,” she said. “You’ve had a lot of surgery, and you need to rest.”

      “I’m alive, then,” Sanchez said, his voice dry and croaking.

      Lassea fetched him some water, which he sipped before gulping the rest down and exhaling with satisfaction. “That’s the first clean water I’ve drunk since getting off that damned planet. We need better rations in the fighters.”

      “We’re not putting a coffee machine in the fighter drone,” Mach said, smiling.

      Sanchez sat up with the help of Tulula. The two hugged for a long moment before each member of the Intrepid told Sanchez how happy they were that he made it back. Babcock was especially grateful for him recovering Squid Two.

      Once all the small talk was out of the way, Sanchez looked down at the laser-stitched scar on his abdomen. “Did they…”

      “They got it out of you, yeah,” Mach said.

      “How? It should have been impossible.”

      Mach shared a nervous look with Tulula and the others.

      “Come on,” Sanchez said. “Tell me, what’s the deal here? What did they do to me?”

      “It was no longer a symbiosite,” Mach said. “It had changed form… into one of the phane’s creatures. Morgan and his scientists took it away for tests. On the upside, sure, you had a disgusting alien devouring you from the inside out, but now you have a full collection of shiny new synth-organs.”

      “I’m truly disgusted,” Sanchez said. “That’s fucked up beyond anything I’ve ever heard or done, and I thought the symbiosite was bad enough.”

      “On the upside,” Adira said. “You now have the internal organs of an eighteen-year-old, so you’re actually better than you were.”

      “How did you afford that?” he asked.

      “I took a favor,” Mach said. “But don’t worry about that now. Get some rest, okay? You did good, old friend, real fucking good.”

      Mach let Sanchez rest, Tulula deciding to stay behind and keep him company. Lassea and Babcock headed off to get some rest, leaving Mach and Adira standing outside of Sanchez’s room, watching him and Tulula smile at each other.

      “It’s quite sweet, really,” Adira said, nodding towards them. “I think they make a good couple. Odd, sure, but good nonetheless.”

      “Yeah, I’m happy for him. Happy for them both.”

      Mach turned to Adira and led her down the abandoned corridor. It was dark outside now and the hospital became quiet with just a few droids patrolling the wards to ensure everyone was okay. When Mach and Adira exited into the gardened entranceway, Mach sat down on one of the benches overlooking a tall, rectangular water feature made of some exotic marble. The light of the two moons rippled across the surface.

      Adira sat next to him, her leg touching his.

      They both stared out at the water.

      “So,” Adira said, “what now?”

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? You know you have a position on the Intrepid for as long as you want it.”

      “I know. But I’m free now, because of you. I don’t owe anyone. I’m no longer tied to contracts or commissions. I could go and do anything in the Sphere.”

      “Yes, you could.” But he didn’t want her to. He wanted her to stay with him, stay on the Intrepid. He wanted to just come out and say it. Though if he did, he would expose himself to the pain of rejection—again.

      “Before I leave, I want you to have this.” Adira lifted a key on a chain over her head and placed it in Mach’s hands.

      “What is this?”

      “A key to my home on Merallis. One of my last contract kills was for the CWDF. They wanted a gunrunner supplying the horans taken out but, naturally, didn’t want it to be a government job in case it got out. Anyways, I did the job, and the payment was a private house on Merallis—that was when it was outside of the Salus Sphere and run by gangsters.”

      “Not anymore, though,” Mach said. “A few years ago, the CWDF took it over as an officer’s retreat.”

      “Indeed. And my place is still there, on the coast, overlooking the red ocean. It’s really beautiful this time of year.”

      “What are you saying?” Mach said, looking her in the eye.

      “I’m saying, you big-ass fool, that I want to be with you. I want us to get out of here and go spend some quality time together to make up for all these lost years. I’m free now. I can be with you without worrying that one of my debtors would take their revenge out on you.”

      Mach sighed and gripped the key in hand, feeling the graphene-steel surface cold against his skin. He thought of how great it would be to leave, go with Adira, but… “There’s just one thing.”

      Adira narrowed her eyes. “There’s always just one thing. What is it? I thought you wanted me?”

      “I do… always have done, always will.”

      “But?”

      “There’s this job… It was sent to me earlier this afternoon.”

      “Is it dangerous?” Adira asked, her eyes still narrow with suspicion.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “Odds of survival?”

      Mach shrugged his shoulders. “Probably fifty-fifty.”

      Now Adira’s eyes widened, her eyebrows lifting a few millimeters. “And the pay?”

      “Astronomical.”

      Adira stood up and turned her back to Mach. “You’ll have to choose,” she said. “Me or the job.”

      Mach thought about it for a split second as he too stood and stepped up behind Adira, placing his hands on her hips. “I choose you,” he said.

      She turned in his arms, pressing her body against his so their faces were just inches apart. “Good, because I choose the job, though I want a bigger share now that we’re a couple. I’ll have to keep an even closer eye on you so you don’t get killed. That’s a lot of extra work.”

      “My love,” Mach said, “you can have whatever you want.”

      “That’s how it’s always been.”

      They shared a grin and Mach laughed before kissing her fully, taking her completely in his arms, gripping the key in his hand. He knew that if they got through the next job, they’d spend the rest of their lives together.

      If they survived…
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