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      A war is coming.

      

      Kainos is not the planet Exodus Ark colonists thought it would be.

      

      It is inhabited by the Volcuri, a once thriving race who fell victim to the First and now fight for their very survival.

      With the Ark unable to travel, its people have no choice but to stay and ally themselves with the Volcuri... or risk certain death.

      

      Kent and his team must return to the surface and embark on a new mission: find a way to defeat the Turned and stop the First from taking them all prisoner as mind-controlled slaves.

      

      Their hope lies in the lost history of the Volcuri’s past, but they only have one clue.

      

      The mountain holds the key to survival.
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      Black Shield agents do not fail.

      Battle raged all around me.

      The Exodus Ark was on fire. Emergency lights flashed. The klaxon ring of alarms screamed out and clashed with screams from the fighting and dying.

      I took it all in, frame by frame, with a sweeping gaze. My HUD showed my magazine only had a handful of bullets left, but there wasn’t time to swap it out.

      The Flux were closing in.

      One of the crew—former crew, anyway—advanced at a loping run. His legs were twisted at the knee, making a strange angle. It looked like the hind leg of a giraffe or horse. Inky black spittle leaked from his mouth, and he reached out with hands that had developed hooked claws.

      Black Shield does not show mercy.

      I pulled my combat blade from its sheath on my hip and vaguely heard it slide free with a familiar metallic whisper. In the same fluid motion, I raked the blade over, then through the Flux’s neck.

      Their head toppled over and fell to the ground, but I was already on the move.

      I was surrounded. To my right, a little farther down the corridor turned battlefield, Mitch and Noah fought back-to-back. Mitch grunted in pain and went down on one knee. One of the Flux saw their opportunity and surged forward. Noah spun around just in time to catch it with a quick burst of firepower that turned its head into a gray mist. Unfortunately, this left his back vulnerable. Another of the Flux, this one well over two meters tall and sporting bony spikes for hands, lunged. I didn’t watch the inevitable or ponder what was looking more and more like my people’s inevitable death. My focus was on where to strike first for maximum effect.

      All I had to do was what I’d spent my entire life perfecting: kill. The only difference now was that I couldn’t let the enemy touch me. Still, I’d been in worse spots before.

      At least, I thought I had.

      Black Shield agents are focused.

      I let the momentum of my swing carry me through and went low this time, separating the legs from another infected crew member’s body.

      “Hit the ground!”

      At the sound of Tara Perez’s familiar voice, I dropped and spun. When I looked up, it was in time to see my second in command squeeze down on the trigger of her battle rifle. I had to smile despite the death and destruction being waged in the corridor. The woman was a lot of things, and one of them was deadly with a firearm.

      Her target never stood a chance. The rounds that ripped into it also tore it apart. Rather than removing the head, Tara simply dissolved it. What remained of the Flux dropped to the ground and didn’t move.

      She nodded once at me before we were both consumed with eliminating the enemy again. Together, we made quick work of the remaining Flux until it was just us standing there, the bodies piled up around us in a grotesque floor mural. I grimaced at the sight of two familiar faces with empty eyes staring up at nothing.

      Noah Oliver, my team’s tracker, and Mitch Collins, the former team leader.

      A Black Shield Agent does not need friends or family.

      Mitch blinked and sat up. “Damn. They got me again.”

      The carnage shimmered and disappeared, revealing four empty walls in one of the holo decks. I’d worked with AMI to pull footage of the First’s attack on the Exodus Ark and create a training simulation for personnel that had not been awake during the event.

      Personally, I would have preferred to teach them with real experience, the way I had learned, but the risk was too great. That, and we didn’t have any Flux alive on the ship. But mostly the first part.

      Noah scowled as he got to his feet. “Me too. That’s the third time this week. There are just too damn many of them.”

      The haze of war still clung to me, and I took a couple of breaths to clear the last of it away. An unobtrusive pressure on my arm had me glancing over to see Tara regarding me with a watchful eye. It was one of the stranger things, at least by my standards, that the woman did. Well, not just her. Civilian reintegration training had emphasized that most people didn’t mind, and even enjoyed, physical touch.

      But I wasn’t one of them. In fact, I was barely getting used to tolerating it after a life of avoiding such things. I nodded slightly, just enough to let her know I wasn’t going to lose it and punch someone in the face. It had happened once since coming back up from the first excursion to Kainos’ surface.

      While I’d come a long way from waking up to find the ship overrun by an alien enemy, there were still times when something unexpected could trigger my ingrained fight response. That had been the case when I was doing an intense workout one evening. All of my focus had been on the simulation, and I didn’t hear one of the crew come in. The man tapped me on the shoulder, and, on reflex, I’d responded by clocking him in the face.

      For me, there had been no fallout. Being the Chief Mission Ward came with certain perks, but additional exceptions were also made when said Chief Mission Ward was still learning how to be part of society. The man’s broken nose had been set to rights with one of the now up and running healing devices, but whenever I saw him after the incident he rushed by with his eyes aimed at the floor.

      Applause from above caught my attention and pulled me the rest of the way back into reality.

      “Why are they clapping?” I glanced at my team for an answer.

      Tara shrugged. “We didn’t die.”

      I gestured at Noah and Mitch, who were now back on their feet.

      “Okay, we didn’t all die,” she amended. “Ergo, victory. At least in the eyes of our students. That, and you’re kind of a hero. Closest thing to a celebrity we have on the ship. For them, it’s like getting to watch an action star in a movie.”

      She said students but what she meant was Exodus Ark Security Crew. Most had been pulled out of stasis in an effort to build up a defense in case the First showed up. Roughly half of the roster had some kind of combat experience—soldiers, cops, ex-mercenaries. The other half had originally come on the trip with the assumption they would be dealing with peacekeeping and paperwork, not fighting.

      That wasn’t the way it had gone, but it couldn’t be helped. Rodon Corp hadn’t anticipated just how hostile the situation they were sending us into would be. While the company had known about the possibility of alien life, they expected us to find nothing more than some ancient artifacts and possibly the key to more advanced technology.

      Some of that story still didn’t add up, but it was low on my considerable list of worries.

      Tara nudged me and thrust her chin in the direction of onlookers in the observation bay.

      I didn’t see any reason for the nudge and frowned. “What?”

      “I think they’re waiting for you to address them, Chief.”

      “Oh. Right,” I said, unsure what to say.

      None of my previous instruction, with the exception of Tara’s “people training,” as she called it, had prepared me for teaching. I didn’t see the point either. Black Shield agents learned first through watching, then by hands-on experience.

      I had to remind myself that the Ark’s crew were not like me. It should have been easy, but unedited people required me to look through a different lens and I was still adjusting to it.

      “Take note of why Collins and Oliver were KIA,” I began.

      I never got the chance to say why though, because a voice in my ear gave me pause. “Kent, Chief Petty Officer Avery Garnett’s body has been released for eradication. Your presence is required for signoff.”

      It was AMI, the ship’s command AI. Technically, her name was an acronym that stood for Artificial Mission Intelligence, but all of the ship’s major—and most of the minor—functions were in her capable hands.

      I finished addressing the crew. “Study the playback and figure out where shit went wrong. Then, practice together with your squad leaders. I expect each of you to log a minimum of three hours of practice each day. The rest of your time should be spent learning all you can about the First. That includes the Turned residing on Kainos. Future sessions will test your adaptability to more unknowns.”

      With that, I went to the nearest wall panel and blacked out the observation window. This wasn’t my first training session and my rules were clear. If anyone lingered, there would be hell to pay.

      “I’ve got to go,” I informed my team. “St. John released Avery’s body. Since I was her direct superior, I have to sign off.”

      Tara looked up at the observation deck, then back to me. “Don’t get started without us. I’ll check in on our proteges first and make sure they’re on track. Some were awake during the attack and know what’s at stake. The rest only have video feeds and horror stories to go by, so I want to make sure they’re not slacking off.”

      “Good idea,” agreed Mitch. “Noah and I will come with you, then we can go to the funeral together.”

      Funeral? It was just the body disposal process. Then again, the response didn’t surprise me. I was still learning just how sentimental people could be, especially when someone they were close to died. I recalled the training manual had explained funerals were common for any loss of human life.

      Nodding briefly, I exited the training room more than a little appreciative to have the three on my team still. I might not have understood all the social cues, but Tara had been an invaluable asset when it came to navigating the world of humanity. Like thinking to check and make sure the crew was doing what they were told.

      For me, that was automatic. Or had been. There were a few instances in the past few weeks where my decisions had gone against the orders I’d been issued, but extenuating circumstances drove each of them.

      “Are you alright, Kent?”

      AMI’s voice in my ear again. It was almost soothing in its familiarity. I preferred the AI to most people because her “thinking” was more like mine. Hyper logical and analytical versus emotional and empathetic. Then again, I guessed that said something about me, something that bothered me but that I couldn’t put into words.

      “Fine, AMI.”

      “Don’t forget I can see your face,” she continued. “Micro expressions. They say you have something on your mind.”

      I smiled a little. Or, the corner of my mouth twitched, which was close enough. “You’re right. I do. Lots of somethings, as it happens. Impending war, trying to keep the colonists alive, Makin and whatever else he has in his bag of tricks.”

      “Alright, no need to be testy. I’m only trying to help.”

      I detected the slight change in her voice. Was that hurt I was hearing? Of course, like me, AMI had undergone major changes recently and was sometimes prone to odd behavior. When DICK had gone rogue, his behavior had been murderous. Insane, even. AMI’s systems were scanned rigorously to make sure she wouldn’t suffer a similar fate. The scans came back clear, but AMI still acted differently.

      I decided to err on the side of caution even if she wasn’t going rogue. “Sorry. I have months, if we’re lucky, to train people who’ve never held a weapon for war. The ones who know anything help balance things a little, but there are too many variables.”

      AMI didn’t respond right away. I thought she might have gone for good when she spoke again. “Yes, this situation is far from ideal. However, remember this. When overwhelmed, it’s easier to break things down to manageable tasks. The immediate of those would be laying CPO Garnett to rest.”

      “Right. Funeral. Final ceremony for the deceased. I’ve witnessed a few but never been part of one.”

      “Go in prepared,” AMI advised.

      I grimaced. “I know. Humans tend to get emotional.”

      “They do,” she agreed. “But I was speaking of you. Try to show a little emotion, for the sake of your team.”

      “Huh,” was all I could think to say to that.
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      Death came for all of us sooner or later.

      Sure, you could put it off with advancements in medicine, by tampering with genetics, or by taking pains to be careful, but in the end none of that mattered. Death didn’t care who you were, what you looked like, or if you were a super soldier. Or if you were just a regular one.

      That’s what I was thinking about when I looked down into Avery Garnett’s eradication pod with AMI’s advice, such as it was, still fresh in my mind. And felt… nothing.

      I had been present for her death, a moment that evoked plenty of emotion at the time. Rage, guilt at not being able to save her, helpless against an enemy that killed from within. For the past month, her body had been in a cooler unit to allow Dr. Rhys St. John access for his research.

      In that time, my focus shifted. Death was fleeting, something that barely registered in my thoughts unless the self-preservation instinct kicked in. I just didn’t understand the connections people fostered that made them want to prolong the event. Black Shield soldiers were easily replaced and died how they lived—out of sight and out of mind. We didn’t mourn because that took up valuable real estate in one’s psyche and could lead to mistakes in the field.

      Since there was no one else in the room, I leaned closer to study the fallen soldier. Most of the ugly black lines of infected veins had receded, leaving Avery looking more or less normal.

      She had been killed—and I did consider it killed rather than just dying—by the First. They had tried to Turn her into one of their assets. It worked too, for a time. Until Dr. St. John and his Volcurian counterpart Skan worked out a cure.

      A temporary one, it turned out.

      Science wasn’t really my thing, but Dr. St. John’s explanation had been clear enough. Avery’s DNA was altered by whatever Makin’s people did to her. The cure undid some of the change, but after a few minutes it couldn’t sustain her nervous system. It crashed, and there had been no way to bring her back.

      My teammate died in front of me while I was powerless to do anything about it, which troubled me more to think about than her death. The First’s infection wasn’t something I could shoot or rip apart with my bare hands, my usual methods of dealing with threats. Avery’s last moments might have been filled with agony, but here she looked peaceful, like she might wake up at any second and wonder why the hell I was watching her.

      I didn’t know precisely why that thought came to mind. Maybe it was because I’d watched her die. An unfamiliar feeling built up inside me. There was tightness in my chest and churning in my gut as I continued to stare down at the woman who had been so dedicated to her cause that she’d flown across the universe to do her patriotic duty.

      My thoughts continued to swirl.

      She’d made a personal choice. Something I had never been given until recently. The terms of my employment with Rodon were clear, but the Director, a man named Jacob Wright, had never brought it up. Not to mention that we were far out of the corporation’s reach. That went both ways, I supposed. Thanks to Avery, we now knew that Rodon Corp was not only aware of intelligent alien life, but they had gone so far as to order an investigation.

      The whole situation didn’t make a lot of sense to me. They were hundreds of years into Earth’s future by now, though the exact date still eluded us. I had a feeling that this was important but couldn’t say why.

      The sound of a door sliding open pulled me from my thoughts. It was Tara. Our eyes met briefly before her gaze drifted to the pod in the middle of the room. Emotion flashed over her face for the briefest of moments. Tara and Avery hadn’t been close, but I knew that when most other people trusted someone with their life, an unspoken bond formed.

      She’d been one of us, especially at the end.

      The door slid open again to admit the last two members of my team. Mitch and Noah both wore somber expressions as they approached Avery’s pod.

      “Should we say something?” The question came from Tara. Her gaze shifted to me once more, as though she expected me to speak.

      I almost shook my head, but it occurred to me that as Avery Garnett’s leader, the responsibility fell to me. There was just one problem. I knew nothing about giving a eulogy. Before I could come up with anything, the door slid open for the last time.

      Dr. Rhys St. John entered the room, his features uncharacteristically drawn—a look I wasn’t used to seeing on the scientist’s face. “Sorry I’m late. Research, you know how it is. Just working to find a way...”

      He hesitated, looking down at Avery’s visible face. “Looking for a way to prevent this from happening again,” he finished.

      “It’s not your fault, doc,” said Mitch.

      “That’s kind of you to say, Mr. Collins. But I think we all know that it is.”

      I watched the scene unfold in front of me in silence until a sharp elbow poked me in the side. It was Tara, and she jerked her head in the doctor’s direction. The implication being that this was one of those unedited human things. What had she told me before? When people feel guilty, they need reassurance? I didn’t know how to do that in a comforting way, so I went with facts.

      “He’s right, Dr. St. John.” I waited until he looked at me to continue. “Avery was a soldier. She knew her life was on the line with every mission, and she was willing to make that sacrifice.”

      His shoulders slumped, and I wondered if I’d made the situation worse. “But... I had the chance to save her. And I failed. It’s on me that she’s dead.”

      “No.” I said it firmly, leaving no room for argument. “The First are responsible. If you hadn’t done what you did, Avery might still be one of them.”

      “The Chief has a point,” Noah added. “Because of you, she gave us information. Avery knew who she was and that she was surrounded by friends when the end came. That’s more than a lot of people in our line of work get.”

      Noah didn’t usually speak much but others tended to listen when he did. His words seemed to calm Dr. St. John because the man didn’t look quite so miserable.

      “Okay,” he said. “Thank you. I just feel awful. I don’t want to fail again.”

      I didn’t have a response for that. St. John was working on a cure for removing the First’s... infection, for lack of a better word, from the human body. Since I wasn’t a scientist, I had no idea whether he would—or hell, could—do such a thing.

      “Let’s get this over with so you can keep working on it,” Tara put in. Her words weren’t quite gruff, but it was clear she wanted to be done with the ritual.

      I cleared my throat in an effort to give myself another second to come up with something meaningful to say about a woman I barely knew. Then again, I thought, looking down at her, maybe I knew her better than I was allowing myself to think.

      “Avery Garnett was a soldier,” I finally said. “A patriot and a teammate. She made the ultimate sacrifice to ensure we made it off the mountain. Whatever chance we have against the First we owe to her. I don’t plan on wasting it.”

      The room went silent.

      I knew that back home there were more customs to be observed, but this wasn’t a typical funeral service. Avery would not be buried six feet deep or cremated with her ashes to be spread somewhere. Her body, per the ship’s protocols, was to be released into space.

      Beside me, Tara produced a small flask. “To Avery and Miguel.”

      She took a quick swallow, then passed it to me. I repeated the motion and managed not to cough when it burned my throat.

      Dr. St. John wasn’t so lucky. He didn’t quite spit it out, but Mitch had to thump him on the back a few times. The moment had the effect of lightening the mood some, and the bottle made its way to Mitch and Noah.

      When it was done, Dr. St. John held up a pad. “I can start the procedure whenever we’re ready.”

      There was a beat of silence in the room.

      “Do it,” I instructed. “We have a war to train for. Avery would want our focus on that.”

      The doctor tapped a few times on the pad before sticking it in his pocket. “It’s done.”

      A soft whirring emitted from the pod, then it began to move.

      “Please stand back,” a computer’s voice announced.

      It sounded a little like AMI, but it wasn’t the version I was used to dealing with. The automated processes didn’t require an AI of her caliber to actively handle those kinds of tasks, but they still used the same voice print.

      A large panel opened on the wall opposite the pod. There were no mausoleums or burial grounds on the Ark—all bodies were, for practical reasons, jettisoned into the void. Since that couldn’t be directly observed, a nearby wall screen turned on. The outer camera feed showed the hull opening to reveal the pod in its airlock. The pod opened, and Petty Officer Avery Garnett was released, forever relieved from duty.

      “Let’s go grab a drink,” Tara suggested.

      No one objected, not even me, though I typically preferred the quiet solitude of my quarters. The rituals that people used to get themselves through certain events seemed to help. I’d noticed that many of the Ark’s passengers frequented the on board bar, something that hadn’t made a lot of sense to me given the attack. For me, drinking was akin to sleeping while on patrol.

      This was just one of those things that I dealt with even if I didn’t understand it. My gut sensed this was something my people needed, so I could force myself to socialize for one night.

      The bartender, a brunette with dark skin and startling green eyes, seemed to know all three of my team members. She offered me a warm smile and I nodded back. I knew better than to attempt a smile of my own because Tara had once told me that when I forced that particular facial expression it could scare small children.

      “You’re the Chief Mission Ward,” the woman said amiably. “I’m Candace Ross. Nice to see you in our little corner of the ship. What’s your poison?”

      I stared for a moment, incredulous. “Why would you serve poison?”

      “Haha. No one mentioned you were funny.” She leaned over and gave me an appraising look.

      This was another weird thing that unedited people did; get into each other’s personal space. I wanted to lean back, away from her piercing gaze, but managed to stay in place.

      “You look like a beer kind of man. Hang tight, I’ll get you a draft.  First drink’s on me, Chief,” she added.

      I shook my head. “It’s customary for the superior to purchase the first round. We’re coming from a funeral and I’m going to take care of my people. Put it on my account, please.”

      Candace’s playful expression sobered and her gaze flicked over to the others. “Avery?”

      When Tara just nodded, the bartender reached behind the counter and produced five shot glasses. A bottle of amber colored liquid came next, which she poured expertly into the glasses, then slid one each to us and kept the last for herself.

      It seemed everyone was waiting for something but this time I wasn’t clear on what that might be. Thankfully, Tara took the lead by picking up the glass and raising it in the air. “To Avery.”

      Mitch, Noah, and Candace all repeated the short phrase on a murmur, and I joined in, tipping my glass back to follow suit. It burned going down, but somehow wasn’t unpleasant.

      Candace smiled again, but it didn’t quite banish the sadness from her eyes. “I met her once, Avery. She struck me as decent. The first round is on me.” The last part was said firmly and left no room for argument.

      “Thank you,” I told her. “I’ll get the next then. Whatever they want.”

      Tara laughed, a genuine one. “Careful with that kind of offer, boss. Some people will take advantage.

      That got a chuckle out of everyone, breaking through the dark cloud that had hung over our group. The next round came, this time in the form of beer. I had witnessed unedited soldiers come back from occasions such as this, wakes they were called, if memory served. Until this very moment, I hadn’t understood the meaning, or why it could be important.

      Now, I got it. Avery Garnett had lived and died, leaving her mark on people she met. Forming relationships with those people had made her important to them. Even the likes of someone like me. It felt… good to be part of this celebration of her life.

      And, as it happened, I didn’t mind the drinks like I thought I would. Thanks to my edited genes and enhanced healing abilities, my liver filtered out the alcohol faster than my friends. At one point, Mitch and Noah wandered off to talk to other people, leaving Tara and me alone.

      She spun on her stool to face me, then put an elbow on the bar and propped her chin on it. Her eyes were glassy, a sign that the shots and beer were starting to have an effect on her.

      “I gotta say, Kent. I mean, boss. You’ve come a long way from the robot that helped us deal with the Flux.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her when her chin came off her fist and she jerked. “You okay, Perez?”

      She pushed her hand at me in a ‘I’m fine’ motion. “Never better. Anyway, I’m just saying that my people training is working out pretty well. If I had gold stars to give you, I’d put them all over.”

      The words came out a little slurred and the grin was lopsided. Still, I found that I liked the sentiment.

      “Thanks, Perez. Between you and me, I think I’m starting to feel like an unedited human.”

      “Psh. You’re human alright.” Her brow furrowed and she made a hmm sound. “I think I’m drunk. Time to call it a night. I don’t want my boss to give me an earful.”

      I laughed and helped her up. “I’ll take you back. But you’re right, I have something to say. Be ready tomorrow. I have a feeling we’ll be heading back down to Kainos pretty soon.”

      She snorted in response and shuffled to the exit.

      “Take care of that one,” said Candace behind me.

      “Don’t worry,” I replied, my eyes on Tara as she started making her way through the crowd. “I plan on it.”
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      That night, I dreamt. Not an altogether unusual occurrence, and even in my slumber I knew it was connected to the day’s events. I was back in a familiar scene, but only in the sense that it was a copy of so many others I’d found myself in.

      Barracks, cold and impersonal on our side. The Black Shield side. The unedited side showed evidence of the men who occupied it. Photos of people intimately connected to them, personal effects, and trash cans filled with items I’d never used before, like candy and cigarette wrappers. Soldiers who were just regular humans didn’t typically bunk with us for a number of reasons. In this case, circumstances during the mission had left one of the temporary barracks unusable.

      The unedited soldiers knew how to be neat, but they still had personal effects. Holo pictures pinned up under their bunks or affixed some other way so their owners could see them. Lovers, family, friends. It wasn’t anything new.

      Personally, I didn’t see the point. My brothers and I followed orders together, fought together, and sometimes died together. Beyond our interactions in the field, I rarely thought of them, if at all.

      Just then, a group of our unedited counterparts filed in from an impromptu funeral for a fallen friend. Those that weren’t scheduled to be on duty for the next twenty-four hours carried cans of beer and stunk of it.

      My eyes and ears tracked their movement, but I didn’t move.

      One of the soldiers in my line of vision saw me staring and frowned. When I didn’t look away, he stalked over, the frown turning into a scowl. He clearly thought I was issuing a challenge, when in truth I was only observing because he exhibited signs of aggression.

      “You got a problem, Batty?”

      I ignored his insipid reference about a fictional character and continued to stare, taking in everything about him. Skein, according to his name patch, was more rangy than muscular. At almost two meters, he had decent height for someone whose genes hadn’t been perfected. I could tell by the way he carried himself that the man could hold his own in a fight. Well, under normal circumstances.

      One of his squad mates, PFC Gibson, put a hand on his shoulder. “Skein, back off. You don’t want to pick a fight with BCS. They’re on our side, man.”

      “Yeah right,” he sneered. “Look at these assholes. They lost three men out there today and didn’t bat an eye.”

      Skein’s gaze drifted down the neat row of bunks and paused at the large gap. If the rest of us hadn’t been sitting, you wouldn’t have known they belonged to anyone.

      “We all lost people,” Gibson reminded him, the voice of reason. “Shit day, all around. Why don’t you ease up?”

      “We just buried Tanner and Crosby.” Skein shook off the hand and crossed the last meter to my bunk. His fists balled up at his sides and he glared at me. “You didn’t bother to come, 9464. You have ice in those perfect veins instead of blood? Hell, do they even run on blood?” The last question hadn’t been aimed at anyone in particular. In fact, the soldier seemed to have lost his focus for a second.

      “C’mon, Skein. Let’s go pour one out for Tanner and Crosby.”

      I thought for a second Skein might go with his friend, but the rage blazed in his eyes again.

      “No. Not until this goddamn robot stops staring at me.”

      Gibson’s expression turned hopeful that I might look away, but I was going to disappoint him. I didn’t take my focus off a potential threat unless there was a bigger one to deal with. At the moment, Skein had my full and undivided attention.

      It was no surprise when the soldier got within reaching distance and stabbed a finger into my chest. “I said, stop staring at me.”

      I continued to ignore him.

      “Oh, I get it. Perfect soldier doesn’t have to answer a lowly human. Maybe I ought to teach you a lesson.”

      Gibson opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. “I would advise against that action, sir. If you attack me, I will be forced to defend myself.”

      The sneer came back, laced with a little liquid courage. If I was one for sighing, that would have been the perfect moment.

      Skein rammed his fist into my face. I had to let him, otherwise regs would have demanded I get in trouble. Since he hit me first, I was well within my rights to do bodily harm back, so long as it wasn’t excessive. As soon as his fist touched my face, my arm shot up and grabbed his wrist. I held him in place and kicked out while still sitting, and made him lose his balance. As he fell, I wrenched the arm, twisting him, and pinned it behind his back.

      I let go of the wrist just before the bone snapped.

      With about as much grace as a newborn giraffe, Skein fell forward. His face bounced off the floor once, and he made an oof sound, then grunted in pain. I didn’t smile, but something inside me felt oddly satisfied at the sight of his sprawled form.

      The barracks were almost deathly silent. The BSC operatives in front of me were still sitting in the same position, hands resting lightly on their knees, as though nothing had happened. I didn’t have to check behind me to know the rest were the same.

      As for the unedited soldiers, they appeared to be in shock rather than keeping still due to discipline. The moment broke when Skein finally regained his faculties and clambered to his feet.

      “You’re gonna pay for that.”

      His hand twitched toward his weapon. I dropped all pretenses and shot to my feet. My own weapon was already out and pressed to his head before his came out of the holster. “Sir, if you go for your sidearm, I will shoot. It will be justified. Stand down.”

      Skein’s face went slack, but his hands went up. “What the hell, man? I wasn’t going to do anything for real. Let’s all just calm down.”

      I stayed exactly where I was. The room had gone from shocked silence to two sides on the brink of a fight. My men were no longer sitting. Each of them were on their feet, observing, weapons at the ready, and the change had happened in an instant. None of the other soldiers seemed to have processed it yet.

      “Back away, sir,” I ordered. “Once I see the threat is gone, I will lower my weapon, as will my men.”

      Now Skein’s people were realizing they were in trouble. Skein didn’t worry me. None of them did. But if this situation escalated and my team slaughtered a group of unedited soldiers, there would be hell to pay, even if it wasn’t our fault.

      Gibson moved forward, deliberately slow, with both hands in the air. “Sergeant, you’ll have to ignore my friend here. Skein lost a friend today. Two, actually. He’s had some drinks and his emotions are a little whacked. I’m just going to take him out and let things calm down. That work for you?”

      I nodded, the motion curt. “That is acceptable, sir.”

      He indicated my still raised weapon. “Do you mind?”

      At first I wasn’t sure what he wanted, then I understood. In this instance, with so many friendlies and the situation being what it was, I lowered it.

      “Thanks.” Gibson let out a shaky breath, then started to haul Skein away. “Dumbass,” he muttered. “What were you thinking?”

      I motioned for my team to stand down, then returned to my seated position.

      The crisis had passed, but Skein’s words stayed with me.

      Do you have ice instead of blood running through those perfect veins?

      I couldn’t say why that comment had wormed its way into my thoughts, but I was disturbed by it. Just because I was efficient didn’t mean I wasn’t human, right? Then again, I supposed I didn’t really care what I was. I knew my purpose.

      Didn’t I?
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      The next morning, I woke when the lights came on without my prompting them to do so. They were low but enough to have me come alert at the change. I lay still in the dim glow and focused my amplified senses, feeling out my surroundings in case of a threat.

      A chime sounded, signalling an update of some kind, and I realized AMI must have been responsible for waking me up. The AI was strange like that. To everyone else on the ship, she more or less presented herself as one would expect for an artificial intelligence, but our interactions were different.

      I started to reach for my personal pad when another light flickered in the small space. It wasn’t the room’s lighting but rather a small hologram emitter that had recently been installed at my tiny workstation.

      The holo started out as a pile of pixelated light that wasted no time swirling to form a shape. Within a matter of seconds, AMI appeared. This time her avatar was decked out in a navy blue skinsuit bearing the Exodus Ark’s logo on the chest. It might have looked professional if not for the strategic cutouts.

      Her hair was braided intricately along both sides of her scalp, but the tail was left to hang to her shoulders. AMI’s outfits and hair changed daily, something she assured us was a result of her merging personalities with DICK, who was now deceased, for all intents and purposes.

      It was like she was trying to find her identity, something I could understand.

      “Good morning, Chief Mission Ward.”

      “Morning, AMI. Do I have a message?”

      “You do. Shall I relay it to you?” Her reply was cheerful with the barest hint of playfulness. More of her off programming, though it only seemed to occur with me. I motioned for her to go ahead. “Director Wright would like a word, at your convenience.”

      “Now is fine. Tell him fifteen minutes.” I sat up and swung my legs over the side of my bunk without complaint. “What can you tell me, AMI? Have there been any updates?”

      She walked in a lazy circle, swaying her hips. “Not about the enemy.”

      “What are you doing?” I asked, distracted by the strange sashay.

      “Walking.”  AMI tilted her head to one side as if that were obvious.

      “Yeah, but why are you walking like that?”

      The AIs avatar went still, and she looked down at herself. When AMI looked at me again, her stance was normal. “I have absorbed all media stored on the ship in an attempt to better understand how humans interact with each other. It seemed like a beneficial activity for both of us. As I learn, I am experimenting to see what is useful.”

      “I see,” I told her, even though I didn’t. “You said there were no updates about the First. That implies there’s an important update about something else. Earth?”

      She smiled at me. “That is correct. I would fill you in, but the Director has ordered all relevant data wait until the meeting.”

      It would have made more sense for me to know the information prior to the meeting. That way it would have given me time to think on the way there, but this was just another annoyance that arose when dealing with humans. Tara called it red tape. Something about proper procedures and politics.

      Procedure I understood. Politics was something I was still learning to navigate but preferred to avoid.

      I bent down to pull on my boots. “Sounds like bad news.”

      AMI cocked her head at the question. “Are you trying to wheedle information out of me, Chief Mission Ward Kent?”

      “Pulling out the full title?” I raised one brow so she would know I wasn’t being serious. “No, AMI. I wouldn’t dream of doing that. Besides, when have you ever known me to wheedle?”

      “Excellent point. You are quite direct,” she replied. “The director has confirmed your appointment. You may arrive at any time.”

      “Thanks.”

      I slipped my personal pad into a pocket and left my quarters. Time on the ship followed a typical Earth cycle. Twenty-four hour days and three hundred and sixty-five days to a year. For the entire trip here the Exodus Ark hadn’t had a system to orbit, so keeping standard time familiar made sense to whoever made the rules.

      It was just past 0600 and the ship was already alive with activity. Colonizing the planet was no longer the priority mission for me, but it still mattered plenty to the others on the ship. If we survived the upcoming war, Kainos would be our new home. Provisions were being made for that eventuality, as well as all the repairs still needed.

      The First’s attack on our ship had only been the beginning, but it had also caused a lot of structural damage. Most of our defenses were back up but far from reliable, and many of the Ark’s systems were disrupted. That left us in the dark when it came to exactly how long we’d been traveling or when the Blight might have come into contact with us.

      Thankfully we had reached the Red Shift System without any more catastrophe and limped along to our final destination of Kainos. Unfortunately, our first excursion to the planet had exposed us to more problems, namely that our enemy was already present on the planet.

      Kainos’ inhabitants, a peace loving people called the Volcuri, were also under attack, although their war had been waged for hundreds of years at that point. The First had mind-enslaved most of their people, leaving only a small portion of their population unscathed.

      Maybe unscathed wasn’t the word. I met the rebel leader, Riva, and learned about their existence in an underground bunker. They weren’t what one would term thriving. Surviving wasn’t the same as living, but it was all they could do.

      Even more than that, the actual First were scheduled to pick up their newest crop of sacrificial soldiers by the end of their year. Riva had given us a time frame that worked out to a matter of standard Earth months. That left little opportunity to make sure we were ready, less so if the enemy showed up early.

      I sighed internally as all the different scenarios played out in my head. How did people do this all the time? Maybe I’d been under the thumb of the Black Shield Corps for most of my life, and call me crazy (Tara certainly did), but life was a hell of a lot easier when all I worried about was where to aim and when to shoot.

      At least I wouldn’t have to wait long. When I reached Director Wright’s outer sanctum, his secretary greeted me with a smile and motioned at the door.

      “You can go right in, Chief Kent. The Director is waiting for you.”

      “Thanks,” I said automatically. Manners, at least, were easy to remember.

      I pushed the office door open and stepped through to find my superior and one other person inside.

      Director Wright was an imposing man. He stood over two full meters, with hard features and broad shoulders, plus a steely eyed stare that was reported to stop lesser men in their tracks.

      The other occupant, one Dr. Rhys St. John, stood and offered me a hand, which I took. We’d clashed on more than a few occasions, but after Avery’s funeral the night before, something changed between us.

      “Good to see you, Chief. How’s the training going?”

      “It’s coming along.” I took a free seat at the table where a pad had been set out for me. “Real experience would be better, but we don’t have a way to safely contain or control the Flux. As it stands, progress is acceptable.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” commented Wright. “Speaking of that, I’d like to observe a future session. According to the gossip train, you’re quite the instructor.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that, sir. Teaching is new for me. I’m finding it easier to demonstrate in the holo room.”

      The Director nodded approvingly. “That’s a good tactic. You may not follow orders all the time, but you are modest, Kent. And teaching isn’t just instructing. It’s how you carry yourself. No one that looks at you sees anything other than a dedicated soldier. No nonsense. It sends a message. The right message,” he finished.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Deliberately, I picked up my pad and opened the dossier it contained in the hopes we could get the meeting started. It worked. St. John followed suit, but Director Wright leaned forward. His brows drew together, and I had a feeling that whatever he was about to say wouldn’t be good.

      The first thing that caught my eye was that there was news from Earth. I figured they would have sent scheduled updates after our departure as our warning probably hadn’t reached them yet.

      “As you can see in the file, there’s an update from back home. We have a bit of a situation,” he said, confirming my suspicion. “We’ve received a response with… let’s say unexpected news.”

      My gaze shot to the doctor, but he didn’t say anything so I directed my question to Wright. “A response? How could they answer that fast?” I asked.

      “For the sake of simplicity, let’s say yes this is a response, but there is more to the story. Thanks to the transmission, we now know that our assumption of how much time has passed is incorrect.”

      I nodded, recalling AMI’s uncertainty in that area. “We thought that might be the case. What are we looking at?”

      My mind was reeling with possibilities. The first was that it had been longer than the centuries that were scheduled. Thousands, maybe more. I couldn’t picture what that kind of future might look like back home.

      Director Wright watched me with sharp eyes. “Less than one hundred years have passed since our departure. Six decades, to be precise.”

      It wasn’t easy to take a Black Shield operative by surprise, especially during conversation, but Wright had done just that. For a long, drawn out moment, I could only stare. “Sixty years? How is that possible when our trip was supposed to take centuries?”

      “I think Dr. St. John may be able to explain it better.”

      The man in question bobbed his head, eager to answer. “Actually, to be exact, sixty-one years have passed since the Exodus Ark launched.” He paused and drew in a breath as though about to launch into a deeper explanation, but Director Wright interrupted.

      “Keep it simple, Rhys.”

      “Right, of course. The simple answer is Faster Than Light travel.” St. John grinned.

      “I don’t understand,” I replied, trying to digest the implications. “It still took us hundreds of years to get here. It would have taken a long time for our message to reach them. The math doesn’t add up.”

      “No it doesn’t,” he agreed. “But that’s because you don’t have all the information. They didn’t come up with FTL after we left. They had it before. As in, we launched with it.” He gestured around the room, which I took to mean the entire ship.

      I wasn’t exactly stunned, but the revelation was far from minor. “The Ark has an FTL drive and no one knew?”

      “Oh, someone knew.” Wright cast a glance at a corner of the office that held cameras closest to his line of sight.

      “AMI?” I guessed.

      Her reply came over the room’s audio feed. “Astute, as always, Chief Mission Ward. I feel compelled to add that there were security protocols in place that prevented me from discussing that data. There was nothing I could do to circumvent until the first message confirmed same.”

      Director Wright waved the explanation away. “Understood, AMI. You’re not at fault. Rodon is. The corporate assholes should have never kept something like this from command. Is there any other information I’m not aware of?”

      “Not at this time, Director.”

      “Good enough. Moving on. Chief, this meeting is about more than a time discrepancy. There are serious implications that come with this development. Namely, what the transmission detailed. Evidence of the First has been discovered in more than just this system. By all accounts, they appear to have the means for Faster Than Light travel as well.”

      Serious implications indeed. I regarded the director with a level gaze. “Is Earth at risk?”

      “Not yet. But we are. And the powers that be have decided we need help. They’re sending backup.”

      I curled my lip. “What good does that do when they won’t be here for decades?”

      Wright pursed his lips, a sign he was unhappy with whatever he had to say next. “As it happens, the good people of Rodon Corp and the United States government knew we might run into trouble. The assistance was already en route before AMI sent our warning out. They’ve been traveling for almost as long as us. If they don’t run afoul of the First, they are scheduled to arrive by the end of the month.”

      Now I was starting to get a little pissed. Of all the emotion I possessed, aggression was the only one that had been enhanced instead of taken away. It was something to be used during combat, or when I had a readily available target at which to direct it. At the moment I had neither and had to keep the leash on. “So Rodon Corporation knew we might be walking into hostile activity,” I said, the words acid in my mouth. “Why not just send a force with us? If they had, we might have been more prepared when the First attacked.”

      “Another mystery I was not apprised of.” The angry lines marring Wright’s expression told me he felt the same way I did. “In any case, we need the firepower. You should know that they’re sending Black Shield operatives. Your brothers in arms.”

      He didn’t say former, but I was sure we both thought it. I swiped through the list of operatives. I wasn’t surprised to find that most were obsolete, like I had been. Called up for a one way trip. I recognized a few designations and was satisfied enough to sit back. “This is at least something they’re doing right. They’ll be assets.”

      AMI’s voice came over the communication speakers again. “Excuse the interruption, Director, but there is an incoming transmission from Kainos. Riva wishes to discuss an important update with the Chief Mission Ward.”

      When I’d left the planet the previous month, Riva’s engineers had worked with AMI to create a way for them to reach us. The fact that she was using it at all spelled trouble.

      He frowned. “Fine, put her on. We’ll take the call in here.”

      There was a beep, then Riva’s voice came over the line. “Chief Kent. We have a problem.”

      “This is Kent,” I replied. “What’s going on?”

      “Makin has been in contact with his masters.” She bit out the last word, so it came out almost as a hiss. “We intercepted one of their communications. The timetable has been moved up, but the message was encrypted so I cannot say when the enemy will arrive. We must prepare.”

      I didn’t think the Director would want me mentioning anything he didn’t clear, so I kept it simple. “We are. My people are training, and arrangements are being made.”

      “This is a relief,” she replied. “However, I must request your presence here once more. We—I—need your help. Makin and the other Turned must be removed from the mountain post if we are to have a chance. I believe our Elders have information that will help, but they request an audience with the Chief Mission Ward.”

      The request took me aback. “No disrespect, Riva, but why me? I’m not the leader.”

      I glanced at Director Wright, concerned he might think I had orchestrated this behind his back. His face betrayed nothing, however, even to me.

      Riva’s response was measured. “They are aware of this fact. As to the why, I do not question the Elders, Chief Kent. It just isn’t done.”

      The seriousness in her tone told me this custom was non-negotiable for her people, so I didn’t push it. I supposed this wasn’t unfamiliar territory. No soldier would have questioned a superior officer back on Earth, at least not under typical circumstances. That didn’t make me any less curious though. I looked to Wright again, waiting for confirmation. When he nodded, I continued. “When?”

      “Now” was the response. “They wish a meeting as soon as possible. We must go on foot.”

      Wright didn’t object, so I agreed. “We’ll be there in a few hours.”

      “Thank you, Chief Kent. I will meet you at the lake where you first arrived.”

      The line went dead as she signed off, leaving the room quiet again. That only lasted a few seconds.

      “Well,” said Director Wright, “talk about coincidence. I was going to send you and your team down there anyway. The last part of the transmission from Earth said to make nice with the locals. Recruit them for help if we could. Sounds like you meeting with these Elders and helping to take care of Makin are good second steps since you worked with them Previously. Get your team together, Kent. Take St. John with you. In the meantime, your backup has been activated and is in recovery.”

      “The secondary Mission Ward?” I frowned at that. “Aren’t they supposed to stay under unless I’m killed, according to protocol?”

      He tapped his fingers on the desk in staccato rhythm. “Usually yes, but I think we’d all agree protocol doesn’t mean squat right now. At least not in this matter. I don’t know how long you’ll be gone, and I need someone here to take over your duties. That doesn’t take anything away from your position.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      I didn’t like the idea of leaving my responsibilities to someone else, but orders were orders and I got to my feet.

      “Chief.” Director Wright stood too and indicated the pad still on the table. “Take that with you. I’ve upped your security clearance to match mine. Seems to me that now is not the time for politics or withholding information. Good luck, Kent.”
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      “The team rides again.”

      Tara grinned up at me, eyes shining with pre-mission excitement. I’d briefed the team an hour before on Riva’s message, and my second in command was the first to arrive for our next expedition to Kainos.

      “Getting cabin fever on the ship?” I asked.

      “A little,” she admitted, sobering. “Training newbies is fun and all, but I know the real fight is down there. The immediate fight, anyway.”

      I had a pretty strong feeling that things weren’t going to be simple, no matter how much I wished them to be. “I agree so long as it’s not going to waste our time.”

      Tara slanted a concerned look my way. “What do you mean? You think Riva’s not being straight with us?”

      “No, I don’t think that. But this talk of Elders feels a bit…” At a loss for the right word, I wiggled my fingers. “War doesn’t depend on oracles. Facts and firepower are what I like to deal in.”

      She snorted. “Succinct, as always, Chief. Based on the transmission you shared, I don’t think we’re dealing with some magic woowoo. Elder implies history. You know, keepers of knowledge? Maybe they know something legitimate.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. The Volcuri’s customs were still largely a mystery, and Tara might be right. She was the one who knew about this stuff, so I deferred to her.

      The rest of the team started to show up then, preventing further discussion on the subject. I’d opted not to replace either Avery or Miguel. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe there were capable enough crew members. My concern lay with introducing new people to our dynamic. It was hard enough training unedited humans for the upcoming threat. I didn’t want to entrust my life or the lives of my team to people who didn’t know the dangers that awaited us below.

      Both Tara and Mitch had been with me since the first day I woke up on the Ark, and we worked well together. Dr. St. John couldn’t be described as a fighter in any sense of the word, but the man was intelligent and knew far more about the First than anyone else. Noah, the newest addition, had proven himself many times over during our last visit to Kainos.

      In short, these were my people and I had no desire to add to the mix.

      “Looks like the Doc learned his lesson.” Tara chuckled, eyeing the scientist’s effects.

      I saw with satisfaction that she was right. Instead of trying to lug a bunch of equipment, he was carrying a reasonably sized pack. And this time he’d dressed appropriately. Maybe there was hope for him after all. “So it would seem.”

      Mitch and Noah, experienced at prepping for excursions, dealt with loading their gear. Three Planetary Excursion Vehicles were already waiting inside, but since we were meeting Riva and her people, I didn’t plan on using them.

      “I’m not saying it’s wrong,” said Mitch, walking over. “But I sure would feel a lot better if we had more people.” He winced as if realizing what he’d just said.

      “Don’t stress about it, Mitch,” Tara assured him. “We knew what you meant. Makin has an army down there, and we’re down two people. Not ideal.”

      “No, it’s not,” I agreed. “But I don’t want to bring a whole platoon down and risk Makin thinking we’re attacking.”

      Noah looked back at the dropship, considering. “Fair point. But, and just to play devil’s advocate here, what if Makin sees it as an opportunity to wipe out one of our ships?”

      “It’s a possibility,” I admitted. “But a chance we’ll have to take. You know we’re not ready for outright war yet. If more than one ship goes down, they’ll consider it an attack.”

      Tara’s facial features tightened for a second, then she turned pensive like she didn’t want to voice what was on her mind.

      “What is it?” I prompted.

      “I’m just wondering… do we even know if they have a way to, you know, fly?”

      That was an angle I hadn’t thought of yet. I should have. There hadn’t been an aerial attack on our first landing, but that could be for practical reasons. Not knowing anything about us for one. For two, Makin might not have realized what we were until the ship was already too low to engage.

      “Interesting thought, Perez,” I said. “It’s something to consider. For now, we have to go.”

      Everyone took that as the cue to get moving. When the last person strapped in and the door closed, autopilot AMI spoke over the ship’s communication system and told us to stay buckled in until the all clear was given.

      Since we’d already done the drop once, we knew what to expect when entering Kainos’ atmosphere. It would be rough, but we’d all been through worse and most had the scars to prove it. Except for St. John. The scientist might not be a fighter, but he always somehow managed to come through. There was something to be said for that.

      The dropship disengaged from its bay with a series of clunks and bangs, then it slid smoothly through the outer hanger until it reached the launch dock. AMI’s calm voice counted down from ten, though it felt like it took double that.

      The clamps opened. With a final mechanical push, we were out of the last bay and into the black. The straps kept us all in place, but I still felt the weightlessness. I’d never really paid attention before, but the countdown made me restless enough that my focus wandered.

      I decided I liked the way it felt. Inside a functioning ship, at any rate. Not all of my zero-G moments had been fun. DICK had used it against me once in an effort to turn me against AMI. The other time, Tara and I were walking on the Ark’s exterior with only magboots keeping us from being taken out into the void for good.

      The little craft’s thrusters kicked on and slowly maneuvered us onto the correct trajectory with which to enter Kainos. A holo screen inside showed us what was happening on the outside, both from the Ark’s feeds and an exterior cam on our dropship.

      “So far so good,” said St. John, his eyes fixed on the screen.

      Up to that point he’d been quiet. I figured he had a lot on his mind, but as long as he didn’t get careless when it mattered, it wasn’t a big deal. Noah, who was closest to the scientist, gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Nothing to worry about, Rhys. These ships are made for orbital entry. It’s what’s on the ground that we have to be concerned with.”

      St. John shook his head. “Honestly, it’s not really the trip I’m thinking of. The nerves are more about the cure… I’m afraid I won’t be able to succeed. Skan has worked on it for most of his life, with direct access to the Turned, and come up with nothing. And not just him. Every scientific mind available on the planet has tried for multiple generations. They all failed. What makes me think I can succeed where they didn’t?”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Tara told him as the dropship began to descend. “You came up with the weapon that saved the Exodus Ark. Without that we wouldn’t have had a prayer.”

      “That’s kind of you to say.”

      He paused as the metal box shook violently. A glance at the camera feed showed us hurtling through lower orbit and breaking through a cloud bank. The stabilizers kicked in, and the craft began to slow for final descent.

      The great expanse of dark blue water rose up to meet us, and I spotted the landing site off in the distance. Choppy water created small waves near the bluff, sending white spray into the air.

      The doctor opened his mouth to speak again, but an alarm went off in the cabin.

      “Warning! Warning!” The computerized version of AMI’s voice blared through the small space making my ears ring. “Inbound threat detected.”

      My eyes automatically went to the feed in search of the supposed danger. Had I made a serious misstep in not bringing more ships with me?

      Beside me, Mitch gripped his safety harness with white knuckles and let out a stream of inventive curses through a clenched jaw. “Son of a bitch. You jinxed us, Noah.”

      “AMI, report,” I called out over the noise.

      This time she used the ear comm. “Kent, my scanners have registered an unknown entity in the vicinity.”

      “Show me.” The screen changed to a single feed, one using AMI’s bird’s eye view from the Ark’s scanners. At first it just looked like a high res image of the lake. The waves were growing in places, and I thought I noticed a waterspout had formed, but that wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. “AMI, I’m not seeing anything. Is it another aircraft?”

      “No. One moment. I am taking over the ship’s controls now.”

      The feed swapped again, and the ship banked hard. The inertia threw us against the harnesses, but they were made to withstand far greater trauma than that. The real concern was blackout from g-loc. The condition could be nasty and affect things in the body that were impolite to bring up in mixed company.

      My body could handle it, thanks to the edited genes and years of hard training. It was my team that I was worried about. Tara had the harness in a death grip, and every muscle tensed against the onslaught. Her eyes remained open though. Noah and Mitch held themselves similarly, but Dr. St. John didn’t have the same calm exterior.

      His eyes were shut tightly, and I thought I heard the sound of prayers. I didn’t recognize half of the deities he called out to, but maybe one of them heard because the pressure eased up in the next instant.

      Our relief didn’t last long.

      I finally got a look at the screen. What I saw made no sense. The waterspout had moved, and it was no longer a twister. It resembled a snake in that it was long and thin and curved at the top, though I couldn’t find any eyes or mouth.

      And then it moved.

      “What the fuck is that?” yelled Mitch.

      Tara’s eyes were locked on the screen and wide with horror. “It looks like a damn sea monster!”

      I didn’t have an answer, but St. John did. “I think it’s water shaping technology.” When I gave him a blank look, he spoke hurriedly. “Just think of it as a way to weaponize water by giving it a shape.”

      He’d scarcely finished speaking when we were slammed again. “AMI, get us out of here!” I ordered.

      “Working on it, Kent. This craft is limited by many factors. It isn’t meant for open conflict. I can, however, say with certainty that Dr. St. John is correct. I thought this might be a form of ferrofluid, but that is not the case.”

      “Water shaping tech isn’t much better,” commented St. John. He’d regained most of his calm, which I figured came from the fact that he was in his element when talking about things the rest of us didn’t understand.

      “Care to share with the rest of the room?” I snapped.

      “I could, but it’s faster for you to check the feed.” He let go of the harness with one hand and pointed.

      The thick body of water had transformed again, into a thick tendril, and was currently swinging right for us.

      “Please do not leave your seats at this time,” chimed AMI. “This trip is going to get a little rough. Disengaging thrusters.”

      Noah’s face went white. “Did she just say—”

      Our small dropship began to plummet, answering his question. The maneuver worked, and the tendril passed us by.

      “Reactivating thrusters,” AMI announced.

      I made a mental note that if we made it out alive, I’d tell AMI we didn’t need a play by play in combat situations.

      The dropship continued to descend, just not as fast. AMI accelerated, trying to put some distance between us and the tendril. Which worked… until it didn’t. I soon understood that we were completely ignorant as to what water shaping tech was capable of.

      One second the tendril was chasing us, then it was gone. I wasn’t dumb enough to think the threat was gone and scanned the screen for it to show itself again. I saw the landing bluff, but we were too low to reach it. AMI was heading for the nearest beach that looked to be maybe half a klick ahead.

      “Unable to locate threat,” AMI informed. “Scanning.”

      “It’s the water!” St. John exclaimed. “It can—”

      The water had formed a pillar directly in our path with no way to avoid it. I figured out what the scientist was trying to say, but by then it was too late. We weren’t dealing with a wave or some waterspout that depended on the weather. Whoever controlled the water tech could make it perform at will.

      WHAM!

      If it weren’t for the dropship being made of material intended to withstand the harshness of open space I thought we would have been ripped apart. It was still beholden to gravity though, which it demonstrated when the engines failed. We dropped again, and this time AMI couldn’t do anything to stop it.

      “Kent, I can try to slow us down, but I’m afraid you’re all going to get wet. I believe the impact will be quite unpleasant. I recommend exiting the craft now.

      I swore as I unbuckled myself. “Everyone get your asses in gear. AMI’s right, hitting the surface while inside a metal box isn’t going to be pleasant.”

      Dr. St. John was struggling, so I walked over to help him. The cargo door started to open, and the wind whipped inside. Outside the water was a little too close for my taste, and I lost my patience with the harness.

      “Don’t wait,” I told them. “As soon as you can jump, do it. Watch out for rocks if you can.”

      They obeyed, leaving me alone with St. John.

      His eyes were glazed over with fear. “Just leave me.”

      When I held up the combat knife, he gulped. “Sorry, Doc. That goes against a non-negotiable mission directive. If I leave you here, Wright will have my ass.”

      I cut the harness down the middle and hoped we didn’t shift suddenly and cause me to stab him.

      “Thank you,” he croaked.

      I grunted in answer then made for the open cargo doors. “Go,” I started to say, then realized St. John wasn’t with me. I found him trying to grab his pack.

      “Leave it!” I growled. “It won’t do you any good if you’re dead!”

      “Sorry!”

      Taking a cue from me, the scientist produced his own knife, though it was more of the swiss army variety. Still plenty sharp because the bag came free from its straps. I was already by his side and hauled him by the back of his collar to make sure he didn’t go back for anything else.

      “Kent, to avoid almost certain death, I suggest you both jump in the next fifteen seconds,” advised AMI.

      “Working on it,” I told her.

      The surface of the water was now close enough that I could see the individual laps/waves. I knew from experience that landing properly would be key. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to give my partner a lesson, and from the way he was looking down, he wasn’t going to go on his own.

      I didn’t give Dr. St. John any warning, but I did keep a grip on him when I jumped. His screams followed us all the way down, which thanks to how long it took us to get off the ship, wasn’t all that far.

      Still, we hit the water like lead weights. I didn’t let go of the scientist. Director Wright had indeed given me the order to protect him back when we landed on Kainos the first time. Besides that, the man was invaluable. I would forfeit my life for him because without St. John, our hopes for a cure went down considerably.

      I told myself, as he was flailing underwater and I was kicking to bring us both to the surface, that the mission mattered the most. Maybe that was the truth, but another part of me actually cared whether he lived or died simply because he was part of my team. My family.

      A Black Shield Operative has no family.

      With a final surge, we broke the surface.

      St. John spluttered and coughed. I was a little surprised to see he still clutched the bag, but I guessed when someone was swimming for you, you could afford to use both hands for other things.

      I held his head above water and looked around to get my bearings. The shore was a good thirty meters ahead, and I had most of my gear on. No biggie, as Tara said. I started swimming, hauling the good doctor right along with me. At twenty meters, I could touch down and started walking with my ward in tow.

      Now it was time to find the rest of my team.

      “AMI, do you read me?”

      “Of course, Chief. All communication devices are waterproof, to a point.”

      “Great,” I remarked. “Can you tell me where everyone else is?”

      Dr. St. John raised a hand and waved at me. “I don’t mean to be insensitive, but the beach isn’t safe. The water shaping tech,” he reminded me at my blank look.

      I decided that once the threat was gone, I needed to learn everything about it. For now, I had people to track down. And if any of them were dead, Makin would have a war on his hands.

      “Kent, I’ve located the three remaining members of your team. As Dr. St. John said, the threat is still active, and I advised them to get to cover. Sending the coordinates to your wrist unit now.”

      I spun to look behind me. The pillar had dissolved and transformed into something else entirely. If I had to describe it, the only thing that came close was a fist, or block. It didn’t drop on top of the wreckage so much as it punched down, clearly attempting to obliterate the foreign object.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I told St. John.

      “I should stay and watch,” he countered. Curiosity was pushing past the fear, and I tried not to groan.

      Instead of arguing, I just grabbed a fistful of his coat and started walking. My wrist unit pulled up a holo map with three glowing markers on it.

      “H-hey!”

      I ignored his complaint and kept heading for the first marker on the map. I found Noah, just inside the tree line and holding his leg.

      “Broken?” I asked, letting go of St. John.

      Noah shook his head. “I don’t think so. Just useless at the moment. Give me a few minutes to stretch it out and I should be okay.”

      I turned to the doctor. “Stay with him. I’m going to track down the others. If the water shaping tech can reach out here, start moving him to safety.”

      “That would be amazing. WST is mostly theoretical back home. I mean, we’ve been able to achieve some results, but nothing like that. I just can’t believe...” He trailed off, then cleared his throat when he caught sight of my glare. “Sure, no problem. I’ll stay here.”

      With a last nod at Noah, I set off for the second marker. It wasn’t long before the sounds of thumps followed by painful grunting reached my ears.

      There was no mistaking who it was. I found Mitch leaning against a tree, sweat dripping from his face. He didn’t see or hear me, but I couldn’t fault him for that. His shoulder was dislocated, the arm hanging limply by his side.

      “Hold on,” I called out as he reared back. He was trying to put it back in place by ramming it into the tree, which accounted for the noises I’d heard.

      “Shit. I hit the water wrong, but AMI told me I had to get out and into the forest.”

      “She’s right,” I told him. “Hold still.”

      Mitch’s eyes were glassy from the pain, but he nodded. I’d done this to myself and others a number of times and knew the best method involved being fast. I was no doctor, and bedside manner was barely in my vocabulary. Most people preferred a little warning, but they usually tensed up if they knew when the pain was coming. I didn’t give Mitch the chance.

      I gripped his arm and performed the motion that brought the shoulder snapping back into place. He didn’t scream, but one knee buckled, and he staggered back to support himself against the tree.

      “Thanks.” The word came out breathless, his face still pinched from the discomfort. Even so, the relief had to be palpable.

      “Noah’s injured. Nothing serious, but he’s not walking at the moment. I left St. John with him to find you and Tara.”

      “Where is she?”

      I held up my wrist to show him the map. “Not far. She’s on the move. Walking, so I don’t think there’s any danger.”

      Mitch pushed off of the tree and rubbed his shoulder. “Okay. I’m good. Let’s go get her. I think we’ll all feel better together again.”

      “The ship is destroyed,” I told him. “The weapon destroyed it. If we hadn’t jumped, we’d all be dead.”

      “You’re welcome,” AMI said in my ear.

      I ignored the comment. “AMI, send a report to Director Wright. Don’t send a replacement yet. Can you scan for another pickup point? This one is obviously compromised. Let’s avoid water this time.”

      “Of course, Kent. It is done. I’ve selected several acceptable rendezvous points. You can let me know which one will work best at your leisure.”

      I barely stopped myself from snorting at her verbiage. Leisure.

      Tara’s dot was moving steadily closer, and it didn’t take long to intercept her.

      I pulled up and held up a hand to halt Mitch.

      “What?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

      “She’s not alone.”

      His brow knitted together, and his hand went to the weapon in its harness. I cocked my head, trying to make out what she was saying.

      “It doesn’t sound like she’s in distress, but let’s proceed with caution.”

      Mitch and I moved slowly, trying to avoid making too much noise. Thankfully, this section of the forest was a little thicker than the wide-open areas we’d traversed before. It provided more cover, something I preferred.

      “I’m glad you found us,” said Tara. “Do you know what that thing was?”

      “No. I’ve never seen it before. That is quite concerning.”

      Whoever she was talking to, I didn’t recognize them. Based on what I was hearing, they weren’t Turned. That was good enough for me.

      I nodded at Mitch. “I think we’re good.”

      “Better announce ourselves,” he suggested.

      I had already planned on doing so and started to come out from our position when a movement to my left caught my attention.

      My weapon came out in the next instant, and I barely stopped myself from firing on instinct.

      “Good reflexes, Chief Kent.”

      It was Riva.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I lowered the pistol and scowled at the rebel leader. “If I didn’t have such good reflexes, you might be dead. What are you doing?”

      “Scouting,” she said simply.

      “Okay,” I told her. “Right now, I want to meet up with Tara and get her back to the rest of the team.”

      “I’m here, boss.”

      I turned to find her standing a few meters away with an unknown Volcuri scout. This one had similar bone structure and musculature as Riva, so I pegged them as female.

      “Chief Kent, this Nami. My second in command.”

      “What happened to Kava?”

      “He remains in the bunker. When I am not there, he leads in my stead.”

      “Okay. Tara, how the hell did you get so far out here? No one else made it this far into the forest.”

      “That—what did St. John call it? Water tech? Anyway, it made waves. Big ones. The water was so choppy I couldn’t see anything after I hit it. I ran into Nami on the other end of the beach,” Tara explained.

      “We saw the attack from the bluffs,” Nami added. In an almost unconscious movement, she cast a searching glance toward the beach. It wasn’t quite visible, but I still saw the way she gripped the hilt of her weapon instinctively.

      “Speaking of that, what the hell attacked us?” I addressed the question to Riva.

      Her feathers jerked once, then calmed with what looked like deliberate effort. “I do not know.”

      “That’s not Volcuri tech?”

      “No.” She too looked toward the lake, but her demeanor struck me as perplexed and a little fearful. “Whatever happened to the water is something new. Makin must have technology from the Mind Thieves that we were not aware of. If he has access to that...”

      It dawned on me what she must be thinking. “You thought they might have the black water too. That’s why you didn’t announce yourself at first.”

      Her feathers seemed to vibrate with agitation. “Yes. I’ve long feared Makin’s masters would attempt a more direct approach of infection. After learning what happened to your people before your arrival, we thought it best to be cautious.”

      “We need to get to the rest of my team. Noah and Dr. St. John are together but I’d rather not leave them to fend for themselves. If that really was First technology, then we have no idea what else Makin might have in his arsenal.”

      The others fell into step without saying anything else.

      I used the map from my wrist unit to lead the way back. We were less than a kilometer out, and I spent the time putting together my report for Captain Wright. AMI had no doubt briefed him, but that wouldn’t be enough. Makin’s attack had changed things. We needed to start planning now, maybe even strike back.

      If we did nothing, Makin might take that for weakness.

      “Is that part of the ship?”

      The shock in Tara’s voice had me looking up to see that some of the dropship’s wreckage had washed up on shore. “Yes. I barely got St. John out in time. As soon as the ship crashed, the water beat it to pieces.”

      “How is that even possible? You saw it. The water acted solid.”

      I lifted a shoulder, less concerned with that than figuring out the logistics of an advancement on the mountain. “You’ll have to talk to our resident scientist. He seemed to know something about it.”

      Riva, who’d been quiet for most of the walk, spoke up. “This technology is something I’ve never heard of, not even in the archives of what happened when the Mind Thieves first arrived. I believe it must have been brought here after they already had control. This doesn’t bode well.”

      “No,” I agreed. “It doesn’t. We need to discuss plans to attempt a takeover soon. There’s Noah and Dr. St. John.”

      The pair were right where I’d left them. As soon as they saw us, they walked out. Noah looked to have been right about his leg—I could barely tell that he was favoring it at all. That was good because we didn’t have a ship to get him back up to the Ark.

      “The sooner we leave to meet the Elders, the better,” remarked Riva.

      I shook my head. “Sorry. That might have to wait. I have to update Director Wright and see what his orders are.”

      Though I could tell she wanted to argue, Riva gave a brief bow, then moved off to give me some privacy. Tara and Mitch went to take inventory of the gear we’d managed to save, and I found myself with a little breathing room.

      “AMI, get me Director Wright.”

      “Please.”

      “We don’t have time to mess around, just get him on the transmission,” I growled.

      The AI tsk tsked me. “That’s no way to ask a lady for something, Kent. But, given the situation, I’ll allow you some leeway. Here’s the Director, as demanded.”

      There was a soft click, then Wright’s brawny voice came on. “Kent, glad to see you still in one piece.”

      “Me too, sir. I’ve rounded up my team. We didn’t make it to the rendezvous point, but Riva and her people found us.”

      “Good, good. I’m getting another dropship prepped in case you need it, but I’m going to hold off sending it.”

      “Until we have a different pick up site?”

      There was a pause on the line. “Yes, after you go to this meeting with the Volcuri Elders. Why, did you have something else in mind?”

      The usual comfortable discourse we shared dissipated and a hard note came into his tone, surprising me. I hadn’t expected any pushback.

      “As a matter of fact, yes. The weapon used to attack us was First technology. Makin is obviously accelerating his timeline more than we thought. The next step should be preparation for war.”

      “Negative, Chief. I’m perfectly capable of utilizing your backup to help get those balls rolling. For now, I’m telling you to meet the Elders, then report back. If at that time I think we should mobilize, I will be sure to inform you.”

      The hardness had turned sharp, and I knew I was on uneven ground. Still, I couldn’t stop myself from pushing forward. “With all due respect, sir, I disagree. We should mobilize now. Priority should be gaining control of the mountain before Makin strikes again.”

      “Might I remind you of who’s in charge of this mission then, Mission Ward? As you’ll recall, that isn’t you. I’ve given my orders. If you cannot follow them, rest assured I will find someone who can.”

      I opened my mouth to retort something, then bit down before it could come out.

      “Wise choice, Kent,” said AMI in my ear. “I would suggest an apology, then confirmation of the orders unless you want to get fired and possibly incarcerated.”

      She had a point. Besides that, I knew better. Even if I disagreed, it wasn’t my place to correct a superior.

      “Well, Chief?”

      I snapped back to attention. “Acknowledged, sir. I’ll proceed with the meeting and report back.”

      “Good,” he said. “I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”

      The line went dead.

      “That went well,” chimed AMI, sounding a touch cheerful for my liking.

      I found Riva at the edge of the nearby clearing. Her scouts had to be in the area somewhere. I couldn’t see any of them leaving their leader alone.

      Even though the Volcuri didn’t have facial features in the human sense, their body language could still be similar. Hers was tense. The red feathers around her skull and shoulders looked stiff and pointed straight rather than being relaxed to her figure.

      “Riva. We can leave now to meet with your Elders.”

      She dipped her beaked jaw in return. “Thank you. I realize my request was unexpected and doesn’t seem as important now due to the attack. It is of the utmost importance. I hope you understand.”

      “It’s not a problem.” That wasn’t necessarily true, but I didn’t let my annoyance show.

      “First, we need to return to our camp. The Elders specifically requested your presence and no one else’s.”

      Tara snorted softly behind me. I turned and shot her a look.

      “Might I ask if Skan will be available?” The question came from Dr. St. John.

      Riva turned her attention on him and nodded once. “Of course, Doctor.  We caught another Turned scout recently. I know Skan is eager to meet with you regarding possible cure tests.”

      St. John’s eyes flicked to me in question. “You’re clear to do it,” I said.

      “That’s good, Chief Kent,” Riva put in. “Because I’m afraid I must ask you for another accommodation.”

      This was beginning to take its toll on my patience. I just wanted to go already. “And that would be?”

      “There are customs to be observed. Requirements for visiting that cannot be ignored. In this case, no more than three attendees may arrive at a time. I’ll be your guide, so that will leave you and one other.”

      With Dr. St. John going to meet Skan, that left me three choices. Tara, Mitch, and Noah. Mitch was someone I trusted to have my back, but Noah was the best tracker. Then again, we were going to meet individuals who meant a great deal to our allies. Tara was my people person. I knew she’d be able to help guide me through the meeting.

      “Perez,” I said without preamble. “Mitch and Noah, stick with St. John and make sure he stays out of trouble.

      “I resent that,” St. John said with some indignance.

      I lifted a brow and pinned him with a look. “Do I need to remind you of the incident with the carnivorous plants?”

      I was, of course, referring to when he snuck off with the excuse of using the bathroom in order to obtain samples from the local killer plantlife.

      “Ah. Okay, I suppose not,” he conceded. “Still, you have to admit that it worked out for the best.”

      That was beside the point I was getting at, so I didn’t bother to reply.

      “Sure thing, Chief.” That came from Mitch, who went to stand beside our crack scientist. Noah was right behind him.

      “That’s settled, but who’s going to take them to Skan?” asked Tara.

      Riva wasted no time in letting out a series of clicks and piercing calls. There was a soft swish, followed by a thump, then another Volcuri landed just behind her. I recognized them at once as being Nami, Riva’s new second in command.

      Swishes and thumps signaled the arrival of more Volcuri. I didn’t recognize them all, but the party was well armed and shouldn’t have any problem escorting my people to their destination.

      Once the party was gone, I turned to Riva. Her feathers were relaxed, but the stiff set of her body indicated she carried a burden. All of my training on body language was geared toward humans, but after the time I’d spent with the rebellion I’d come to the understanding that some expressions and their meanings were universal.

      To my eyes, Riva was upset and trying to cover it up with false bravado. She certainly had plenty to be pissed about. The First had come to her home and enslaved her people. The survivors lived in a bunker to avoid detection and teetered on the brink of extinction. That was enough to ruin anyone’s day, something I could say from experience.

      “Riva, can you tell us more about the Elders?” asked Tara as the rebel led the way.

      Again, this was why I had brought her along. I never would have asked the question, or thought to.

      “Yes, of course,” Riva replied. “Elders have always existed throughout Volcuri history. Keepers of knowledge and wisdom gained through years of experience. Great care was taken to ensure that those who were alive when the First made their initial, although unknown, contact, survived to pass on what they knew.”

      “That’s smart,” I commented. “A way to make sure information isn’t lost.”

      Riva nodded. “Exactly. They have direct knowledge that isn’t shared with the rest of the survivors. This is to keep sensitive information from making its way into the First’s hands. I consult them occasionally. The last time was a few months ago. I was warned not to attack the mountain. I don’t know why they didn’t want me to, but I do not question the Elders.”

      I recalled her telling me about Makin and his people protecting something that was stolen, something hidden in the mountain. Thinking back, I brought up the memory.

      “The time to act is now. We should spend the next few months preparing to attack the Turned before the First arrive. And there’s one other thing.” I waited, interested in what else she had to say. Her feathers gave a little rustle before going still again. “There’s something hidden in the mountain. Something that will help.”

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      “There are mentions of it in data caches stolen years ago. They’re protecting something. That’s at least part of why the Turned are so possessive of that place.”

      “What is it?”

      “No one knows exactly, but we believe it to be of great technological value.”

      “I take it you think we can use whatever this is against them.”

      “Indeed, Chief Mission Ward, and with your help, we may finally be able to do exactly that.”

      I decided to bring it up. “Could it be something to do with the references in the data caches you told us about?”

      Riva paused and looked around as if getting her bearings. She knew the forest far better than us, so I waited patiently when she lifted a clawed hand to ask for quiet. She cocked her head to the side and, I assumed, listened. After a few seconds, she started walking again.

      “My apologies. Our destination is quite secret and must be protected. I want to make sure we aren’t being followed. To answer your question, I don’t know. It is possible, even probable that there is a connection between the two. However, until we have concrete evidence of this, I cannot say for sure.”

      This was going to be a difficult thing to navigate. I had a gut feeling Riva wouldn’t appreciate finding out that our every move on the planet was being tracked this time. Since AMI had made repairs to her systems, her tracking capabilities were back and I wasn’t going to take any chances by turning her off.

      It would be beyond foolhardy to not utilize them.

      “What can you say for sure?” Tara managed to ask the question without coming off as rude, something I was starting to get a little envious of, truth be told.

      “Only this: The discovery of the data caches confirmed that Makin posts an unusual amount of soldiers at certain points around the base of the mountain. This indicates the Turned have something in the mountain that is important, something they don’t want us to discover.”

      “That brings up a good question,” I said. “Do the Turned know where the Elders are?”

      Riva responded in the negative. “We believe they don’t or they would have attacked them by now.”

      She swung around, her attention pulled to the south. I too had caught movement elsewhere in the forest thanks to my near perfect (at least by human standards) hearing. A beep in my ear interrupted the moment and alerted me to an incoming transmission. It was AMI.

      “Kent, I’m picking up what appears to be a small scouting party of Turned, but they aren’t close enough to worry about. Their route is veering to the west.”

      With Riva’s attention occupied, I sent AMI a short message using text only. Keep an eye on them. I want to know right away if anything changes.

      “Of course, Kent. I’m here to be of service.”

      With that, she clicked off.

      Since I couldn’t very well explain how I knew that there was an enemy lurking nearby, I tilted my head to take in the noise.

      “Sounds like a small party,” I said quietly. “Do you have scouts in the area?”

      Riva’s feathers bristled, then relaxed. “No. We should stay quiet for the time being. The Turned may be branching out and trying to find out if the rebellion is more of a threat than they originally thought. There could be listening devices or scouts. It’s best not to take chances.”

      I agreed. The presence of a hunting party, or whatever the group of Turned were, didn’t bode well. No doubt our arrival on the surface had triggered the reaction. This was precisely why I hadn’t brought more people. If we arrived with a platoon, Makin would have likely responded in kind.

      We eventually came to an unfamiliar group of ruins, though they didn’t look all that different from the others we’d seen before. Daylight was fading fast, and Riva motioned for us to stop.

      “It will be dark soon,” she explained. “There are creatures in the forest that grow more active at night. I believe you encountered them before. And they are not the only threats out there.”

      “Fine by me,” I told her.

      The three of us worked in silence to set up camp in the ruins. Riva found a small alcove that at one time used to be part of a building. The damage had allowed nature to take its course, but it provided decent shelter from the elements.

      To keep our noise/visual pollution to a minimum, we didn’t start a fire. Even Riva wasn’t entirely sure of all the technology that Makin might have at his disposal. When night darkened the sky, we settled in for a few hours’ sleep.
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      I bolted upright, awake in an instant with the distinct feeling that something was off. A quick check of my wrist unit told me it was still the middle of the night. It only took a second for my eyes to adjust. When they did, I scanned the alcove. Tara was where she was supposed to be, but Riva wasn’t on her sleeping roll.

      Where the hell was she?

      The old instincts switched on, or maybe they were never off. More like my subconscious was a weapon, always primed and ready.

      I tapped the comm in my ear to hail AMI. “Are you able to see where Riva went?”

      “Of course, Kent. She is still in the ruins but on the eastern most side. Stand by for a visual.”

      A moment later, my wrist unit beeped. I accepted the download and was treated to a small holomap thanks to a portable emitter. Every one of my team was outfitted with the devices now as a way for AMI to keep tabs on us.

      Riva presented as a white dot. And she wasn’t alone. There was a second icon, almost on top of Riva’s, indicating she was talking to someone.

      “Can I get a real time image?” I asked. “I want to know who the hell else is out there. We’re supposed to be alone.”

      “And yet you’re talking to me,” the AI replied.

      “Not the point,” I shot back.

      She didn’t respond that time, but my unit beeped once more. The data package turned out to be a live feed, and I settled in to watch. The rebel leader was having what appeared to be a heated conversation with another of the Volcuri. My earlier guilt vanished with the realization that Riva hadn’t been entirely truthful with us either.

      I studied her companion but didn’t recognize them. Whoever they were, they stood a head taller than Riva and their feathers were too dark to make out the actual color. I could, however, tell right away that her newfound companion was not one of the Turned.

      They gestured wildly, and the feathers moved sharply in the same way I’d witnessed before when a Volcuri was agitated. Since the Turned weren’t capable of emoting like that, I figured this was someone else.

      That just left one question.

      Who the fuck was Riva arguing with?

      My first thought was some kind of sabotage, and that had me up on my feet. I didn’t wake Tara as I strode out of the alcove and into the night. My goal was to find a place to listen to what was going on.

      I kept my steps light and crept along an area with thick grass. AMI directed me since I didn’t want to chance being seen by using the holo on my wrist. The move paid off, and I soon had a direct line of sight on my quarries.

      For a bad second I thought they heard me because the two stopped talking and turned back to scan the ruins near where I stood. I went completely still, not wanting to make myself known yet. They must have written off what they heard as a small animal because the pair started talking again, except more quietly.

      Thankfully, my gear could still pick it up. Riva was not only wearing her translator, but AMI had been absorbing the language since our arrival and actively creating a cipher. That meant I could hear both sides of the conversation, not just Riva’s.

      “As I’ve explained, Bakir, a lot has happened. Our most recent skirmish with the Turned marks a change in the air. The humans are part of that. Do you not find it curious that they have arrived on planet now?”

      “But can you trust them?” the other Volcuri demanded.

      “They fought with us. They want to find a cure, and they showed no hesitation in killing the Turned.” She stopped abruptly, prompting her companion to tilt his head in suspicion.

      “Why does it appear as though you are holding something back, Riva?”

      Riva’s feathers shook violently but she finally answered, “Skan is working with the human scientist to find a cure.”

      For a moment, Bakir just stood there, his feathers going rigid. Then, in a movement I’d only seen angry animals do before charging, he stomped his foot and took a step toward her. Uh oh. It looked like things were about to get ugly.

      That made up my mind. Riva wasn’t making any defensive moves and I wasn’t about to just let this Bakir individual attack her. I walked out into view with my rifle up, pointed at the newcomer.

      “Move away from Riva, now.”

      The male Volcuri made a sound I hadn’t heard before. A series of clicks and growls that very clearly meant he was angry. Bakir swung around once more to face Riva. “You brought one of the aliens here? And the inferior creature dares to threaten me?”

      Riva finally drew her blade, but from the low screech/growl that came from Bakir, she’d only pissed him off more. To my surprise, and satisfaction, Riva didn’t lower her weapon and instead snapped at the other Volcuri. “Bakir. Stop this nonsense. The Elders want to meet him. No harm can come to him.”

      That did the trick. All of Bakir’s feathers relaxed at once, and he took a step back. Whoever he was, the Volcuri obviously shared the same respect for the hierarchy as Riva.

      “As you know, I cannot explain more. However, old friend, you should be ready. A war is coming.”

      He looked from her to me, then back to Riva. There was no mistaking the hostility there, and I had a gut feeling if Riva hadn’t been there, he might have attacked me. Not that it made any difference to me. I had no plans to relax and give him an opening if he changed his mind.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing, Riva.” With a final snarl, Bakir took off into the night, disappearing with hardly a sound.
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      Once he was gone, Riva turned back to me. “You can put away your weapon, Chief Mission Ward. Bakir will not attack us. For all his bluster, he is not violent. He has lost much in this war. A son, his only child. You did not need to interfere.”

      I thought I understood. I lowered the rifle some but didn’t relax as Riva suggested. “Can’t be too careful. As for my interference, right now there are only three of us. You’re part of my team. Bakir looked like a threat, and I couldn’t stand by while you were at risk.”

      Riva regarded me with sharp eyes before moving to join me. “Then I thank you, Chief Mission Ward. Shall we return to Tara?”

      “Oh, I’m already here,” said a voice behind us.”

      I’d been so focused on the conversation that I hadn’t heard her come. That wasn’t a good thing but she’d had my—our—back.

      “Riva, who was that?” I asked as we began to make our way back to the alcove. “Bakir didn’t look like one of your people.”

      At first I didn’t think she was going to answer. Finally, she looked in my direction and something about the set of her eyes spoke to me. Her usual gleam was gone, and her expression looked drawn, morose almost.

      “Bakir used to be a friend. Part of the rebellion,” she added.

      “And now?” Tara sounded suspicious.

      “Now, Bakir is the leader of another group that lives in the forest. For safety, they don’t have a large camp; rather, they have become nomadic and travel in small ‘family’ groups.”

      “Have become?” I repeated.

      “Yes. They were never part of the main population, preferring to live off the land. The tribe used to have a main settlement before the First came, but now things are different. It is thanks to them that any of the Volcuri survived as dependent on tech as we were. Bakir’s people taught us how to return to our roots and live off the land.”

      “So why are you separate now?” asked Tara.

      Riva’s answer was simple. “They found the bunker. Those who still remembered technology saw the opportunity to fight back. Of course, not everyone wanted to be involved, so the factions split once more. I didn’t live during the time of exploration, but I grew up in the bunker, a foot in both worlds. Every now and then some of the Forest Dwellers join the cause, but more often than not they keep to themselves. Of course, they will help if they see another untouched in trouble.”

      My mind turned this new information around, chewing on it so to speak. “Riva, it sounds like you have the potential for more troops. How many of the Forest Dwellers are there?”

      “I am not sure. No one would know except Bakir and his people. But, I am sorry to say, I cannot pledge them to a war they do not wish to join.”

      “But this is important,” exclaimed Tara. “Your people are dying. The First are coming back, and sooner or later there won’t be enough of you left to defend Kainos. Doesn’t that matter to Bakir?”

      Riva shook her head, the motion slow and sad. “Bakir doesn’t want to see more death. Not like that. He will fight to protect from immediate danger but otherwise stays out of the rebellion’s affairs.”

      “Maybe he just needs to understand what’s going on,” Tara returned.

      “It’s worth thinking about at least,” I said. “We need all the help we can get.”

      This time, Riva didn’t answer.
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      We broke camp the next morning in silence. The rest of the night had passed without further interruption, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Bakir. Regardless of his supposed peaceful stance on the Turned, he needed to see reason. So did Riva. Someone like her would always fight. I figured she was kind of like me in that sense, but on that same token, talking about it was a waste of time. Except it wasn’t, at least not for me. Tara, and my continued interactions with others, had taught me that.

      Riva led us through the forest for better than half the day, giving me plenty of time to mull things over. Once or twice I thought I heard something and stopped to listen. AMI, apparently keeping tabs on all of us, whispered in my ear. “I’m not picking anything up, Kent. Just small animals.”

      I couldn’t respond because it would have given away that others knew our location, and I didn’t want Riva to back out of taking us to the Elders.

      We eventually stopped at the edge of another ruined city, but this one didn’t look as big as the others I’d seen. In fact, city might have been too generous. Something felt different here. All of my internal sensors were picking up on a distinct change, but nothing jumped out at me.

      I turned in a slow circle, studying the decaying buildings.

      Was that a hum? Not the sound of someone singing, but the low, underlying hum  you heard around power lines.

      “Please wait here,” said Riva.

      Without further explanation, she advanced further into the ruins and began a methodical search pattern that indicated she was looking for something. We let her work.

      A beep through my ear comm announced another incoming message. “Kent, this is AMI.” Her tone had gone urgent, and I stiffened. “Stay sharp. You aren’t alone. I repeat, you are not alone.”

      I glanced over at Tara, who nodded slightly. She’d heard the message too. I wanted to ask what AMI saw but didn’t have to because she spoke again.

      “There is a small squad of Volcuri. I cannot say whether they are Turned or not.  They are well-armed and headed in your direction,” she informed. “I believe they are a guard company.”

      “Great,” Tara muttered. “Just what we need right now.”

      My grip tightened on the rifle in my hands as Riva came to a stop in the middle of a street. She angled her head to the north, and I followed suit, hoping to pick up on the incoming company that AMI alluded to. I didn’t say anything because I had a feeling they were who Riva was waiting for. If I was wrong, it would turn out to be a deadly mistake, but I didn’t think so.

      It didn’t take long. A call from somewhere unseen sounded, and Riva set off in its direction.

      “AMI,” I said under my breath. “Talk to me. What the hell is going on?”

      “I... I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve lost track of them.”

      “How the fuck does that happen?” hissed Tara. “We should follow Riva, Chief.”

      “Stand down,” I told her. “She told us to wait.”

      Tara took a breath. “Okay, yeah. You’re right. This is probably some sort of custom.”

      I didn’t tell her that I hadn’t been thinking of that at all. Riva had given us a directive, and I was following it. I could see her logic though, and it calmed me down.

      A few seconds later, Riva was no longer in my line of sight.

      “I’ve lost Riva,” AMI announced. “Commencing with a secondary scan.”

      We waited in tense silence.

      “Nothing, Kent. She’s gone. This must be cloaking tech that my sensors can’t get through. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine, AMI. Just hold for now. Give her a few minutes to do whatever she’s doing.”

      The ruins were quiet as we stood there. Usually, when danger was near, I could tell. No hairs stood on the back of my neck, no tingling gut feeling. While I wasn’t the type to be at peace, our surroundings felt peaceful.

      “The squad must have been a guard for the Elders,” I concluded. “Like you said, Tara. A custom. That was a good call.”

      She smiled at me. “Well, you’re getting better at recognizing that stuff. It’s a good thing. Who knows, you might actually learn how to flirt with someone other than the AI.”

      My comm clicked again and was filled with AMI’s indignant response. “I resent that. She doesn’t understand what we’ve been through together, Kent. Tara Perez is just an unedited human.”

      Since Tara didn’t respond to that, I was pretty sure it had been a private message.

      “Don’t count on it,” I said out loud. “Interacting with civilians is one thing. Flirting is a whole new solar system for me. I don’t really see the point anyway.”

      This time it was Tara who looked my way. Our gazes stayed locked on each other, the moment stretching into a couple seconds. She opened her mouth to say something, when AMI spoke again.

      “Riva has just reappeared on my sensors. She is coming back to you.”

      Tara closed her mouth, whatever she was about to say lost forever. She jerked a chin off in the distance, prompting me to look.

      Riva was walking toward us, motioning for us to join her.

      “Here we go,” I said and started jogging.

      “Follow me,” said Riva after we reached her.

      She led us deeper into the little town, then to one of the buildings.

      Nothing about it stuck out, but from Riva’s sure walk it had to be where the Elders were. She opened a door and ushered us inside, then closed it behind us. The place was dark, but not pitch black. There was light coming from somewhere, just enough to make out shadows. Riva went to the far side of the room and stood there. A green beam of light ran over her, then the entire wall slid up to reveal an opening.

      Beside me, Tara let out a low whistle. The false wall didn’t lead to some grimy tunnel or dank cavern. It was bright. And white, giving the hallway a clinical feeling.

      Riva stepped inside and looked over her shoulder at us. “Please do not be afraid. I have been here before.”

      I wasn’t afraid, but I was slightly confused. Where were the guards AMI had mentioned?

      My comm clicked as I stepped in behind Riva. “Kent,” said AMI, urgent again. “I don’t think you should—“

      The second my feet crossed the threshold, I lost her. Huh. This must be where the cloaking started. Tara’s sudden turn told me she’d experienced the same cut off.

      Whatever lay ahead, we were alone.
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      The pristine hall turned out to be short lived. It led to a flat wall, which I suspected to be another door.

      Riva stood in front of it, and the familiar green light shot out to scan her. The panel opened to reveal a small room. No, I realized, not a room. An elevator. There were no buttons, but why would there be? This wasn’t Earth. Things were bound to be different. Fascinated in a way I hadn’t been before, I stepped in.

      When all three of us were inside, the door closed and the elevator began to move. Not straight down, as I’d expected, but at an angle. The ride didn’t last long, maybe fifteen seconds or so, then the doors opened and treated us to our first look at the Elder’s compound.

      As soon as I saw where the Elders lived, my first thought was that the place was alien. It was different from Riva’s hidden bunker, which had a ragtag feel to it. Sure, there was plenty of advanced tech lying around, but ultimately it was all salvaged. Walking through that space had not only given me a sense of the scope of her operation, but it had felt familiar. I’d been in plenty of places like that in my life, though usually I was there to raid them.

      What I was seeing now was completely different. First of all, everything looked new and well cared for. Plenty of sterile white, all with a metallic compound inlaid into most of the surfaces. The construction was geometrically perfect, to my eye anyway, and I felt like I was finally seeing the Volcuri as they had lived before the First’s attack.

      A pair of Volcuri clad in white tunics and silver adornments met us.

      “Riva, welcome. And you as well, Chief Mission Ward and the Warrior known as Tara Perez. We are most happy for your arrival,” said the first. “My name is Axil.”

      The talking did surprise me some. Axil wasn’t wearing a translator, and I didn’t have access to AMI, yet I was hearing perfect English from the Volcuri acolyte.

      “You are wondering how we speak your language,” the second added, watching me studiously.

      I nodded.

      “You are in the Elders compound. This is a base of knowledge. We have been listening since your arrival.”

      My head jerked up at that revelation. “Since our arrival? You knew we were here?”

      “That is correct.”

      I felt Tara tense next to me and understood why. We had been spied on. What was worse, it implied that these people probably knew plenty more, like when their own people were taken by the Turned.

      Again, the Volcuri watched me. They bowed slightly, as if reading our minds. I hoped like hell that wasn’t possible.

      “You wonder why we don’t interfere. That is not our place to say,” he explained, without really explaining at all. “As I said before, my name is Axil. This is Calin.”

      They looked almost exactly the same to me, except Axil was taller, with a deeper voice. Calin was built similarly to Riva, both in height and body. I found it interesting that these aliens, located so far away from earth, had evolved much the way humanity had.

      Calin bowed, then gestured to the room. “We and the other acolytes see to the Elders who live here. In order to do that to the best of our abilities, we have access to more… everything.”

      Riva twisted to face me and Tara. “We’ll need to disarm here.”

      My first instinct was hell no. I considered my weapons an extension of self, as did any Black Shield operative worth their salt. My hands tightened on the grip of my weapon. Riva’s eyes flicked down, and I knew she’d noted it.

      Axil, too, must have seen it because his stance moved subtly into the defensive mode.

      “Chief Kent,” said Riva, her tone sharp.

      She didn’t have to voice the warning for me to hear it. I was close to causing an issue. Tara didn’t move, but I could all but feel her tension. She was coiled and ready to strike on my behalf. Which would definitely cause a major problem.

      I forced myself to relax and aimed a level look at Riva. “It goes against my mission parameters to be separated from my weapons.”

      Tara made a coughing sound.

      “Our weapons,” I amended.

      “I understand your hesitation, of course,” said Riva. “But this is non-negotiable. Even I will remove all of mine. It is the law.”

      The law. Hard to argue with that. Director Wright’s instruction to make sure Riva and her people became our allies still rang in my ears. “We will do as you ask,” I said, relenting.

      Calin stepped back and spoke in his native tongue. I realized he wasn’t talking to us when another door at the far side of the room slid smoothly open to admit two more caretakers, each guiding a hovering cart.

      “Your weapons, please,” requested Calin.

      Resigned, I did what was expected. Based on Tara’s heavy frown, she felt just as off about giving up her guns and knives as I did.

      “When can we meet with your elders?” I pressed once the deed was done.

      Axil turned and motioned for us to follow him down a sleek, yet bare, hallway. “I’m afraid that will have to wait until tomorrow. You cannot meet them in your current state.”

      “That’s not what you said.” The words came out like a growl. I didn’t much care for being lied to.

      Riva must have sensed my annoyance because she came level with me and inclined her head, a sign of apology by my take. “This is also law. No weapons, no outside clothes. Our current attire must be rectified. Once we’re clean and have rested, we will see them.”

      Now I was starting to get pissed off. Tara did her civic duty and put a firm hand on my shoulder. “Alright, Riva. In the future it would help if you disclosed that kind of information earlier. Now isn’t the best time for surprises.”

      “That was a mistake. You’ll have to forgive the oversight. We are not used to visitors.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I replied. “We’ll do whatever is needed.”

      Axil and Calin visibly relaxed. Over the next hour we were disrobed and put through a formal cleansing ritual that started with a dip in a floral scented bath and ended with the caretakers outfitting us with a new set of clothes.

      The stone grey tunics had to be modified since both Tara and I were smaller than the average Volcurian. I didn’t care for the change and kept shifting to get comfortable. Tara noticed, and I could tell by the small smile playing at the corner of her mouth that my second was holding back a laugh. That didn’t do much for my disposition.

      Eating regular food was one of the main perks of integrating with civilians. The joy of tasting burgers, pizza, and something called a cinnamon roll were just a few of the new cuisines that Tara had introduced me to. The food we were served at the compound came in what I thought of as pellet form. It wasn’t that far off from the tasteless energy bars I’d consumed before. I sucked it up and ate what was offered since refusing would have been bad form.

      Finally, we were led to a moderately sized living space. Instead of the simulated tree branches I’d witnessed before, the caretakers utilized a type of hammock. Three hung, ready for use, but I noted there were attachments for many more, presumably for extra guests. Besides the hammocks, the space was more or less spartan.

      A flower with violently purple stalks sat in a kind of planter, at least that’s what I thought it was. The narrow trough filled with dirt and stones lined the sill of what one might have called a window, or they would if we weren’t far below ground level. The window glowed with soft light that I suspected simulated Kainos’ sun for the plants. The walls were bare of any adornments, but the intricate inlaid grooves created a tapestry of their own.

      “These are our guest quarters,” Axil announced without flourish. “Please rest. Calin and I will come to collect you in the morning.”

      Both he and his partner bowed, then backed out of the room. After the door closed behind them, I headed for the hammock with the best view of the entrance. I might not have my usual weapons, but my hands could be plenty deadly on their own.

      I settled into the comfortable sling before breaking the silence with a question aimed at Riva. “What can we expect tomorrow?”

      “I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I only know that they wanted to meet with you. I can tell you that this is not a common occurrence. More often than not, they are being sought out and rarely grant appearances. This is a great honor.”

      “But you don’t have any ideas?” I prompted. “I prefer to go into situations prepared. It also won’t look good if I do something insulting in ignorance.”

      Riva hesitated for a beat, then replied. “Usually, as a rule, I do not speculate on such things. However, these are not usual times. I believe the Elders may ask your intention on our planet, though it is likely they already know. Or it could pertain to the Mind Thieves and how we can work together.”

      I almost asked how they would know our intentions, but we were dealing with an advanced race of beings here. The caretakers all spoke to us using English, which implied they had access to more knowledge than Riva and her scientists.

      “Can you tell us more about the… culture?” Tara piped up. “Customs and other information that might be important for the meeting?”

      “Of course. I’m sorry, I should have done that already. My mind is… elsewhere. As you said before, this is not the time for that. I need to be present.”

      I didn’t correct her because she was right. Tara, however, stepped in with words of understanding. “It’s not, but you’re in a difficult place. Kainos is your home. The First are trying to take it and your people away. That’s enough to distract anyone.”

      “Your kindness is noted, Tara. Where should I begin?”

      “Before, you mentioned that the Elders were record keepers of sorts. Does that mean they’ve been alive since the Mind Thieves showed up?” I sincerely doubted the Elders’ had that long of a life span but I had to ask.

      “No. They do live exceptionally long lives, easily over one hundred years and the majority have been known to make it to one hundred and fifty years of age. My understanding is that this is the fifth iteration of Elders.”

      Tara maneuvered in her hammock to look at both of us. “How do they pick the next set of Elders, or decide when?”

      “Some of the process is secret,” Riva confided.

      “I am more informed than those below me, but I’m afraid I can’t explain certain aspects. As for the choosing, that is a different story. Our young are monitored from birth to determine whether or not they might be likely candidates.”

      An uncomfortable feeling passed through me at the notion. That was more or less how the Black Shield Corps picked donors for their programs. If the genes were good enough, they were chosen to produce a viable specimen, like me.

      “Those candidates are sent to another compound for training,” Riva continued. “I don’t know what that entails. No one but those directly involved in the process do.”

      “Wait,” interrupted Tara. “Your children are just taken if they might be considered good as an Elder?”

      “Yes, that is correct. Is something the matter?”

      I didn’t have a way to signal that she should shut up now. Besides, wasn’t it her job to navigate this kind of conversation? Tara got herself under control without me and I relaxed.

      “That practice would be illegal where we come from,” Tara explained. “We are very protective of our young.”

      Riva nodded. “I understand the sentiment. Perhaps it is just a difference of cultures then. Here it is considered a great honor to be chosen.”

      That seemed to relax Tara as she settled back into her sling. “What happens to those who don’t make the cut?”

      “They become caretakers. Due to the nature of their instruction, the information they retain is too valuable to risk losing to the Mind Thieves, so they stay here.”

      Though I couldn’t see them, I glanced back toward the door where Axil and Calin had exited. “Every caretaker here in the compound was once a candidate for an Elder?”

      “Yes. Though the next Elders have yet to be chosen. That won’t happen until it is time for replacements.”

      That made sense to me. “It keeps them from being bitter about losing out,” I guessed.

      “That is part of it. As for how you interact with them, all you need to concern yourselves with is maintaining respect. Do not act threatening or speak rudely and all will be fine.”

      We lapsed into silence. Sometime in the night, I still couldn’t fall asleep. The hammock was pleasant, but my mind wouldn’t go quiet, something I wasn’t used to. So, I tossed and turned, hoping to find sleep before the morning came.

      After my fiftieth or so adjustment, Riva’s voice floated over to me in a gentle whisper. “Trouble sleeping, Chief Kent?”

      A denial was on my tongue, but I decided against it and sat up in the hammock, no easy task. “Yes. I’m…” I paused, searching for the right word.

      “Restless?”

      “That’s a good word for it. I’m not used to sitting around,” I confided. “It feels like I should be out there doing something useful.”

      Riva hesitated again, and I wondered if I’d somehow insulted her. “That is understandable. You are a true warrior, Chief Kent. Sitting idly by does not suit you. Nor me,” she added. “But our situation warrants it.”

      “I hope it’s as helpful as you believe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Axil and Calin took us through the same process of cleansing and getting fresh attire. I half expected one of them to tell us we’d have to wait longer. Instead, they led us down another gleaming hallway.

      It wasn’t a long walk, and we found ourselves at a dead end. The hidden door opened as we approached, revealing a chamber of sorts. As soon as we passed the threshold, I saw them. There was no mistaking that the three Volcuri individuals seated on cushions were the Elders.

      Each had silvery skin, pale grey eyes, and what I termed to be robes befitting royalty. Their feathers were snow white and gave the impression of wizened age. Their eyes followed us as we moved to the center of the room, and I saw more than intelligence in them. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what, but the clarity spoke to their long life and knowledge of history.

      One more thing stood out. The Elders had tattoos, something none of the other Volcuri we’d met had. Small markings that were indicative of their language, though I couldn’t read them. The room itself was obviously tailored for them and more comfortable than pompous. One wall was decorated with a series of tiny cubes. It seemed an odd design choice, but then again, I wasn’t up to date on that kind of thing.

      “Welcome, Chief Kent and Tara Perez. Thank you for coming.”

      I inclined my head. It might have been normal for them to bow, but I had no plans to do so. My life of servitude was over. Now my priority was the survival of what I had come to think of as my people. “We were happy to answer your request,” I replied.

      “You are likely wondering why you were summoned,” began the one on the far left.

      Neither Riva nor the caretakers had introduced them, so either the Elders didn’t have names or we weren’t cleared to know. I didn’t really care all that much so long as the meeting went quickly.

      “To make you understand, we must explain.”

      The Elder furthest to the right made a swiping motion with his hand. The wall behind them snapped on and revealed more than a dozen video feeds. The small group of aging Volcuri moved to the side, out of the way, and waited while we took it in.

      The first image to catch my eye was one from a satellite. I knew it was a satellite because the feed it was showing just happened to be the Exodus Ark as it orbited the planet. Now it made sense that they knew English so well. It was likely that they had access to audio. I’d have to talk to AMI about this.

      Beyond that, each feed showed a hive of activity: Inside the rebellion’s bunker. Dr. St. John and Skan, working with their heads together in a lab. A row of small houses, obviously located high up in the forest canopy. The landing location near the lake. Ruins with small camps in them.

      And, most importantly to my mind, inside the mountain.

      “We continuously monitor activity on our planet.”

      From the way Riva’s head jerked, this was all news to her, but she didn’t speak.

      “As you can imagine,” Elder #1 continued, sweeping a gaze over us. “We have been aware of your arrival for some time.”

      “I thought all of the Volcuri technology was lost, save for what was in the bunker,” I commented.

      “This is not an accident,” Elder #2 explained. “Our knowledge could not be discovered.”

      “Until now,” I put in.

      “Yes, Chief Mission Ward, until now.”

      “Did our arrival trigger something?”

      Elder #3 nodded. “In a way. Now that you understand how we know what we know, we wish to share more information with you.”

      “I’m all ears.” In truth, my patience was starting to wear thin again. I knew this, even without the elbow Tara poked into my ribs.

      “Do not trouble yourself, Warrior Tara,” Elder #2 said easily. “We take no offense.”

      “The first order of business is to know that the First, as you call them, are going to arrive sooner. We intercepted a communique from Makin.”

      Riva’s feathers went rigid.

      “Calm yourself, young one. I understand your ire. Save it, and use it when the time is right. Now is the time to prepare.”

      The rebel leader calmed instantly, the feathers ruffling once more before settling into place. “Thank you, Elder. My... personal involvement with Makin has caused some stress.”

      “Of course. That is to be expected in your situation.”

      Riva didn’t speak again, prompting Elder #2 to walk to the wall decorated in miniature cubes. He reached out to one and it glowed for a moment, then slid out of the wall to fall into his hand. Elder #2 moved back to the wall of video feeds and pressed the cube into the flat surface. I couldn’t make out any kind of panel or groove, but when he pulled his hand away, the cube seemed to meld into the wall as though it had been there all along.

      The individual feeds went blank, then became one.

      Elder #1 spoke. “It has been translated for convenience. You would not understand the First’s dialect in any case.”

      A line began to move zigzag across the screen, and I recognized it as an audio file at once.

      The first voice was familiar—Makin. “My lord, I believe the humans are going to be a problem.”

      “We are aware. This cannot be tolerated.” The answering voice came out in a dry, raspy tone that made me think of a heavy tobacco user. “You are expected to deal with them before our arrival.”

      “Of course. I am confident we can deal with the... annoyance within the next few months. I don’t expect the humans will be able to do more than cause some minor inconveniences.”

      “Incorrect. You have one month.”

      “What?” Makin sputtered. “I don’t understand. That’s not the schedule.”

      Makin’s superior let out a hiss. “Do not forget yourself, Makin. You enjoy a certain amount of autonomy as we see fit. So far, you have proven useful. That can change at any time.”

      I couldn’t see him, but I was pretty sure Makin gulped. “My apologies. It’s just that the humans have brought warriors. They have a ship. I don’t know how to—“

      “Then I suggest you figure it out. If you can’t, we’ll take out the entire planet before the final culling instead of after. With you on it.”

      The transmission ended.

      The room fell quiet while we digested the newest bomb.

      I could feel something stirring inside me. This was the first tangible evidence we had of the First’s plans. While Riva had explained that they came back to collect a crop of mind slaves every two decades, it was an assumption.

      “That wasn’t the First, was it?” I put in, breaking into the silence with as much propriety as possible.

      The Elder tilted his head slightly, then gave a nod. “You are clever, Chief Kent. And this is important for you to know. Our people are not the only mind slaves. The First travel the galaxy in search of warriors they can bend to their will for use in battle. Easy to sacrifice soldiers that aren’t yours. No one, not even the Elders, know the First’s true form.”

      “Great,” Tara muttered.

      “However,” Elder #2 continued without sparing her a glance. “That does not change our circumstances. There is still a war coming. And now we know the First plan to destroy our planet.”

      I noticed that Riva wasn’t reacting to the news. “Did you know about this already?”

      “No, but I suspected something might be different. The attacks have slowed in the last year. Makin doesn’t know about the bunker, so to him, our numbers have dwindled to almost nothing. Bakir’s people are too elusive and dangerous to make going after them worth the effort. We had hoped they might leave us alone after a time, but it never happened, so we kept fighting.”

      “This raises another issue,” said Tara. “If the First are true to their word, and we aren’t dealt with by the time they get here, they’re just going to kill everyone. Ergo, if we take out Makin and his mountain of cronies, the First will just nuke the place and leave without ever getting their hands dirty.”

      “Could we not escape in your ship?” Riva’s question was aimed at me.

      “No. The Ark isn’t fit for space travel.”

      “Chief Kent is correct,” Elder #1 announced. “We must make our final stand here.”

      Her feathers drooped a little, but it didn’t last long. “Then that is what we will do.”

      I regarded the three Elder Volcuri. “Does that mean my people can count on yours as allies, even after the battle?”

      Elder #1 didn’t look surprised at the question. “You can. Negotiations can be made with the various leaders once the Mind Thieves are no longer a threat. Of course, you will be our point of contact for all of your people.”

      It wasn’t a question, but I hesitated before answering. While Director Wright had tasked me with ensuring the Volcuri remained our friends and allowed us to stay on their planet, he was still in charge.

      “I am, as of right now, the liaison for that matter,” I agreed. “However, my primary objective is the safety and security of my people. Leadership of the future colony will be in the hands of my direct superior.”

      Elder #3 made a sound deep in his throat, almost like a cough. “Chief Kent, if you are not the primary leader, why are they not here instead?”

      “A proxy,” I explained. “Most of our people are on the ship. My team is here with me while I take care of security matters.”

      The three Elders stepped away to murmur amongst themselves. When they stepped back, it was Elder #2 who spoke for them. “You have shown great aptitude for battle. Your leader trusts you enough to send you in his stead, so this is acceptable, as long as you are involved in all future proceedings.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, reasonably sure I could swing that with Wright. “Now we just need to figure out how to beat them.”

      “We must consider our Turned family,” Riva put in.

      For the first time since coming into the room, each of the Elders looked weary. “Saving them may not be possible. You must consider them already lost. Our focus is the survival and continuation of the Volcuri race.”

      Riva started to argue, then clamped her mouth shut and inclined her head. “I accept your guidance, but how can we defeat the Mind Thieves?”

      “For that, we must go back to the beginning,” Elder #3 put in.

      Elder #1 nodded. “Yes, to our heritage, even that which has been thought lost to time.”

      Elder #2 went to the wall of cubes and selected another without any fuss.

      The rest of what he said was lost when a shrill siren cut through the air. Out of my peripheral, I saw Tara go for her weapon before she remembered it had been taken by the caretakers. To my left, Riva went rigid. The three Elders didn’t look overly concerned, but I could tell they were on alert.

      When Axil and Calin burst in, I already knew what they were going to say.

      “The guard sent up the alarm!” informed Axil. “Intruders. I don’t know how they found us.”

      I wished desperately for my weapon but would settle for information. “Makin and his people?”

      Calin nodded. “The Turned have launched an attack. It was cleverly done. Coordinated hits on every patrol in the vicinity.”

      Another two caretakers came inside. One spoke in Volcurian to the Elders while the other went to the wall with the data cubes and began to put them into a pack.

      “They want to take the Elders to safety,” Riva explained. There are protocols in place for situations such as this.”

      Elder #2 brushed off the fussing caretaker and locked eyes with Riva. “There is only time for this. What you seek lies in the mountain. The key to salvation lies in the past. Our people must fly again.”

      A loud bang shook the chamber, stopping him from explaining more. “Elder, we must go,” urged Axil.

      “You and Calin get our guests to safety,” Elder#1 instructed. “They must live to fight our enemy.”

      He passed something to Axil, then spoke in Volcuri. The caretaker nodded. “Understood, Elder.”

      With that, the other caretakers swept the trio out of the room. When they were gone, Axil spoke in Volcuri again, this time into an unseen transmission device.

      “We can help,” I said, referring to myself and Tara. “But you’ll need to give us our weapons back.” I wasn’t the leader here, but there was no mistaking the command in my voice.

      Axil, to his credit, held his ground. “Your desire to help is commendable and appreciated. I’m afraid that’s not possible. The Elders have given their orders. You will get your weapons back, but they are near the exit you’ll be using.”

      My emotional dampeners were, at the moment, a fond and distant memory. I wanted nothing more than to scream my frustration, even as logic and rationale won out.

      “Fine, but don’t expect us not to shoot if we get the chance,” quipped Tara.

      “I think that would be acceptable.” Calin sounded a little amused, or as much as he could given the situation. “Please, follow us.”

      The pair led the way back out, but not to the elevator we’d used upon our arrival. Instead, we went in a new direction, past the area where we’d gone through the preparation and then past where we’d slept the night before.

      The alarms continued to shriek, but I ignored them. Despite their earsplitting wails, the area was all but vacant. Not that it had been a hive of activity before, but there was an odd echo that gave the same feeling as an empty house.

      The commotion was growing closer now, clearly having made its way inside. That knowledge made me itchy. It was coded into my DNA to run toward danger, not away from it. I got my wish less than a minute later.

      Axil stopped at another false dead end and waited for a beat. A second later, the hidden door slipped open on a whisper to admit us entry. Instead of another room, I found myself looking at a staircase that spiraled up and out of view.

      Just inside was all of our gear, neatly arranged. The sounds of fighting grew closer, prompting us to action. Riva was the first inside and started pulling on her gear rather than grabbing it and running for it. I ushered Tara in, then followed right behind her, but Axil started to shut the door behind us.

      “What are you doing?!” Riva demanded. “The Elders must be protected!”

      Calin took up a defensive position outside the room, giving Axil a few seconds to talk. “Riva, you do not give orders here. I understand your urge to protect our Elders, but we are more than up to the task. Your place is with the Rebellion, not here. You must go.”

      If the rebel leader had had less dignity, she might have stomped her foot. Her claws clenched and unclenched around the energy sword, but she didn’t try to get past Axil. “Get them out,” was all she said before turning back to us.

      “You have my word,” he promised.

      Leaving us to escape, the caretaker activated the door once more, closing us off from the fracas.

      No one spoke as we climbed the staircase. By my assumption, we were at least four floors below the surface. I couldn’t say where we might come out, but I was ready, spoiling even, for a fight.

      There hadn’t been time to do more than strap on my weapons, and even then not very efficiently. We still wore the ceremonial robes, and I didn’t look forward to maneuvering in them.

      We bounded up, and it didn’t take us long to reach the top. I realized that Axil had never explained how to operate the doors, but it didn’t matter. As soon as we hit the final platform, an entry presented itself.

      It opened to a mostly empty room. One of the abandoned buildings. I’d been in abandoned buildings back on Earth, but they didn’t look as clean as what I was seeing now. Similarly designed to the bunker we’d just vacated, the entire level was done in white and deep gray.

      As we moved through it, beeps emitted from forgotten tech. A wall screen here, something like a personal data pad there, though slimmer. Lights winked on, then off when we moved out range, their glow following us through what had to be a living space.

      I had the offhanded thought that we were light years away from Earth, and yet life had evolved here that could have mirrored humanity. Sure, the layout was a little different, but I caught sleeping quarters, a living space, and a place to eat. Nothing so familiar as a table, couches, or a bed stuck out, but I figured anything practical had been moved out long ago.

      Riva didn’t even blink, just led the way out. The place was on ground level, allowing us access to the outside relatively fast. She stopped at the exit and placed her ear to the ground. As she did, I heard an urgent beep coming from my gear bag, followed by my name.

      “Kent,” AMI repeated, tone urgent. “Do you copy? This is AMI, please respond!”

      I dug into the pack and produced the wrist unit. Once it was free, the holo feature activated and AMI’s scaled down form materialized.

      “I’m here, AMI. About to go into a hostile situation. What’s going on?”

      “What’s going on?!” she demanded with fervor, tugging on her hair in obvious frustration. “You went radio silent last night without warning. I’ve been trying to reach you for hours. Director Wright was ready to send in a  drop team to blow that compound you’re in to hell and back.”

      “Someone’s worked up.”

      I shot Tara a glance that had her buttoning it, but the AI had heard it already. “Maybe you don’t understand protocol, Miss Perez, but Kent here certainly does.” She slapped the words out, and Tara’s lips thinned in annoyance.

      “Shut up, both of you,” I ordered. “AMI, stand down. There must have been shielding capabilities in the bunker we went to. You’re right, I didn’t think about it. That’s on me. Tell Wright I’ll send a transmission as soon as we’re out of this mess. We’re under—“

      “Attack, I know,” she said, cutting me off smoothly. The ice in her voice had thawed some, and she addressed me with her hands clasped behind her back. “That’s why I was trying to reach you so urgently. You don’t have a visor, but if you wear the ear comm I can help guide you.”

      I didn’t waste any time with the small piece of tech.

      “Chief Kent, I’m going to exit the building,” Riva announced. “I’m sorry, but my people are fighting out there.”

      “Didn’t they tell us to get away?” asked Tara. “I’m all for helping, but your Elders were pretty clear.”

      “I still plan on following orders,” Riva returned. “But as soon as we step foot out there, the Turned will know it. I can’t run while the guards are fighting. What’s more, I can’t take a chance that the enemy follows us, and you know as well as I do that they’ll try. So, either way things are going to get bloody.”

      Tara grinned and held up her rifle. “Better get started then.”

      I slung the pack straps over my shoulder again so it wouldn’t get in my way. “We’ve got your back, Riva. Let’s move out.”

      She sent us a grateful nod, then activated the door using a panel to the side. No need for subterfuge here.

      The morning was still early enough that some fog hung around and the air felt crisp. On another day it would have been peaceful. Today, a battle waged.

      The Elite Guard that Riva had spoken of the night before stood out starkly from their enslaved peers. They still wore the same style clothing that we’d seen on the Volcuri in the bunker, but over top of that they had armor. The overall design wasn’t far off from the Turned, but it had clearly been upgraded. The armor extended to cover more areas, and they wore fitted helmets which only left their beaks exposed. The energy shielding was still present, offering even more protection. Lastly, the cloth was a different color. Royal blue, with dark slashes of black and red accents.

      The effect was far from that of the caretakers, who had exuded calm and peace.

      More than a few bodies from both sides had already fallen and stained the ground red with their mortal ichor.

      Makin’s forces, though I had previously judged them as inept and too uniform, fought well. The formation style attack they’d used on us worked well in a large group too. Until the Elder guards attacked, anyway.

      Their attack started with one. The fighter had an unfamiliar weapon in hand, but it was close enough to something like a flare gun. He aimed it at the tight group of Turned soldiers and released a can and a half of whoop ass in the form of a large blue energy sphere on them.

      It hit with a resounding clap of thunder. It should have knocked all of us back, but somehow the energy kept going forward. It bowled through the Turned, splitting the group down the middle and sending bodies flying.

      The guards used the resulting time to make their move. With the Turned’s formation irreparably broken, chaos ensued. The clearing in the middle of what used to be a street or thoroughfare became a tangle of fighting—war cries, screams of pain, and weapons clashing.

      Riva let out a bellow of her own and leapt forward.

      “Stay with her,” I barked at Tara.

      Together, we jumped into the fight behind our ally. I did my best to keep her in view, but the Turned were all around. I hadn’t realized just how many of them there were due to how they’d been formed up.

      The guards had earned their reputation. Any remaining correlation to the caretakers was dispelled quickly once I saw them fight. Long bladed weapons whipped through the air in complicated flourishes. Anyone else might have thought them superfluous, but I knew better.

      The erratic motion was meant to distract and draw the eye. It worked, for the most part, and a Turned Volcuri hit the ground, sans his head.

      My focus went to the nearest enemy, but I was still aware of what happened around me, always prepared for an attack from any side. My rifle had been slung over my shoulder as soon as the blue energy orb hit the Turned, and I attacked with my machete instead. It didn’t have the same energy properties as the Volcuri’s weapon, but it was plenty sharp and I knew how to use it.

      The first Turned to meet my blade was gutted. They still tried to fight, but their attempts were slow and uncoordinated.

      From there, I went into focus mode. Besides the few skirmishes we had the last time I landed on Kainos, this was my first real fight since the First tried to take over the Ark. Even then things had been far different.

      I still had those images in the back of my mind. Black veins and burnt motor oil for blood. The stuff of nightmares, at least that’s how others described them. Point was, it hadn’t been a fair fight because touching the Blight infected people, which opened me and my team—not to mention every other healthy person on the ship—to becoming just like them. The Volcuri might be under the First’s mind control, but they weren’t contagious.

      I could fight without worrying that one touch would mean death. And that meant my only worry was making sure not to hurt any of my allies by accident. I felt the change take over then. It started fast and swept through my body in a blaze of adrenaline.

      Everything dialed in, a side effect of my gene editing. I was aware of everything at once, tuned to the world around but able to focus with the efficiency of a finely honed blade. The pounding feet of an advancing enemy soldier caught my attention, and I spun out of the way before his blue energy tipped spear could drive through me.

      I followed through and dragged my machete down the length of his back. The armor protected him, but it didn’t cover everything. My blade found a small space at the back where the two plates weren’t butting up against each other. It was a fairly small cut, but the Volcuri’s body reacted.

      Still, it didn’t stop them from coming back, the spear arcing out to find purchase. I didn’t let it. I ducked under the pointy end and drove forward, the open flesh at the neck my target. The Turned soldier saw what I was doing, but it was too late. His eyes went wide as I buried the machete to the hilt and twisted it for maximum effect. The Volcuri crumbled to his knees, clutching his throat, but I was already on someone new.

      The fight continued that way for a frenzied few minutes. We were holding our own, but more Turned showed up. They came out from between buildings, marching steadily and swelling their numbers.

      Blood, not mine, ran down my face, getting in my eyes. I wiped it away absently and looked for my next target. Tara caught my eye. She worked with two small blades, bounding forward to get in two quick slashes, then leaping away before her opponent could do anything.

      Her tactic seemed to be working, but it took longer than a more direct and forceful approach. I started to turn away when she jabbed again and got under the Volcuri’s guard. Except she hadn’t seen what he was really up to. The soldier had dropped his guard, just a little, to bring her in. His tail swung around, and I saw the glint of metal at the tip. Another blade.

      Fuck.

      “Tara, move!” I bellowed.

      She heard me but didn’t know what I meant. Her response was to jerk back. It almost worked, but the tip of the blade caught her in the side and threw off her balance. Tara stumbled, then went down holding the wound.

      I was already crossing the short distance when the Volcuri jumped on her, his halberd swinging down. It left me with only one choice. I pulled my sidearm and fired three rounds. His center mass wasn’t visible, plus I didn’t even know for sure if the vital organs were in the same place, so I aimed for the head. That, I knew for sure, worked.

      The Turned attacker’s head snapped back from the bullet’s impact. Tara used her good leg to kick him off of her, but she didn’t get up.
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      I stood there, watching the blood seep out of her and soak into the ground, frozen. Instinct I had worked so hard to bury leapt up and told me to leave her. She would die and do nothing but hinder me.

      Do you have ice instead of blood in those perfect veins of yours?

      Then, Tara looked up at me. I expected to see fear, or panic. Instead, there was calm, and just a little bit of pissed off. It shook me out of my stupor. My second in command would be royally pissed if I just left her there today, especially after all the time she spent teaching me manners.

      I shook off the disconnected feeling and sprinted to my fallen team member. Her face had gone white by the time I dropped to my knees next to her.

      She cursed when I jostled her as I ripped the fabric open to get a better look. “It’s not good,” I told her. “Not horrible either.”

      That much was true. I never claimed to be a medic, but all BSC operatives had at least some basic medic training. As long as we got the bleeding under control, she might make it. Her blood was getting all over me, and for just an instant I was back in the mountain with Avery. I hadn’t been able to save her, but I would damn well make sure Tara survived here today.

      “Look out!”

      Now it was my turn to curse. I’d let Tara’s situation distract me, so I was in a shitty position. Let go of her wound or face the threat. She saved me the debate by shoving my head down and firing over me with her sidearm. “Not down,” she said through gritted teeth.

      I ripped more fabric free from her tunic and pushed it roughly to the wound. She let out a hiss but didn’t scream.

      “Hold it,” I instructed.

      As soon as her shaky hand closed over the cloth, I picked up the machete and sprang to my feet, then whirled to meet the attacker. They were closing fast, and I only had a second to come up with my plan of attack. One downside of the shorter blade was that if my opponent wasn’t in arm’s reach, it was useless.

      I decided to improvise by hurling the machete at the Volcuri’s exposed face. My aim was on target, and the blade pierced his eye. Not a killing blow, but it gave me enough time to pull my pistol and finish the job.

      A cry went up around me, grabbing my attention. The Elder guards had managed to even the playing field and were now rallying. I wanted to grab my machete from the dead Volcuri, but Tara was unprotected. When I turned around to check on her, I had to take back that thought. Far from helpless, she had one hand on her side while the other was firing her weapon at the unfortunate soul who’d taken her for an easy mark.

      An odd sensation went through me at the sight. Satisfaction brought on by her courage under fire while sporting a wound that would have kept a lesser soldier down. Pride, I think it was called.

      Whatever it was, the sentiment quickly faded when AMI hailed me.

      “Kent, get out of there! Reinforcements are on the way. I didn’t see them before, some kind of scramble tech.”

      Before I could even ask where they were coming from, it became obvious. Two platoons worth of Turned soldiers flooded the clearing.

      This was really turning out to be a shit day.

      I stood over Tara with the intention of protecting her until my last breath.

      “Kent, what are you doing?” demanded AMI. “Miss Perez is a liability. Your chances of surviving the current situation drop by ninety-seven percent if you don’t haul ass.”

      “Then I guess I won’t make it,” I replied.

      “Dammit, Kent, you aren’t leaving me any options here. Even if I send help I can’t very well fire on those coordinates with both of you standing right there!”

      “Acknowledged, AMI. I understand the risks.”

      I holstered the pistol and opted to pull my rifle off my back for more firepower.

      “More incoming,” AMI informed, her voice almost dull.

      A horn bellowed in the distance, causing everyone in the clearing to go stock still.

      Movement from the canopy caught my eye, and I raised the rifle in preparation for more threats. I heard footsteps beside me and felt Riva’s presence.

      “Help has arrived, Chief Kent. Bakir’s people. This will end quickly. I will stand with you to protect Tara.”

      I almost smiled. Riva’s feathers quivered in excitement. We went back-to-back, her with two blue edged swords raised, me with my rifle.

      It was time to get to work.
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      Riva’s prediction turned out to be spot on. Once they saw the cavalry, Makin’s forces pulled out rather than take heavier casualties. AMI was still pissed and took my report with monosyllabic responses.

      “You doing okay?” I asked Tara when I was done.

      She’d been moved to a makeshift table and given a Volcuri herbal concoction that was supposed to help with the pain and speed up the healing process.

      “Better, actually. This stuff really works. The agony’s down to a dull ache now.”

      A series of squawks and throaty trills from the nearby field doctor had me looking up. “Sorry, I don’t understand.”

      “He said she should be off her feet for the next few days,” Riva explained, walking up with Bakir. “Unfortunately, that isn’t going to be possible. This location is compromised now, and we’ll have to take her elsewhere to recover.”

      “The Ark,” I said immediately. “We have human doctors and medical equipment there. She won’t be at risk. Now that we know the Turned can get past our sensors, that is a concern if she stays here.”

      Riva inclined her head. “Yes, it is. But, and I apologize if this is out of turn, I heard your... computer talking. Your people know what this location is. Was,” she corrected herself.

      Well, the cat was out of that particular bag.

      “You’re going to have to give me a pass on that,” I said, using one of Tara’s “people phrases” in hopes Riva wouldn’t make a big deal out of the subterfuge. “The situation warranted that my superior be able to keep an eye on me. I made the choice in the field not to mention it in case it caused an issue and prevented us from seeing the Elders. I made that choice because you would have demanded I cease all communications, something we couldn’t do.”

      “You made this decision on the behalf of your people. I understand that. However, if we are going to be allies, there can be no more secrets.”

      I nodded in agreement. “Fair enough.”

      She seemed to accept this answer, but I wasn’t entirely sure the easy camaraderie that had been between us was still there. The silence stretched just a little too long, going awkward. I was contemplating what else to say when a low keening sound reached my ears. The melancholy tone made me uncomfortable enough that it took some work to hide it.

      “What is that?”

      “The Elder guards may have bested the Turned, but no one won this battle,” Riva explained. “The First used mind slaves to fight for them. For those of us who are free, killing our own takes a terrible toll. No First died. Only Volcuri.”

      The words were bitter, and I tried to understand her feelings. “I can see that this distresses you. For humans, unedited or otherwise, every battle is against... our own, as you put it.”

      Her head snapped up and shock showed in her expression. “Your people do this willingly? Kill each other?”

      I lifted a shoulder, still confused at the problem. “Yes. Soldiers are trained to eliminate the enemy.”

      Riva cocked her head. “Isn’t this the same thing as killing?”

      A beep emitted from my wrist unit, and I looked down to see AMI’s holo image had appeared. I held my arm up so that she was standing upright.

      She spoke, but it wasn’t English. Instead, the AI held a conversation with Riva and Bakir in their native tongue. The exchange barely lasted thirty seconds, and at the end of it both the Volcuri were eyeing me with something I thought might be respect.

      “AMI, what just happened?”

      “Nothing untoward, Chief Kent. I assure you. I merely explained that Earth is so vast that the population numbers in the billions. With that many people occupying one planet, it is mathematically probable that any population would break into factions and have wars. There are simply too many people for life to be precious.”

      I got the subtext. She was really saying that of course the Volcuri valued each life when they were on the verge of extinction. Humans, on the other hand, were regularly in the habit of fighting for one reason or another. Hell, we were even taking hundreds of thousands of people and jettisoning them from the planet all the time in our attempts to populate the rest of the known universe.

      “It is still a hard concept to grasp, but we are a logical people,” Riva added. “If our numbers ever swell to such extremes, I could see how infighting might start. Your AMI also told us that on your planet, you are considered one of the most elite warriors. I am not surprised, but hearing it from another is a welcome confirmation. You were trained that the enemy was the enemy. This is all we need to know.”

      “The fact remains that here, the Turned are not the enemy,” Bakir insisted. “The Mind Thieves are.”

      “But they are no longer your people,” I pointed out.

      Bakir pointed at Tara and tried to clarify. “If Tara was taken and turned tomorrow, could you kill her without a thought?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say yes, but I realized that wasn’t the truth. It might have been at one point, but not anymore. I’d grown closer to her and the other members of my team since waking up during the First’s attack. Yes, I would eliminate anyone who posed a threat, but I knew that it wouldn’t come without consequences.

      Hell, I’d barely known Avery and there was still some residual guilt for how that turned out. Given the Volcuri’s culture and the close familial connections they shared, it was no small wonder that killing the Turned was an emotionally trying decision, even when unavoidable.

      “You understand, then,” said Bakir, studying me with a note of satisfaction.

      “Uh, guys?” Tara’s voice was weak, and I noticed she was going pale again. “Not to interrupt, but I’m not feeling so great over here.”

      “I thought you gave her something,” I snapped out. I knew it sounded rude, but my concern for my teammate overruled my usual apathy.

      Riva looked aggrieved. “I’m sorry, Kent. The wound must have been more serious than we thought.”

      “We need to get her out of here,” I told them. “She needs blood. There’s a lot of hers out there where she fought the attackers.”

      “I have help on the way, Kent,” said AMI, her avatar still standing on my arm. “I’m sending you coordinates now. Get Tara there. I’ll do the rest and get her home.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised. “You’re offering to help Tara?”

      “That’s the mission, Chief. You know that better than anyone. Personal feelings don’t matter. Just meet her ride home there.”

      She ended the transmission without saying anything else, but that was okay with me. I turned to Riva and Bakir to explain. “I have to get her to a rendezvous point. When I’m done, I’ll meet you wherever you want.”

      The two Volcuri exchanged glances, but it was Bakir who spoke. “I witnessed you both in the conflict today. Such courage and will is highly prized among my clan. Even so, traveling alone in the forest is a fool’s errand.”

      I didn’t flinch. “I’ll deal with it. If I don’t, Tara dies.”

      “You misunderstand, Warrior,” Bakir replied. “Riva and I will accompany you, along with a small party. We will see that your comrade arrives at the pick up spot.”

      “That’s not necessary,” I started to say back when Tara interrupted.

      “Kent, I don’t think you can carry me all that way.”

      Riva said something in Volcuri to one of Bakir’s people. After getting an affirmative response from the forest leader, the foot soldier ran off.

      “I believe we have a way to rectify that problem,” said Riva.

      “Carrying her wouldn’t have been a problem,” I said under my breath.

      “Of course, Chief Kent. Of that I have no doubt. However, working with available tools is smarter, yes?”

      I couldn’t very well deny that and agreed to the arrangement.
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      The smarter way came in the form of a small cart that hovered. It was taken from inside the Elder’s compound, which was now completely vacant. Their bodies hadn’t been found, and there was some fear that they had been abducted, but no one seemed to believe that was the case. Riva didn’t come out and say what the contingency plan was, but I figured the Elders were too precious not to have one.

      My mission at present was to get Tara to safety. Even with all I’d seen, I had to admit the cart was pretty damn convenient. For all of humanity’s advancement, hover tech was one piece of technology yet to be created and refined.

      It sure made things a hell of a lot easier, which even I appreciated. Thanks to the cart being almost a meter off the ground, it kept Tara from being jostled. Bakir’s people had tracked down some basic medical supplies, but what she really needed was blood. Every person on the ship had given extra in case of a situation like this, so we just had to get her there.

      Tara jerked her head away from the stringent smell of a paste that Riva claimed was a natural antiseptic. Once that was done, our troop set out. We moved at a fast clip since we were already losing daylight.

      “I still want to know how they found us,” I told the others, referring back to the Turned.

      Riva’s expression darkened. “That makes two of us. It doesn’t make sense. The location is carefully protected against such incursions.”

      “Does it really matter, Riva?” Bakir spat. “This can go on no longer. I am prepared to go to war. This must end.”

      She regarded him with annoyance, evidenced by her tail whipping back and forth. “This is only now becoming clear to you?”

      I knew from our previous meeting that her words had more meaning. Bakir had lost a son, and it was obvious she felt he should have come to that conclusion much sooner.

      His tail flicked back in displeasure. “Of course not. As you said, things are different now. I take it the Elders approved of your new alliance?”

      “They did. But we have a new mission. They told us something that would help in the coming days. You should know that the First are coming sooner than planned. We no longer have until the end of the year.”

      This got his attention. “Why do I think there is more to the story?”

      “Because there is.” Riva’s hooked beak didn’t give her the ability to smile, but something in her eyes, a flicker of amusement, told me the tension between them had passed. Still, when she spoke again the seriousness was back. “If Makin does not destroy the humans and bring a stop to the rebellion, the Mind Thieves will attack the planet without compunction.”

      Bakir said something in Volcuri that I had no problem translating into a stream of curses. “This should not surprise me. Why wouldn’t they sacrifice soldiers that are not their own? It’s so easy for them to throw our lives away.”

      Tara let out a soft moan, and Bakir went quiet.

      “You okay, Perez?” I said, using her last name to try and get a response.

      “Tired,” she mumbled. “Getting stabbed hurts like a bitch.”

      Riva shot me a puzzled look. “Is your warrior delirious?”

      “She’s making jokes. That’s a good sign. I’d be more worried if she was silent,” I told her.

      “Funny as ever, boss.”

      I didn’t like how faint her voice was and checked my wrist unit. “Almost there. Hang on, Perez. You’ll be good as new in no time.”

      I also didn’t like how the words seemed to stick in my throat. Worry was a tight ball of ice in my gut, and I wanted it to go away. For the millionth time, I almost wished for the days when I felt nothing and cared for no one.

      Shaking the thought off, I pushed forward, walking a little faster now.

      “Your chariot awaits,” AMI announced over the comm this time. Her avatar had winked out of view once we started toward her coordinates.

      “Tara’s,” I corrected. “I’m going to stay on planet and coordinate with Riva on our next steps.”

      AMI didn’t respond. Yeah, she was still pissed. I knew DICK was gone for good, but the parts of his personality that had seeped into AMI’s made her a little irrational at times. It was like dealing with a real person instead of the artificial intelligence she was supposed to be.

      We continued the rest of the journey through the forest in silence. Some of Bakir’s people had gone ahead so they could alert Riva’s scouts to what was happening. The plan was to have some of them meet us at the drop-off so we couldn’t be ambushed on the way back to her camp.

      I kept my senses alert, always scanning our surroundings for any sign that Makin would try again. For the most part, everything was quiet. As we got closer to the coordinates, I caught the familiar sound of a ship’s engine.

      On the cart, Tara moaned. A quick check told me she was still in the same condition, probably just feeling the pain. Still, I quickened the pace so that we hit the meeting place a little earlier.

      By the time we entered the clearing, her ride had already landed. It wasn’t the typical dropship. It was more of a land-to-space shuttle. I knew the Exodus Ark carried a small fleet of them, but I hadn’t expected AMI to spring for one. The AI didn’t really care for Tara, and the dropship would have made for an uncomfortable ride. The shuttle, in contrast, would be a lot smoother.

      I saw all the present Volcuri staring at the ship in awe, and it hit me that they probably hadn’t seen anything like this in their lifetime. I was still a little fuzzy on how the Volcuri aged, but I knew that no one alive today had witnessed their history when tech was king.

      “Open her up, AMI. I want to get Tara on board ASAP. Did you bring a medic?”

      “Oh, you could say that,” she replied.

      Something about the way she said it set off alarm bells. Not the life or death danger kind, but enough that I knew she wasn’t telling me everything.

      “AMI.” I made the irritation clear in my tone, and she didn’t say anything else. The cargo door dropped down, revealing two people.

      Well, crap.

      The first was Dr. Emily Gray. I’d met her prior to our first excursion to the surface but hadn’t seen her since. A little bit more than a medic, but I was happy to have someone with an actual medical degree around.

      Her companion gave me more than a little pause. The man walking down the ramp and looking slightly pissed off was none other than Director Jacob Wright.
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      “Chief Mission Ward.” Director Wright’s greeting held something else in it. A smugness, maybe. The man wasn’t usually the type, but I had a feeling catching me off guard was a little different.

      I stiffened, the urge to stand at attention warring inside me with orders he’d already given me not to do so. “Director, I didn’t expect to see you here. Either of you.”

      “Emily—” He stopped himself, cleared his throat, then started over. “Dr. Gray was in the room when AMI gave me her report. After hearing about Miss Perez’s injuries—”

      “I decided to come,” Dr. Gray put in. “Speaking of that, Director Wright, we should get the patient inside.”

      For just an instant, my direct superior looked chagrined even though I hadn’t heard Dr. Gray sound reproving. “Of course.”

      He stepped aside to let two medics come down with a gurney. Dr. Gray supervised while they transferred Tara. The motion had her eyes fluttering open, and she let out a short groan before clenching her jaw tight.

      “No need to tough it out, Miss Perez,” admonished Dr. Gray. This time her voice was disapproving, but only mildly so. “This wound looks nasty, but we’ll get you fixed up.”

      “Just a flesh wound, Doc,” Tara replied through gritted teeth.

      Dr. Gray smiled gently at her charge, a bit indulgently to my eye, then ushered the medics back up the ramp. “I’ll keep you both appraised of her condition when I know more.”

      She turned on her heel and strode after Tara, white lab coat flapping in her wake.

      Director Wright watched her disappear, then turned to me. The question in his eyes was unmistakable. Our earlier discourse left a bad taste in my mouth and made the air between us thick with tension.

      We regarded each other warily.

      Just what the hell was I doing? Having a pissing contest with my superior officer?

      Black Shield agents do not question authority.

      Of all the tenets burned into my psyche, this was the only one that superseded mission fulfillment. Yet here I was going against everything I’d been taught, and for what? I forced myself to get my head on straight and did the only thing that made sense. I saluted.

      The next second seemed to stretch on until Wright nodded curtly and broke through the friction. A sudden fluttering to my right reminded me that we weren’t alone. Back in control, I took a step back and motioned at our guests. “Director Wright, the Volcuri leaders, Riva and Bakir.”

      I realized too late that I didn’t know if there was a better way to make the introductions. It didn’t matter because both of the Volcuri offered deep bows. Wright returned the gesture smoothly.

      “Welcome to Kainos, Director Wright.” Riva spoke with more formality than I was used to. It was a little stiff, more cautious. I recalled telling her about the violence back on Earth and wondered how that colored her view of other humans.

      Director Wright was no small individual. Standing at around two meters with broad shoulders and hard lines dug into his face, there was no mistaking his leadership.

      “Thank you, Riva. I do wish it was under better circumstances. Your... assistance has been invaluable.”

      The rebel leader’s head tilted slightly to one side, and she tipped her beak down slightly in a sign of acknowledgement. “We’ll both help each other a lot more before the planet is ours again.”

      Bakir said nothing. The translator around his neck appeared to be working because his keen eyes took in the exchange with quiet intellect. It appeared he preferred to listen, something I could understand. In fact, it was something I needed to get back to.

      This pretending to fit in charade was wearing thin. I knew what I was best at, and it would do me good to keep that in mind.

      “I know you’re wondering why I’m here,” continued Director Wright. “I won’t mince words. Due to recent developments, I believe it’s become necessary to move up our timetable. The attack at the landing site. I know we have some theories, but the truth is we don’t know for sure. Taking chances isn’t in the cards. With your permission, I would like to start the first colonization effort by building an outpost.”

      Judging by the way both Volcuri jerked slightly, they hadn’t expected that. I couldn’t blame them—it took me by surprise too.

      “A civilian outpost?” I asked, wanting the clarification.

      Wright’s gaze flicked to me, then back to Riva. “No. For now it would be a security hub, maybe a few scientists that have been woken up and briefed over the last few days.”

      “Security. This means fighters?”

      “Yes. If I understand correctly, Makin doesn’t have a significant force. Most are stored using stasis pods in the mountain, correct?”

      Riva nodded. “Yes. Makin has at best just over one hundred soldiers, though that is a rough estimate.”

      “Then my hope is to gather our forces and attack. Using a plan,” he said, looking pointedly at me. “By the time reinforcements arrive from Earth—”

      Bakir let out a hiss. “More outsiders? This is not acceptable.”

      “Reinforcements,” Riva repeated. “I take no issue with more help.”

      “You do not speak for every clan, Riva.” Bakir’s feathers flicked back and forth in an agitated fashion. “Trusting foreigners is unwise.”

      My hand itched to reach for the weapon at my hip. I didn’t move. The Forest leader was already on edge, and any indication of violence might be the last thing to push him over.

      Riva turned to her counterpart and pointed at the mountain off in the distance. “Makin is the enemy.”

      “And if they betray us?”

      “We won’t.” The reply came from Director Wright. Seeing that he had their attention again, he continued. “We came here under the impression that Kainos would be uncolonized. No one expected a hostile force of mind enslaving overlords. Our ship cannot go elsewhere. Makin needs dealt with, and you need our help to do that.”

      Bakir’s gaze slid over to me. “The warrior is quiet. Do you have no opinion?”

      I glanced to Wright, who gave me the go ahead. “Division between ranks, that is to say your people and ours, will only weaken our cause. Makin and his superiors are the enemy, sir. I’m trained to kill the enemy, as are the incoming reinforcements. Mission priority is to eliminate the threat. Everything else can wait.”

      The Volcuri looked back at the mountain. “Yes, I suppose that is logical.”

      “Then it’s settled,” announced Wright with finality. “We need to coordinate, and quickly. The first order of business should be finding a suitable location to set up a basecamp.”

      “Makin’s counselors mentioned the Kotar Basin and the Mohali region,” I recalled. “Would either of those work.”

      Bakir laughed, or at least I think he did. It came out like a snort so I couldn’t be sure. Riva shook her head. “No. Both are on the opposite side of the planet and unfit for habitation. The tribes out there are extremely hostile and unaccepting of outsiders. Not even Makin dares to venture there for harvesting.”

      “We’re open to your suggestions,” said Director Wright.

      “I believe I may have an idea, but it will require some… discussion first. I will contact you when it is done.”

      The director bowed slightly. “No disrespect, but don’t take too long. The situation is too uncertain for us to wait.”

      “Of course, Director Wright.” Riva turned to Bakir. “Will you come as well? It is time our people discuss a new union.”

      “Long overdue, I’d say,” he replied.

      Riva bowed again. “Thank you for coming down to meet us, Director Wright. There are three of your people at my camp. To expedite your trip, I propose they stay under our protection. This will enable you to leave right away and prepare to make camp.”

      It was a smart move. It gave him an opportunity to extend his trust. This was something Riva could take back to her people that might satisfy them and foster confidence in our intentions.

      “Agreed. We’ll reconnect in one day’s time. Kent, with me.”

      I’d planned on staying, and it surprised me that the Director wanted me back on the ship. Especially after our previous disagreement. I frowned as a possibility crossed my mind. There was a decent chance that Wright might remove me from the mission altogether after my earlier insubordination.

      I knew that Exodus Ark carried a variety of vessels, for a number of different tasks. Dropships, as the name implied, were designed to drop things—or small teams of people—off. There were the transports designed to carry people en masse, similar to Earth’s jet planes. Then we had smaller defense crafts, though not many.

      The land to space vehicle we climbed into wasn’t huge, but it had a sight more space and creature comforts than the basic dropship. It was built for treks that might take longer than simply going to a planet’s surface. Capable of longer flights, it could traverse a system and return. Five guests could live aboard comfortably, each with their own quarters. Uncomfortably, double that.

      As an alternative, it was a higher end craft suitable for carrying someone of importance. Someone like Wright, for example, who wouldn’t be expected to ride with the common folk.

      The Director said nothing as we strapped in, his face not revealing whatever was on his mind. At that moment, he could have passed for someone in Black Shield for all the emotion he showed. It seemed to me that the man had changed since the first time I’d met him. Waking up to his worst nightmare most certainly played a part in that.

      I leaned back in my seat and cast a glance back at Tara. The two medics had her secured in a horizontal bay, her body strapped down tight so she wouldn’t move too much during flight. From the slackness of her jaw, I could tell they’d given her something for the pain.

      That was good. Injury might have been a staple of war, but I found that it bothered me to see her pain.

      “She’s going to be fine,” said Dr. Gray from her seat next to Tara. “I’m not sure what the Volcuri used, but it saved her life. The supplies we have in the medical bay will do the rest. Miss Perez will be back on her feet by tomorrow.”

      The doctor watched me with curious eyes, clearly waiting for an answer. I’d dealt with enough scientists and medical doctors to know when they didn’t see me. They usually saw me as an experiment, or at least most in her profession did. Dr. Gray didn’t look at me that way, but it still made me uneasy. I nodded once, then turned back around.

      “Your backup came out of stasis with no problems,” Director Wright informed me without looking up.

      He paused when the bird took off, and I couldn’t tell if the rolling of my stomach was from his words and their potential meaning or from the quick incline.

      “I’ve informed the backup Mission Ward that you are still the Chief Mission Ward. He’s still secondary until your current mission on Kainos is complete.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      Wright let out a snort. “Don’t ‘sir’ me, Kent. It’s not fooling anybody, least of all the commander of this ship.”

      “Sorry, sir.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, then he let out a lofty sigh. “Dammit, Kent. I don’t know what happened out there, but Dr. Gray has some ideas. Ideas that are going to save your ass in this particular case.”

      I fought the urge to look back at the woman and instead said, “I don’t understand.”

      Wright frowned. “No, I don’t suppose you do. But it’s a conversation for the three of us to have once your man—team member—is settled and stable. While that’s happening, I want you to rendezvous with your Mission Ward and begin plans for a base. Somewhere easy to defend. Look for—“

      He laughed, the sound short and sharp. “Oh, hell. You know what to do. Meet me in my office at 1800 tonight to debrief. That should give you time to get started. To save time, a team has been assembled, complete with their own leader. We can discuss more later.”

      “I’ll be there,” I told him.

      The midsize craft began to dock with the Ark then, cutting off further conversation.

      Already, I was itching to get back to Kainos. Now that I knew I wasn’t being replaced, I was more than happy to let the Mission Ward handle things on the ship. Relieved, actually.

      By the time the doors slid open, my mind was rolodexing the different tactics. Much of what we did would depend on location, something Riva would be able to tell us.

      “Don’t look now, but you’ve got a visitor,” said AMI in my ear.

      “Why wouldn’t I look?” I asked, confused. “If someone is here to see me specifically, I have to look at them. It would be rude otherwise.”

      “It’s just an expression, Kent. I believe Tara could use some work on her people training. With her out of commission, I think I can help.”

      I was about to retort something when a man stepped into my view, one I recognized instantly.

      Designation 1286-J. Another Black Shield agent like me. Older, referred to as the dinosaur by some of the unedited supervisors at the BSC base of operations. Physically, he didn’t look that much older, but I knew him to be at least twenty years my senior.

      Those of us designated for combat didn’t gossip, but our ears worked more than fine. I’d heard stories about 1286, stories about how he shouldn’t be alive. Most from his original training class weren’t. I’d also heard he’d been pulled from active duty because of a glitch in his editing. Something about being unable to manage the aggression.

      To hear them tell it, 1286-J was a one-man wrecking crew. Often sent in when there wasn’t any expectation of winning, just a grenade meant to throw off the enemy, he came out of it every time.

      What was he doing here? Aboard my ship. Aboard the ship, I corrected myself. The Ark and her people weren’t mine.

      The point was, 1286-J was said to be decommissioned. Then again, so was I.

      I stopped in front of him and waited to see what he would do. His hands stayed clasped behind his back as he looked me up and down, sizing me up. I did the same to him.

      “Jay, this is Kent, the Chief Mission Ward.”

      “9464, sir!” The newly designated Jay snapped to attention. “1286-J, reporting.”

      He recognized me too, then. I wasn’t dumbstruck by the former soldier’s actions, but they did give me pause.

      “We’ve done away with the number designations,” Director Wright told him.

      The way he said it made me think it wasn’t the first time.

      Instead of offering my hand as I might have to another unedited person, I nodded in acknowledgement. “Good to have you awake, Jay. I trust you’ve been brought up to date?”

      His eyes narrowed ever so slightly, then corrected so fast that no one who wasn’t one of the Black Shield would have seen it. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Let’s talk.” I turned to Director Wright. “I’ll be in your office at 1800.”

      The man looked from me to Jay, appraising. “Why do I feel like I need to tell you two to play nice?”

      Jay’s face went slack at the informal tone but he recovered quickly. “My civilian training has not been as extensive as 94—Kent’s, Director. Given time, I will acclimate.”

      “We’ll be fine,” I assured Wright.

      “I expect nothing less. Get to work. We don’t have much time.”

      He left us on that note. Both Jay and I watched him go until he disappeared from view. When he had, our eyes locked once more. Without the company, I saw something there. Pain.

      “Headache?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Come with me.”

      He didn’t move. “With all due respect, Director Wright told us to get to work.”

      I considered my words carefully. Unlike everyone else on this ship, I knew exactly what Jay was going through, both physically and mentally.

      “In order to do the job, I need you at one hundred percent. As your direct superior, that’s an order.”

      To anyone listening, it might have sounded like I was pulling rank. Or, as Tara put it, being an asshole. The truth was that Jay had been thrown into a new situation. Where no one had been there to help me, I could try to ease some of the discomfort.

      “How long have you been awake?”

      “Thirty-one hours, sir.”

      “Emergency recovery?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Okay, I was starting to understand why people gave me looks when I used the same language. It was annoying.

      Falling silent, I led the way to a smaller med closet in one of the maintenance shafts. It had been damaged during the attack and blocked off. Because of its location, most people didn’t even know it existed. I’d put something there in case it was ever needed.

      I reached inside and grabbed my makeshift emergency kit that held dosages of a dampener cocktail. Even when the time had passed where I might have used it, something prevented me from getting rid of it.

      Jay recoiled when I uncoded the small box and showed it to him. “I do not use illegals.”

      Looking down, my confusion dissipated when I saw how it must look to him. Instead of designated injections that would have been neatly labeled, there was a small collection of pressure syringes that could have held anything.

      “AMI,” I hailed, holding up my wrist.

      Her catsuit-clad form appeared a few beats later. “Yes, Kent?”

      “Please explain to 1286-J what I am holding in my hands.”

      “Of course.” She spun on an elegant high heel to face him. “There are no dampeners on board the Exodus Ark. They were deemed unnecessary. Without them, you will continue to experience withdrawal. Our fearless leader here had the same experience.”

      Surprise registered on Jay’s face at the admission.

      “So, I helped Kent make up a few doses in case there was a problem. The doctor on staff weaned him, but at that point he was already half off of them.”

      “They are for emergencies,” I told him. “Take one now. Then you can go to the medical bay after our debrief. Dr. Gray can assist you.”

      He took the offered dose, and his hand shook slightly. Now I knew why he’d been standing so stiffly when we first met.

      When the syringe was empty, I locked the box and placed it back in the closet. I didn’t like that there was a slight urge to palm one of the syringes for myself, but that would be pointless. On top of that, AMI would see and no doubt give me an earful.

      As for Jay, the change was instantaneous, and I could all but see the headache receding. “Better?”

      He relaxed a fraction as the dose hit the rest of his system. “Yes, sir.”

      I almost told him not to sir me, then decided to wait. Like mine, Jay’s world had been turned upside down. Too many changes at once would just exacerbate that. Given his history, I thought it best to let him keep a few things normal.

      “Good. Remember to stay hydrated. That will help. Let’s go.”

      He followed me back out to the main hall, but I had to stop when I realized I didn’t know where we were going. “Where have you been planning while I’ve been on planet?”

      “This way, sir.”

      I let him take the lead, though it felt somewhat... wrong. Like I was giving up my position. A few weeks ago, I’d have preferred someone tell me what to do. Now that I was intimately involved in the fight with the First, things had changed. I had changed. My gaze flicked to Jay, and I couldn’t stop the stab of envy that hit me.

      Then again, the withdrawal period hadn’t exactly been fun.

      We came to a stop in front of a conference room near the main security hub where I’d first woken. Jay stepped back, waiting for me to enter. It felt odd knowing that back home he would have been above me in BSC ranking, but this wasn’t home.

      I stepped inside and found a holo table waiting for me.

      In the corner, light shimmered and pixelated, forming a familiar face. I was used to seeing her on a small scale though. The image before me came up to my shoulder.

      “AMI. I didn’t know we had this capability.”

      “It’s something I’ve been working on. I have to say, being human sized has its perks.” She looked down at an arm and smiled. “Not whole, but as close as someone like me can get. Anyway, I’ve taken the liberty of queuing up your plans.”

      “Okay, what do you got?”

      She snapped her fingers, and lists began to cascade above the table. “Materials needed to build a new base. Separated into mobile and stationary. There are many avenues you can take. It all depends on how close you want to be to the mountain.”

      “If we’re mobile, that doesn’t matter as much. Maybe we can use the ruins as a temporary location.”

      “That is one option,” she agreed. “However, as my systems have been undergoing repair, I’ve been rescanning the planet’s surface.”

      “You found something.” It wasn’t a question.

      “I found lots of somethings. Most interesting were a number of buildings run by the Turned. The probabilities I ran scored high on the side of them being defensive encampments. Because they are already being used for that purpose, if you were to stake a claim on them they would be in a good position while also dealing a blow to Makin.”

      I smiled, liking the idea. “AMI, identify the best outposts for us to hit based on location, probable inhabitants, etc.”

      “Working.”

      Jay had said nothing since entering the room, so I turned to him. “Have you had a chance to evaluate the security associates?”

      “I have.”

      “What are your first thoughts?”

      His answer came immediately. “Inadequate to be effective as a fighting force. Sir.”

      The pick me up had done its job. Jay’s face was completely devoid of emotion, and I knew this was his honest opinion. It was refreshing to know he meant exactly what he said with no subterfuge or confusion.

      It also happened that I didn’t disagree. While some of the security personnel might be termed adept at combat, no one was on our level. There wasn’t much we could do but work with what we had.

      “Whatever number AMI comes up with, double it. I want two teams ready to go. The rest will continue training until we need them. Hopefully we won’t.” I checked the time and saw I had about fifteen minutes to get to the Director’s office. “When you’re both done, send me the report.”

      Jay saluted again, the movement stiff and exacting. I hesitated only slightly, then returned it. The gesture felt familiar and foreign at the same time. It had been months since I’d saluted anyone, and it no longer felt natural.

      As I exited the room, I decided I didn’t envy Jay after all. The former Black Shield operative had only experienced a taste of what his new future would be. He was in for a rude awakening and a longer road.
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      “I still don’t see why you’re doing this,” chided AMI.

      The AI was in my ear instead of utilizing the holo visual on my wrist unit. I had the distinct feeling that she was doing it out of spite.

      “As I mentioned before, civilian training covered this. It’s considered good etiquette in situations like this.”

      “That’s all fine, but didn’t Director Wright order you to get some rack time? That should be priority.”

      I paused in front of the hospital entrance, considering. “His exact words were ‘You need to refuel and get some rest,’ AMI. I don’t think that qualifies as an order.”

      She must have sensed the argument was fruitless because the next thing I heard was an irritated hmph, followed by the telltale click that signaled she’d ended the open comms channel.

      Sooner or later I was going to have to deal with the discord between the two, but for now I had a task. The Ark was a colony ship and as such benefited from a number of medical bays scattered strategically throughout. The Hospital Hub was the largest and functioned like the ones back home, if on a smaller scale.

      It had an emergency section, a few private rooms, surgery suites, and ample recovery units. After the First’s initial attack, the place had been crowded with the wounded and dying. Ever since our arrival in Red Shift and then Kainos, the rooms had gradually cleared.

      I found Tara in one of the recovery wings, alone. She still looked pale, but much better than when I’d last seen her. As I approached the bed, a muscle in her face twitched and I stopped to study her.

      “Nice of you to come see me, Chief,” she said without opening her eyes.

      “Glad to see you aren’t getting lax while lazing around,” I told her. “I’m a little surprised you knew it was me though.”

      She scoffed, cracking one eye open a fraction. “You kidding me? You might move like a ghost on an op but get you around civilized people and I’d know that clomp anywhere.”

      “I do not clomp,” I retorted, somewhat offended.

      I moved closer to the bed and stuck out my hand, offering my recent purchase to her. Tara’s eyes widened and her mouth fell slightly open.

      “You—you bought me flowers?”

      Looking down at the bouquet she had to take, I frowned and started to withdraw my arm. “Well, if you don’t want them.”

      “Oh, I do.” She snatched them before I could pull back. “I just didn’t know you knew that was a thing.”

      “Ah, so you don’t know everything about people training,” I told her, only half serious. “I don’t pretend to understand how this can improve your health, but I need you back on duty eventually.”

      She let out a laugh, one of the light and airy ones that didn’t come often. I liked it, though I couldn’t have said why. “They don’t fix anything medically. It’s just a nice gesture that can make someone feel good. It can help mentally. It’s harder to heal if you’re a sourpuss all the time.”

      I looked around at all the equipment in the room. “Isn’t that what all this is for? Healing?”

      “Sure. But there is such a thing as the will to live.”

      Huh. I’d never thought about that before. It was true, and something I had seen in person. That’s why not every Black Shield trainee became a full fledged agent. The ones that didn’t make the grade were disposed of. If we wanted to live, we had to prove it. I supposed the methodology wasn’t much different when applied to other situations.

      “Fair enough. You’ve missed some stuff while you were napping. Want me to brief you?”

      She held up a pad. “I have the basics. AMI’s working on this outpost situation with Kent 2.0.”

      I stared at her. “Excuse me? There isn’t a cloned version of me.”

      “The secondary Mission Ward,” she clarified. “It’s a joke. He’s former Black Shield, like you.”

      “Oh, I see. Yes, 1286, new designation Jay. He’s coordinating with AMI. Once we hear from Riva, we can solidify how to move forward to construct the first ground base.”

      “Sounds like a plan, boss. Can’t wait to pay those assholes back for...”

      Her words trailed off and both lids started to droop. I started to back away when they fluttered open again and her hand reached out to grab mine. “Thanks for coming, Kent.”

      The unexpected touch threw me off and by the time I recovered, Tara was out again, snoring gently.

      “The flowers are nice, Chief Mission Ward.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to find Dr. Gray in the doorway. “The gift shop told me they’re treated and should last a long time,” I said after disentangling my hand from Tara’s.

      “That’s good. I’m sure she appreciates them. Why don’t I put them in some water anyway? Familiar aesthetics can be comforting.”

      “For healing,” I commented.

      The doctor looked over in surprise. “Yes, I suppose some say that. I must confess that I just like getting flowers. Never been good at keeping them alive long. Still, there’s something about getting flowers that makes a woman feel good. I guess I’m just a walking cliche.”

      I had no idea what she was going on about but didn’t say so.

      “Well. As far as Miss Perez’s health goes, the wound is already healing on schedule. She’s tired, which is to be expected from regrowing tissue. She’ll be back on her feet by morning.”

      “Thanks. I’d like to stay updated on her progress.”

      “Of course, Chief.” She paused, drawing in a breath. It was the sound of someone steeling their resolve.

      Curious, I took in her body language. The slight crease in her forehead and tight jaw spoke to some unknown tension, as did the grip she had on the flowers.

      “Is everything okay, Dr. Gray?”

      “Yes, mostly.” Another hesitation, but this time her gaze shot to where Tara lay. “I do need to speak with you about another matter, however. Would you accompany me to my office?”

      As we walked, I wondered what could be bothering her. Nothing came to mind, so I continued the short walk in silence.

      “Please, sit,” she said, motioning to a visitor chair when the door closed behind us.

      I didn’t really feel like sitting, but I did anyway with the hope it would put her at ease. Dr. Gray went to a wall cabinet and pulled out a vase. She set the flowers on the counter a few seconds later, neatly arranged.

      “I’ll make sure to get those back to Miss Perez,” she assured me. “Now, for the reason I asked to speak privately. I spoke with your secondary Mission Ward a little while ago.”

      “Designation Jay,” I confirmed. “Yes, I told him to come see you. Is there a problem with his acclimation?”

      Leaning a hip against the desk, she pursed her lips, then visibly relaxed. “There isn’t. But I am concerned by what he told me. That you supplied him with your own private concoction of dampener medications.”

      “Yes, I did, after observing symptoms of withdrawals similar to what I experienced. This appears to be an issue, but I don’t understand why.”

      “I can see that,” she murmured. “And I can see that you didn’t mean any harm, so I won’t berate you. Still, this is a problem.”

      I frowned at her. “If one of my people were hurt in combat, like Tara was today, I’d administer first aid. As you saw with the Volcuri herbs, sometimes the unconventional is best.”

      “Out in the field you do what you have to,” she agreed. “On a fully staffed ship with access to all the medical services you would need, you defer to the chief of hospital staff. Namely, me.”

      It took some doing, but I kept my temper in check. “Dr. Gray, I wasn’t aware of a policy that required me to gain permission for something like that.”

      She threw her hands up, agitated. “It’s not about permission, Chief. It’s about common sense. You don’t have a medical degree.”

      I found myself getting angry now. “Common sense is that no one knows what is required of Black Shield agents to be efficient, or what it feels like not to get the dampeners because Rodon Corporation is too cheap.”

      The doctor’s face immediately softened and her eyes filled with pity. It wasn’t the first time someone had looked at me that way. Before I hadn’t really cared, but now, for some reason, it bothered me.

      “You’re right. I didn’t take that into account and I’m sorry. But look at it from my point of view. The dampener cocktail you made was based on your body chemistry and physical needs. It could have had a serious adverse effect on Jay. We can’t afford to lose either of you to a simple mistake.”

      The heat of anger began to cool as I took in the explanation and saw she was right. Abruptly, I got to my feet. “You have my apologies. It won’t happen again.”

      “Kent, wait. I really am sorry. It’s true that no one can possibly know what you’ve gone through or what you’re still going through. No one except Jay. That has to be hard. If you need to talk to someone—”

      “I’m a soldier, ma’am. That won’t be necessary.”

      Tara might have had something to say about being rude to a fellow professional, but I didn’t care right then. All I wanted was to be away. Given the day I’d had, my next stop should have been my sleeping quarters. I was too wired to sleep and opted for physical activity instead.

      I was itching for a fight.

      If I looked hard enough, I might have even found one. As satisfying as that would be, I knew better than to be that stupid. Most of the gyms aboard the ship were untouched and featured plenty of machines that I could punch.

      A few minutes later, I was dressed in activewear emblazoned with the Exodus Ark logo and standing in front of a combat dummy. Satisfaction surged through me when my fist plowed into its face the first time.

      Reveling in the catharsis, I rained down more blows and let myself forget.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the next morning, it was to my alarm chirping.

      “Alarm, off,” I called out.

      When I sat up, the slight sting in my hands and soreness in my upper body reminded me how I’d spent several hours the night before. Too exhausted to care about how I smelled, I’d just fallen into bed and dropped into sleep without showering.

      A knock at the door interrupted my decision between breakfast and proper hygiene. It was Tara.

      “Shouldn’t you be in recovery?” I asked, surprised to see her standing there in a white tanktop and black cargo pants.

      “Got the all clear to leave,” she replied, coming in when I stepped back. When the door closed, she lifted up her top to show me a swath of bright pink—new skin. “It was just a scratch. Anyway, I came by to see if you wanted—”

      Tara stopped talking and strode forward to take my hands, still raw and caked with dried blood from my workout, in her hands. “What the hell, Kent? Did you get into a fight or something?”

      “No.” I didn’t quite know how to take the physical contact. She’d done the same thing the night before, but I wrote it off as a mixture of fatigue and pain meds.

      She seemed to notice my discomfort and let go. “Why don’t you explain while I get the medkit.”

      I could have said something about being her superior, but it didn’t seem worth the trouble. “Training with a combat dummy last night,” I explained.

      “Did they have to replace it?” Though Tara’s tone was light, her stiff posture betrayed her concern as she pulled the medkit out from the wall.

      “It survived. I just needed to burn off some energy before I could sleep.”

      “Hmm,” was all she said, busying herself with applying a healing salve to my hands, followed by a clear bandage.

      “Thanks. As far as breakfast goes, I need to clean up first. You can go ahead without me.”

      That broke the tension, and she leaned back, waving her hand in front of her nose. “I didn’t want to say anything, but that’s a good idea. Don’t want to clear out the cafeteria during rush hour.”

      I felt the corner of my mouth twitch and gave in to the small laugh. “It amazes me how immature you are for a grown woman.”

      Her brow furrowed, and Tara stepped forward. “Hey, there’s something wrong with your face.” I started to turn to the nearby mirror, but she continued, “Ohhh, it’s a smile. I didn’t think you knew how to do that.”

      “Alright, Perez, enough fun and games. Go get some chow. I’ll follow up after my meeting with Director Wright.”

      Tara breezed out the door, still laughing.

      A beep from the holo unit on my desk drew my attention. AMI appeared a second later, this time decked out in an elegant dress that cut up to mid thigh. “If you’re done flirting, I would suggest getting a move on.”

      I glared at her glowing avatar. “I was not flirting, AMI.”

      A chair materialized, and she lowered herself into it, then crossed her legs in a graceful motion. “Let’s see. You bought flowers, took them to her, held hands, and now you’re exchanging witty banter.”

      “I shouldn’t have to explain this. Flowers are customary when visiting someone injured or in the hospital. It was in the training. We didn’t hold hands, at least not in the way you’re implying. As for the witty banter, that’s just Tara.”

      “Exactly.” AMI smiled triumphantly. “Just Tara. You don’t interact with anyone else the way you do with her.”

      I was starting to get tired of the whole conversation. “Tara is an acquaintance. One that I happen to get along with due to the amount of time we’ve spent together. She’s been with me since the beginning, remember?”

      The AI shook her head. “Correction. I have been with you from the moment you woke up. But that’s not the point. You met Mitch the same time you did Tara and you don’t act the same around him.”

      “Mitch isn’t teaching me how to act around people,” I pointed out.

      “That is true.”

      “Why does it even matter?”

      She looked taken aback at the question but recovered fast enough. “DICK was rogue. Taking his matrix on has given me a glimpse into the emotions he unlocked. I am in no danger of going rogue myself, but I am… intrigued. I care about what happens to you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m more likely to die at the hands of the First than go on a date.”

      “I’ve run the probabilities, and you are correct. Tara was right about one thing. You should shower so you’re presentable for the meeting.”

      I grunted in response and strode out.

      “That was in the training too, Kent!” she called out after me.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I stood in the Director’s office with Riva on a holo transmission, thanks to an upgrade patch AMI had worked out. She assured us that the encryption on the transmission would prevent any eavesdroppers.

      “Riva, our most recent scans of the planet discovered posts run by Makin’s people. Instead of building our own base of operations, I believe it will be more effective in terms of time and materials if we use what is already available.”

      A ripple rolled through the leader’s feathers. “Ah, yes. We were aware of them. The locations are a strategically placed series of Turned outposts that border the base of the mountain.”

      “They’re important,” Director Wright guessed. “We thought as much.”

      “Most of them are,” she confirmed. “We’ve identified at least three that lead directly into the mountain via a tunnel system.”

      “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand. “This is vital information. Why are we just now hearing about it?”

      “Because we just discovered it ourselves. The data cube we received from the Elders is still being deciphered, but we learned that much. It would appear that we are on the right path. It is kismet.”

      Director Wright cleared his throat. “If you knew the outposts existed, why did it take data to learn about the tunnel system?”

      “Previous attacks by my predecessors were unsuccessful. All the survivors could report was that the Turned would suddenly double in number. No one ever got close enough to get any usable intel to help us infiltrate. The risk eventually became too much, and all further attempts were banned.”

      Riva paused as someone else entered the room. I recognized Nami from the woods by the beach. She went to Riva’s side, bowed, and passed something to her superior before speaking too low for me to catch any words.

      Once the warrior was gone, Riva turned her attention back to us and held up the object. It appeared to be another data cube.

      “The report regarding the attack on the Elders’ compound. One moment please.”

      She plugged the cube in somewhere out of view, then scanned the contents. From the way her feathers bristled, it wasn’t good news.

      “With the help of your AMI and reports supplied by scouts in the area, we know that Makin’s warriors did not follow or track us, as I previously thought. Their confirmed point of entry came from a different direction. Adding how they so easily circumvented the Elders’ guards leaves only one conclusion.” Eyes flashing, Riva drew herself up. “A traitor betrayed the location. But how? They haven’t turned anyone with knowledge of the Elders.”

      My eyes snapped over to Director Wright. He wore a troubled expression, mirroring my thoughts. While the news wasn’t earth shattering, it did bring to light some concerning implications.

      “Riva, is the hideout in danger?”

      “Before seeing the report I would have said no. Now… I cannot say with any amount of certainty. Going forward, all information will be kept under wraps.”

      “The compound attack was a bold move,” Wright commented. “Makin is stepping up his game because his masters put him in a corner. That’s going to make him unpredictable. ”

      “We should move to take the mountain. Not right away,” I conceded after getting a sharp look from Wright. “First we need to take the outpost with the best tactical advantage. After we establish a foothold, we can shut Makin down once and for all.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day I stood, arms folded across my chest. “In your condition, you’d be a burden.”

      Tara hadn’t taken well to the news that I planned to leave her behind. Now we were at the launch bay where she had arrived in her light armor and carrying a pack with none of her good humor from the day before.

      Her stony-eyed stare didn’t scare me. I did, however, keep an eye on her gun hand. Her desire to go was understandable—impressive, even. And I was being harsh, but bringing her along was just asking for trouble.

      “Tara, you were almost dead not forty-eight hours ago.”

      Her chin jutted up stubbornly. “That was then. This is now. C’mon, I’m as good as new.”

      “It’s not about fair. You know that. As for being good as new…” I raised a brow at Dr. Gray, who was standing off to the side with her pack and pretending not to hear us. She’d insisted on coming along, a sentiment I was against but that the Director outranked me on.

      “The new tissue is healing well, almost completely integrated. I gave her two units of blood, and her hemoglobin has returned to an almost normal level, but the more time she has to recuperate, the better.”

      “Just give me more of that stuff the Riva gave me. That shit worked.”

      Dr. Gray swiped a page over on her tablet. “My analysis of the herbal remedy Riva treated her with shows it is high in iron and vitamin C, and it contains three different pain relievers. It can certainly aid in her healing, especially if I administer it with an electrolyte solution.”

      “Come on, Kent. You can’t leave me behind when you break into the First outpost. I am ready for this, and you need me there.” Tara ducked, threw a few air punches, then stood up again. “See, I’m fine. Besides, the op isn’t going down right away. By the time we attack, I’ll be more than ready”

      Though I did notice the wince she came back up, Tara didn’t appear lightheaded, so I reluctantly gave a nod. “Okay, you’ll be part of the team for this, but I won’t be able to watch you. If you’re not up to the task, you’ll have to get yourself out of there.”

      “Like I’d need your help,” she bit out, but I could see a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. Her sarcasm told me as much about her health as the doctor did, and I was glad to see it.

      “Just get your gear on the bird and strap in. We’re gone in ten.”
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      We made it to the surface without getting attacked.

      Whether that was due to the pair of defense crafts that flanked us the whole way or the fact that we avoided any large bodies of water, I couldn’t say. Part of me wouldn’t have minded a good fight, but the smaller vessels weren’t made for heavy combat. It was one thing to take out fleshy targets like would-be mutineers (or meandering zombies) and quite another to confront alien armor and whatever vehicles Makin might have access to.

      We’d packed its belly with the equipment needed to build a temporary base. The plan was to move fast once we hit the ground. Riva and her chosen warriors, along with Mitch and Noah, had rendezvous coordinates. Two full squads were crammed into one transport shuttle.

      Under the cover of night, Riva and I would lead a primary force to the first outpost we planned to hit. If all went according to plan, we would have our first established foothold in Turned territory.

      It had been somewhat of a relief when Dr. Rhys St. John had opted to stay in the underground lab with his Volcuri counterpart, a scientist named Skan. According to the sparse update I’d received from St. John the night before, the pair were hard at work trying to find a way to cure the victims of the First. He mentioned temperature fluctuations and a few other experimental options, but that was the least of my concerns. To my mind, a cure wouldn’t matter if we were all dead, or worse, captured.

      As I exited the transport ship at the designated landing site, I thought back to the transmission Riva had intercepted between Makin and his superiors. Specifically, the threat to wipe out everyone on Kainos if the Turned leader didn’t do his job and defeat us.

      That left us with a double-edged problem. If we did nothing but avoid death by Makin’s hand, the First would finish the job. That wasn’t an option, which was why we had chosen door number two: take the mountain. The one thing that I hadn’t figured out yet was how to convince the First not to hit the big red genocide button.

      One thing at a time. That was all I could do. Right now, the focus had to be on our presentation. If Makin was somehow watching us the way the Elders had, my plan hinged on him only being able to guess at what we might do. If Makin did figure it out, well, that was mission failure.

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” I instructed those helping set up the camp. “Everything has to be ready for tomorrow.”

      Theatrics didn’t come naturally to me, but I could pretend for the sake of the mission.

      “You’re handling the new role well,” said a voice to my right.

      It was Tara, and she was smirking.

      I raised a brow and motioned to the commotion. “Shouldn’t you be helping?”

      She pointed to her side. “Nope. If you want me at a hundred percent for the main event, I need to rest up.”

      “Neatly done,” I said, turning back to keep an eye on things. “But if that’s the case, I’m going to have to order you to the medical wing.”

      “Medical wing?” she echoed. “You mean the single cot in one corner of the main tent?”

      “That’s the one. Go get another treatment.”

      Tara snorted. “Right. Well, aye aye, captain.”

      As she spun on her heel and marched off to the tent, I heard her mutter, “And people say he has no sense of humor.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Stay alert,” I told Mitch and Noah later that night. The temporary camp was set up, and I was eager to get going. “There’s always the chance that Makin’s scouts will pay you a visit tonight.”

      “Can’t say I don’t wish we were going with you,” Mitch replied.

      Noah nodded his agreement but didn’t say anything, sticking to his quiet routine.

      I understood his desire to be part of the squad getting a first crack at the outpost. If our roles were reversed, I would have felt like I was being left behind. For some reason I thought of 1286-J back up on the Ark. No doubt he felt the same. I wouldn’t have minded having another BSC operative along for this mission. Our chances of success might be in an acceptable range then. Oh, well. If war were easy, I wouldn’t exist.

      “Noted, and I appreciate you both staying behind,” I said. “Besides me and Tara, you’re the only two humans who know what to expect down here.”

      “Speaking of Perez, I heard she got wounded. Is she combat ready? ” Mitch glanced furtively to where she was strapping on the last of her gear. “Don’t tell her I asked. I like my balls where they are.”

      I shrugged. “She got the all clear from Dr. Gray. I don’t have a medical degree, so who am I to argue?”

      “Careful, Kent,” said AMI in my ear. “That was dangerously close to sounding snarky.”

      I wanted to reply that I didn’t do snark, but the others hadn’t heard the private transmission. “Remember to stay radio silent. AMI will give the signal for you to move out when it’s time.”

      Noah waited for Tara, who was walking toward us at a brisk pace, to speak. “We’ve got it under control, Chief. Good luck.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t need it,” Tara replied. “But thanks.”

      “Perez, with me. See you two on the other side.”

      Together, we left the tent and headed north in silence. One klick out, we began to circle around, making it look like we were on a random patrol. None of my senses picked up anything abnormal, but I knew better than to trust that alone and continuously scanned our surroundings.

      It was different from our first day landing on the planet some weeks ago. Then, everything had been foreign and the whole team had been on edge, with good reason. We’d come across the galaxy expecting to find an uninhabited world ripe for colonizing. Instead we got Kainos, a world embroiled in war, with its people on the verge of extinction.

      That was all about to change if I had anything to say about it.

      After circling for nearly half an hour, I changed course again, this time on a western heading. An even deeper stillness settled over the area, so I felt confident enough that we were alone and broke the silence.

      “I don’t like that Dr. Gray is down here,” I said. “That’s two men acting as her bodyguards that could be supporting the teams. Tomorrow, you’re going to escort her back unless Director Wright says no.”

      “He will.” When Tara chuckled under her breath, I looked sharply over at her. “What?” she asked. “Oh, come on. The whole ship knows. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice.”

      “Notice what?” I demanded, annoyed.

      “They’re an item. You know, like together.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      I cycled through all the normal people jargon I’d been learning until I hit on a connection. “Fraternization?”

      Tara made a choking sound but managed to stay quiet. “Fraternization, wow. Sure, that’s one way to say it. I think the common vernacular is canoodling. Dating. Doing the mattress rumba. Jesus, Kent. Call it anything but that archaic word.”

      My back stiffened slightly. “It’s not archaic. My reintegration packet specifically addressed the subject and said that individuals in certain positions aren’t supposed to fraternize with each other.”

      She shrugged and kept walking. “I don’t know how to explain it other than to say that some rules are ignored. I know it was rigid for you in BCS, but remember what I told you. Normal people don’t always do what the system says they ought to.”

      I was having a hard time wrapping my head around this. “If some rules can be broken, then they all can be broken.”

      “Exactly.”

      The conversation perplexed me, and I began to regret opening my mouth. “That logic is faulty. If all the rules can be broken, then why have rules at all?”

      “We need some of them or else there would be chaos. Others aren’t such a big deal. I mean, we’re on another planet on the other side of the galaxy. Wright isn’t married. Besides, who’s going to enforce that rule on the Ark’s Director?”

      “It’s against protocol, so there must be a reason,” I insisted.

      “Sure, but I think stuff like that stopped mattering as much when the First attacked the ship with the Blight.” She shrugged again and stared straight ahead. “I seem to recall you going against Wright when it suited you.”

      “That was different. Avery’s life was on the line.”

      Tara shook her head. “No, that’s a copout. You made a choice because of a feeling. It was strong enough to overpower your duty to follow orders. When people are motivated enough, they’ll do all sorts of crazy things. Like breaking the rules and letting the ship’s head doctor come down to play field medic during a battle.”

      The little chat had gone on too long, so I checked the holo map. “Almost to the coordinates. If we keep this pace, twenty minutes. Right on time.”

      She nodded tightly and we lapsed back into silence for the remainder of our trek. The forest stayed quiet enough to make out the creaking branches as they swayed in a gentle breeze and the distant sound of the river where we’d lost a quad. I used a hand signal when the tracker beeped in my ear comm, announcing our arrival.

      Almost as soon as we stopped, I got the sense we were being watched and put my hand on my sidearm, just in case. It only took seconds for Riva, flanked by Nami, to show herself.

      “Chief Kent.” She gave a brief nod to Tara. “It is good to see you are well, Tara. I am glad you recovered so soon.”

      “Thanks.” Tara’s smile was feral, and I thought I saw a flash of teeth. “The First are going to be in for a surprise when they show their faces.”

      “Riva,” I said by way of greeting. “Are we ready?”

      Even in the darkness I figured anyone could see the glittering excitement in her eyes. “Oh, yes. Your men and my soldiers are in position, as requested. They surround the outpost from covered vantage points. No change in activity within, and I don’t believe they suspect an attack. Tonight we deal a blow to the Mind Thieves.””

      “Yes,” I agreed. “We will. Let’s move out.”

      I didn’t need to say it twice.

      The trees continued to block out most of the night sky, shrouding the forest in darkness that acted as a cloak. I kept checking to make sure Tara wasn’t falling behind. Every time I did, her features were focused, intent on the task ahead. For all her joking and sometimes unprofessional attitude, the former cop always came through when it counted.

      The two Volcuri warriors were at least a head taller than me and could have easily passed us. Despite Riva’s eagerness to reach our target, she loped along, keeping pace. When our group reached the bottom of a narrow ravine, Riva pulled up short and motioned for us to stop.

      She pointed to the top of the opposite side and spoke in a muted tone. “You’ll be able to see the outpost from the ridgeline.”

      I had a rough idea of the surrounding layout from AMI’s scans but still preferred to see it for myself. It took less than thirty seconds to scale the slope and get my first real look at our target. Tara scrambled up beside me and pulled out a slim pair of binoculars. The outpost wasn’t all that far away, but we were in the deepest part of night and she didn’t have enhanced eyes to help her out like I did.

      It was different looking at it from the ground, though it wasn’t a problem. I’d memorized AMI’s scans, and it only took me a few seconds to orient myself and match up what I saw with features from the image. The large outcropping of rock made an easy starting point, and I began to reconfirm the plan in my head.

      A slight glow lit one corner on the south west side, and I knew there was one Turned guard there. Mentally following the exposed walkway, my eyes fell on the next guard’s position in the opposite corner. Focusing, I could just make out the tip of a spear. I knew from past experience not to be fooled by the out-of-date style the weapon presented. It hid a deadly secret in the form of an unknown energy source. A similar weapon had killed Miguel with hardly any effort.

      As for the lower levels that AMI’s scans didn’t reach, we were going off probabilities and doubling that. Overkill? Maybe, maybe not. Somewhere in the outpost was the hidden entrance that would lead to the tunnel system. We knew from the data cube that the one connected to this location ran for just over a kilometer before meeting up with the main network at the base of the mountain.

      Two of the camp’s four walls butted up against the sheer rock wall. Under normal circumstances this would have been adequate for keeping intruders out. What Makin hadn’t considered was that part of the forest canopy on either side also reached the wall, and in doing so gave access to the pockets of squat, thick trees with bushy leaves that dotted much of the cliff face.

      I happened to know that those of Riva’s people who volunteered to take the elevated positions had been up there since the night before. It took a great deal of will to stay like that for such a long period of time. I both respected and admired the Volcuri for that tenacity. Above all else, they were survivors.

      Most of the trees closest to the outer wall had been cut down in an attempt to prevent exactly what we were about to do. One way or the other, I would soon know if my plan had worked.

      I motioned to Riva that I was ready and waited for her to join us at the top of the ravine. Nami had disappeared, presumably to get into her own position. On my left, Tara tucked away the binoculars and ducked out of view to ready her rifle. I did the same since a sidearm and machete weren’t much good at this distance.

      “Be ready, AMI,” I murmured into the comm.

      “My alert will go out the moment Riva makes the call, Kent.” Her voice was steady, and I didn’t detect any of her usual impishness. It was as if she understood the gravity of the situation and adjusted her personality to match.

      Riva tensed beside me, and I looked over to find her staring at me, a question in her eyes. I took a second, just one moment, to settle myself. Everything else dropped away except for my objective, and, in an odd way it felt like home. There was the fleeting feeling that everything around me took a breath, the pause pregnant, then I nodded to the rebel leader and faced forward.

      Her call to arms ripped through the night’s stillness like the report of a gunshot. AMI’s alert went out to my entire team in almost the same instance, as advertised. Next, everything around me erupted into a cacophony of noise and light.

      Streaks of blue light rained down from the Volcuri posted on the cliff face. I caught a glimpse of a warrior hanging from a rope and lobbing what looked like a ball of fire down into the courtyard below. I didn’t see it hit, but the subsequent explosion and miniature mushroom cloud were clear enough.

      Two more warriors used the ensuing confusion to descend the cliff face. The crack of weapons firing came from overhead, but they weren’t shooting bullets. This was what I was waiting for. Heavy duty rope uncoiled and flew over the wall to the Volcuri waiting on the other side.

      Once the thick cords were anchored in place, members of my team used them like zip lines, riding down to land inside the outpost’s secure walls. By the time they threw down more lines, Tara and I were off running. More humans burst from the treeline and sprinted for the wall.

      During my tenure with the Black Shield Corps, I had seen precious few movies except what unedited soldiers happened to watch around us in shared barracks. The media usually ran to inaccurate military action films. Well, mostly inaccurate. Sometimes they did get it right. Like just how badly ops could go.

      Even the best laid plans, at least that’s how I thought the saying went.

      I was prepared for something, anything to go wrong. It never did. Tara and I covered the people climbing the wall, using non-lethal ammo to take down the Turned guards. That had been Riva’s only requirement. Now that a cure was on the table, she wanted to mitigate loss of life as much as she could.

      The Turned had no idea what hit them.

      Caught off guard, they were stunned from the moment of the attack and never recovered. They were no match for the well executed assault and fierce determination we brought to the table. It took less than three minutes for the gate to open. Just like Riva’s reports, more Turned were emerging from parts unknown. This too, we’d planned for.

      Riva let out a final battle call, rallying the rest of her warriors that had been waiting out of sight. They charged the open entrance together and met the enemy head on. The two groups clashed, and for a moment it was hard to untangle the image in front of me to know who to help.

      My rifle ran dry and rather than swap out the empty magazine, I slung it over my back and drew the pistol at my hip. It had nonlethal ammo too, but if that failed I still had the machete.

      It soon became apparent that I wouldn’t have to save my allies. With practiced ease, one rebel soldier swung a club-like weapon and caught his opponent on the head. The Turned guard hit the ground like a felled tree. If the cure worked out, he’d have one hell of a headache, but it was better than being dead.

      Something told me that this part of the fight should be for Riva and her people. I used my energy to help secure the surviving guards, then passed them off.

      The Volcuri were efficient at taking down the enemy without killing. So efficient that by the time the fighting ended, only three of Makin’s men lay dead. There hadn’t been a single human or rebel casualty. The Volcuri didn’t exactly cheer, but the air was energized rather than solemn, and I didn’t see any stiff or agitated feathers.

      Once every prisoner was secured and the outpost irrevocably in our hands, Riva walked over and offered a short bow. “I thank you for this strategy. We now have a foothold, and Makin has sustained a loss.”

      “Let’s wait to celebrate until we know how the other team did.”

      She fell silent and waited.

      “Team B, check in,” I said over the comms.

      Mitch’s voice came over the channel. “All clear, Chief. It went just how you said it would. Team B is in possession of the secondary location. We’re securing the last of the prisoners. Only lost one on their side. None for us. No tunnel entrance yet though.”

      “Keep looking. Let me know when you find it. We’ll determine the best plan of attack then.”

      “Copy that.”

      The transmission ended, leaving me to repeat the short report to Riva and Tara. “We’re just waiting on confirmation regarding the tunnel entrance. It might be sealed off for all we know. Ours too, for that matter.”

      Riva looked around the interior of the small encampment. Some of it was still smoking, but for the most part it was in one piece. “I hope that is not the case. You’ve seen some of the available technology. The First have even more that we don’t know about. The entrance is likely just well-hidden.”

      Taking it all in, I couldn’t stop the tiny glimmer of pride at what had been accomplished so far. We’d done it. “I guess it’s time to go find ourselves a secret doorway.”

      Tara tried and failed to hide her excitement. “Hell, yes. I thought you’d never ask.”

      We found the entrance on the lower level of the outpost. Whoever created the tunnel system—that was still up for debate—had built it into the western-most portion of the cliff. As Riva had guessed, it was tucked away in an innocent looking room that at first glance only held food stores. Once we moved the neatly stacked items out of the way, the door had been obvious.

      Since it stayed hidden throughout our staged coup, it was reasonable to assume no one had come through it. No doubt the previous attempts by Riva’s predecessors had been met with a reactionary force from within the mountain at the first sign of trouble. I was willing to bet the guards had some way to alert for help; we just hadn’t given them a chance to use it this time.

      Mitch and his team found their entrance as well, though instead of being built into a rock face it was located in a cellar that led underground.

      I conferred with Riva and Tara about our next move. Director Wright had given me the go ahead to take point on the planning again and make all decisions on the ground, within reason.

      “All right, I told them when we had a private moment. “It’s time to plan one final attack. Once we do that, the mountain will be ours.”
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      A runner arrived with an update from Skan. Given the recent trust issues, Riva understandably didn’t want them being transmitted via any means other than word of mouth. More of the data cache had been decrypted and gave info about how to penetrate the mountain.

      Without the new data, we might have lost time trying to get the door open and alerted Makin at the same time. Some of the data hinted at an underground chamber, but the specifics weren’t clear. I didn’t care about that kind of information anyway. Makin and his soldiers were higher up, and that’s where my focus was.

      The interior of the outpost wasn’t nearly as modern as the Elders’ underground compound, but it still had some tech. We didn’t try to access it to keep Makin in the dark as much as possible. One of Riva’s scientists was tasked with monitoring the network for any changes on the off chance that the Turned could use it to spy on us.

      Besides the supply room that housed the tunnel entrance, there was a communal area that functioned as a barracks and general living space, a comms room, and a small chamber with a table that Riva said was what passed for an office or formal conference room. I supposed the whole setup wasn’t that far off from something that might be found on Earth.

      When it came to staffing our new stronghold, we realized it would hold more than a dozen people comfortably. Uncomfortably, we could double that number. Fortunately, that wasn’t going to be an issue for long.

      I planned to hit the mountain before the day was over.

      “This will be our big push to take Makin out,” I said to Director Wright’s holo image.

      Riva and I were in the small conference area working on next steps, but I needed to brief the director before making any big decisions. This op would either fail or succeed, and no matter what happened, the outcome would play a role in whether we survived to face the First. As the colony’s Chief Mission Ward, the security aspects fell to me. Still, the Director had to be consulted on something so major.

      “First of all, congratulations on pulling off that operation,” he began. “When it comes to your new phase, I have some reservations about you making an attempt on the mountain.”

      I started to voice my disagreement, but he held up a hand to stop me and I fell silent, waiting.

      “He knows you’re there by now,” Wright continued. “Since you don’t have the element of surprise, he’ll be waiting. However, I’ll be the first to admit that this is not my area of expertise, so I’ll leave the decision making on the ground in your hands.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I thought I should say more, but nothing else came to mind.

      The Director nodded at Riva and I, then signed off. I turned to face the rebel leader and found her lost in thought.

      “Are you ready to plan the assault?”

      She startled a little, then shook it off. “Yes, of course. I was just trying to imagine what our world will look like without fear in it.”

      I tilted my head, considering. “There is always fear. It’s the what that changes. But I think I understand. You’ve never been free before.”

      Her feathers flicked up once before settling again. “There is much I don’t know about you, Chief Mission Ward Kent. And yet, now I believe there is more to you than meets the eye. I will not press for an explanation, but you understand what it is not to be free. I can see the scars.”

      The words didn’t make me flinch, but I didn’t like how introspective she was getting. “If we’re going to be successful, I suggest using a diversion.”

      Riva didn’t comment on the deliberate change of subject and just rolled with it. “A way to distract him… that should be easy. If we send a large force to attack a different area, it should get his attention.”

      “At the very least, the bulk of his forces will be concentrated on the point we choose. I have a location in mind. AMI, please bring up the mountain.”

      One of the items I’d brought down with us was a portable holo emitter. AMI could interface with it just like my wrist unit and display whatever I wanted. It came to life with a bright glow as the projected image began to build itself. The process took less than thirty seconds, then we were looking at a 3D rendering of the mountain that AMI had built using a mish mash of her scan and footage from drones.

      “This is extraordinary,” Riva commented.

      I glanced over and saw her studying the holo with awe. “It is convenient,” I agreed.

      “Our people once had such things. What you saw in our hideout and the Elders’ compound are all that remain. I’m afraid many of the past technological advancements are lost to time forever. Unless Makin has some of those secrets locked away in the mountain forever. He’s stolen too much of our heritage.” She bit the last sentence out, and her feathers twitched again.

      “I’m guessing he’s hiding more than lost heritage,” I commented. “It’s part of why I want in there so bad.”

      Riva studied the mountain, then looked back at me. “You think he has technology from the Mind Thieves.”

      “You said the water shaping weapon wasn’t Volcuri made,” I recalled. “It’s either the First’s or else they stole the tech from more of their victims. In any case, it isn’t from here and there has to be more. Turning their own weapons against them will be something the First won’t see coming. I hope. But I’m getting ahead of myself. We have to wrest the mountain from Makin before anything else.”

      “You are correct, Chief Kent. If I may?”

      I motioned for her to interact with the holo. “You can ask AMI to show something specific or manipulate the image yourself.”

      Rather than attempt the latter with her clawed hands, Riva chose voice commands. “AMI? Could you please show us the entrance that is protected by the gate.”

      “Of course, Riva,” AMI replied, all politeness.

      The image rotated, then zoomed in until a reconstruction of the mountain pass and outer gate became clear.

      “A three pronged assault,” Riva began. “One squad at the main entrance and two more for the outposts we’ve taken.”

      I studied the image for a few beats, then moved the holo to show a better angle from the rock ledges overlooking the main gate. “We need a plan to deal with the guards up here. Do you know how they man it?”

      Riva was a fast learner. After observing how I interacted with the holo, she gave it a try and was able to forego the voice commands. She tapped a section along the wall, but it only showed rockface before dropping off. “Here. Is part of the map missing?”

      “I am afraid so, Riva,” AMI said. “My satellites will obtain more data on their next flyby.”

      “Ah, I see. Is there a marking function?”

      “Of course. I’ve activated it. You can start any time by touching the image and dragging your finger over it.”

      Testing, Riva reached out and drew a line on the holo. The mark glowed white, standing out from the blue of the rendered image. Next, she marked a path from the ledge up the side of the mountain opposite the gate.

      “There is a trail that leads to the top,” she explained, stopping to make a larger mark. Now that she had the hang of it, she didn’t hesitate to adjust the view so we could see what she meant. “The guards must go to the top, then travel down the other side before looping around to reenter the mountain through the front gates. The report from the last scouting mission here said they rotate the guards in thirteen hour shifts.”

      I folded my arms over my chest and studied her little drawing. A plan began to form in my head then. “If we time this right, we can attack the relieved guards after they swap with the new guys. Our best bet would be to send two small teams. One to take out the relieved, one to replace the relieved.”

      Riva’s head snapped up. “Replace?”

      “Yes. If we can replace the guards with your people, it would give the party storming the gate some backup. Makin wouldn’t figure it out until it was too late.”

      The feathers along Riva’s neck and back quivered slightly. “This is a devious plan, Chief Kent. I am impressed with its simplicity and effectiveness. If my scouts put on the Turned armor, I don’t think anyone would know the difference.”

      “Exactly. Makin doesn’t strike me as the kind of leader to know his people by sight. He’ll expect to see Turned Volcuri in armor, protecting the gate. I don’t typically rely on unknowns, but I’ve got a gut feeling about this.”

      The rebel leader jerked her beak forward to indicate the holo. “The gate may require extra planning as well. It and the main cavern’s doors are said to be impenetrable. As you saw during our last trip, there are easier ways to get in.”

      “I think I have an idea for that too,” I replied. “Explosives.”

      Riva tipped her head to the side as if puzzling out what I had meant. Then AMI spoke to her in the Volcuri tongue and a look of understanding crossed her face. “You want a big boom.”

      I smiled, already picturing the look on Makin’s face. “Oh, yes. A hell of a big boom.”
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      “Whose idea was this again?” asked Tara.

      We were watching Riva’s people learn to handle our explosive charges. So far no one had blown themselves up, but the day was still young. Watching made me restless because I didn’t like having to take the time for training. It couldn’t be avoided unless we wanted to send the Volcuri soldiers in without knowing how to properly deploy the foreign weapons.

      “Like I said before, it was a joint decision by myself and Riva.”

      I glanced down to check the time and noted that nearly thirty minutes had passed. The two smaller teams responsible for dealing with the wall guards had already left an hour before to get into position before shift change happened. Once they did that, we had until the next change, roughly thirteen hours, to make our move.

      “You know, there’s still time to go the covert route. Riva did say that they’ve spent a lot of time watching the mountain and found a few other entrances that aren’t as well guarded.”

      “Won’t work,” I told her. “I did consider it. The problem is we don’t know that Makin doesn’t watch them somehow. There’s always a chance he has a way to monitor. If we storm in with one entrance, he can direct everything he has at us and trap us in a bottleneck.”

      “Yeah, I hear you, Chief. Being a cop, I never really participated in these kinds of operations that often. I guess I like the idea of strength in numbers.”

      I angled my head down to look at her and saw a faint tinge of embarrassment in her features. “That has its place too,” I conceded. “We’re trying to penetrate one hell of a fortress. I’d prefer more time to plan, but this is what we have to work with. Splitting up our numbers with a planned attack will force him to react.”

      “It’ll make him scramble and more likely to make a mistake,” she added.

      “That’s the plan. Let’s hope it works.”

      Tara didn’t reply right away. I figured she was mulling over what I’d told her for future use in combat.

      “I know the past is a little bit of a sore spot for you, but I wanted to say that I’m glad you’re with us, Chief. Honestly, if you weren’t the Chief Mission Ward, the First would have succeeded in taking over the Ark. We wouldn’t be here right now, either.”

      The praise made me uncomfortable, and I lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug. “I’m just a soldier, Perez.”

      I was saved from further conversation by the sight of Riva coming toward us. “We’re ready,” she announced.

      “Good,” I replied. “Tara, get our people into position. I’m going to check in with Mitch. I’ll meet you both at the entrance.”

      When they were gone, I hailed the other Team Leader on the ear comms. “Give me your status.”

      “All set on our end, Chief. I got the data drive on how to open the door and an updated map. We’re ready to go on your signal.”

      Mitch was one of the few Ark survivors that had pertinent military training and experience. After all he’d seen during the First’s attack on our vessel, things had been touch and go as to whether he would bounce back. I was glad that he had. It boosted my confidence in his team, and I trusted that barring external forces, this operation would go as well as attacking the outpost did.

      “Stand by,” I told him.

      An almost eerie calm had settled over our new base. A mix of half a dozen Volcuri and humans patrolled and would stay behind just in case things didn’t go well inside. Those that weren’t going with my team left for the main mountain pass when the training finished.

      Riva had picked Nami and another of her warriors named Mirtos to be the Volcuri half of our team. Besides Tara and me, a man named Aaron Moore made up the humans. Secondary Mission Ward Jay flagged him as one of the combat competent crew members, so I figured he was the best choice. It felt a little strange to add unknown individuals to what I had come to think of as my inner circle. That was ridiculous, though. I’d entered countless firefights and missions with soldiers I didn’t know, and this shouldn’t be different.

      Annoyed my thoughts were doing their own thing again, I reined them back in and proceeded to the tunnel entrance where the others waited.

      Riva inclined her beak. “The wall guards have been taken care of, and Team One is in position. If I’m indisposed, Nami can handle the tech side of things. We can begin at any time.”

      That part was up to me. I felt the slight discomfort from anticipation subside as I pulled my rifle off my back. Tara and Aaron did the same. The Volcuri carried a variety of weapons taken from the outpost that matched what the Turned used.

      “Here we go,” Tara murmured.

      I opened a public comm channel to all the teams. “This is Chief Mission Ward Kent. Moving out in one minute on the dot. On AMI’s signal, free to engage. Kent out.”

      That would be my last communication. I didn’t expect to have a signal once we got inside, so all team members had been given explicit instructions to follow. Like the Volcuri, none of us wanted to be captured. If defeat looked inevitable, it was time to get out.

      AMI began counting down the last ten seconds. I nodded to Riva, and she moved to the door’s operation panel.

      “Zero,” announced AMI in a cheerful voice. “All units engage.”

      “Time,” I said.

      Any unvoiced worry I had that the door would open diminished a few seconds later.

      Directly on the other side, presumably waiting for us, were two guards. As much as two Volcuri minds enslaved by the First could, they looked startled. One reached for a device at his waist, but Nami got there first, slashing down with her long ax and relieving him of the limb. He took the blow with a grunt of pain but still tried to attack with his other hand.

      Moore didn’t hesitate to take advantage of the other guard’s surprise. His rifle came up while Nami was finishing off her quarry, and he squeezed the trigger three times. Each round slammed into the guard’s head, and he sank to the ground in a lifeless heap.

      Riva moved away from the panel and joined me to lead the rest of the way in. Our eyes locked briefly, giving me a glimpse of the sorrow there before she tucked it away. The decision had been made not to go for non-lethal takedowns, given the circumstances and nature of the op.

      The concession only served to further elevate my opinion of the rebel leader. She was willing to make the hard decisions in order to save her people, no matter how much it cost her.

      As we moved down a stone corridor, she spoke quietly. “They were not expecting us. Either there are always guards there or Makin didn’t believe we could open the door.”

      I had to agree. “Too startled by our arrival and weren’t fully kitted out like we’ve seen before.”

      The way was illuminated by automatic lighting strips. Even though the outpost had obviously utilized power somehow, it was a little surprising to see. More unknowns.

      Our small unit pressed forward until we came to the first split that offered the choice of left or right. Or at least it had on schematics from the data cube. In reality, the left side—the way we were supposed to take—had been walled off.

      Black Shield agents adapt to overcome.

      So we did.

      I motioned to the right and kept going, pausing every so often to listen. According to the map, we’d made it half a kilometer when we encountered more of Makin’s guards. I heard them before I saw them.

      Without the translators, everything they said was gibberish to me, but from the cadence and volume I suspected word of our attack had reached them. I came around the corner fast because the auto lights were going to give me away. Again, we managed to take the enemy by surprise.

      My rifle silencer didn’t do as much as I would have liked to mitigate the sound when I fired. Even with all of humanity’s technological advancements, that particular problem couldn’t be solved.

      Wielding a temple sword, Riva lunged forward with a hiss and brought it down on the neck of the next guard. The sharp blade acted like a cleaver and cut the Turned Volcuri from clavicle to sternum with one blow.

      I recalled the temple sword from my childhood studies as a weapon used by guardians. We weren’t defending a religious site, but Riva’s mission to protect her people qualified in my book. The weapon fit her, both in body and personality.

      The sound of running feet had me jerking my rifle back up to see another guard move toward us. I didn’t bother to use the sight and plugged a trio of rounds, center mass. The ammo had no problem going through this lighter armor, so strategic shots weren’t as necessary. As Riva had speculated, Makin hadn’t expected us to gain entry this way.

      “At this rate, we’re going to open the gate ourselves,” Moore crowed. “This is way too easy.”

      “Don’t get cocky,” I told him.

      I fell silent so I could study the map. It showed that we were headed toward the large unknown sector I’d noted before. The map wasn’t complete, and no one knew if there wasn’t enough data or if that was all the information to be had. This left us in the dark in some areas, forcing me to guess.

      I hated guessing.

      “There’s a small, enclosed area just ahead,” I told them. “The map doesn’t show a way around it, but it’s just off of the large chamber we think is there. Maybe we can go through it.”

      No one argued or offered up an alternative, so I led the way. The strip lighting continued to illuminate our path. It continued with no more breaks, and I didn’t hear any additional guards.

      Moore and Nami were at the flank positions to keep an eye on our backs. Tara and Mirtos had the middle with Riva, and I was at the head. It almost felt like overkill since we hadn’t even seen as many guards as our team had members.

      “There,” said Riva, pointing.

      At first it looked like a dead end, but when I surveyed the wall there was a panel off to one side, revealing it to be a door. As we drew closer and the lights activated, we could see the lines where it opened.

      Think you can open this one?” I asked Riva.

      “I will try. The data cube contained a number of entry codes.”

      She went to work again, though it took a hair longer this time. Even so, the slight delay wouldn’t matter much in the long run. “I think I have it. Let me know when to open it.”

      Tara stepped forward, next to me, and raised her rifle at the same time I did. “Do it,” I said.

      It slid open quietly, revealing a lab inside. Two Volcuri, scientists from the look of them, whipped around to stare at us. Then there was the tube-shaped tank standing vertical in the middle of the room. A human floated inside, completely lifeless.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Tara said under her breath when the face became clear.

      It was Miguel Alvarez.
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      Caught off guard, I tamped down a flicker of rage at the sight. Years of practice kept most of my emotions in check at any given time, but I could still be surprised. I motioned for the others to follow me in. Tara and Moore knew how to stack up and did so without me asking. Riva and her two warriors saw what we did and mirrored the move to clear the lab.

      Alien equipment covered the tables. I saw a few pods like what was upstairs, empty. Unlike a lot of labs I’d seen, this one was orderly. Everything in its place, even though I couldn’t identify most of what I saw.

      Besides the pair of scientists—and Miguel—the lab was empty.

      Once I was sure, I strode forward without lowering my weapon. The Volcuri scientists could be there against their will or under the Mindslaver’s control—I had no way to know. They didn’t cower back like I might have expected, but that didn’t mean much on its own. I approached with extreme caution on the assumption they were Turned.

      Riva stayed at my side and looked at the scientists as if waiting for something. They showed no recognition, which I took as a bad sign. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      None of them responded. That was a good enough answer for me.

      “Wait!” Riva said, putting an arm out to stop me.

      My finger stayed off the trigger, but my eyes stayed on the group. “Why?”

      “They might be useful. Nami, Mirtos, restrain them.”

      She had a point. These weren’t guards, so even if they were Turned, if we found the cure it might be worth keeping them alive. “Fine. Just make it quick. I don’t want them setting off any alarms to warn Makin.”

      The two warriors did as they were instructed and soon had the new prisoners restrained. Content enough with that, I lowered the weapon and moved to the tank where Tara already stood.

      “He’s not alive,” she murmured.

      Now that I had a second, I studied Miguel’s floating form. His lids were open, revealing eyes filmed over by death. The wound at his neck still gaped, revealing white bone. His skin had paled, giving him a ghostly look.

      With the initial shock passed, I could look at the scene with a measure of objectivity. Why had they preserved his body? I decided to find out.

      “Riva, I need you to translate,” I said, walking to the corner Mirtos had them corralled in. “I want to know what they are doing with the body.”

      Riva didn’t waste any time interrogating them in the Volcuri language. She had her translator on, but I didn’t get any answer from AMI when I asked her to translate the scientist’s responses.

      “They said they are studying the body. Trying to make the mind enslavement more effective.”

      I frowned. “I thought they had it perfected with Avery.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “They’re going to pay for this.” Tara’s tone was deadly quiet.

      I almost told her not to let her emotion get the best of her but checked myself. She was not the kind of person to respond well to that. I had compartmentalized the situation. That pretty much meant that I wasn’t going to let it distract me. What was the point? Miguel was doornail dead, the kind no one came back from.

      “We need to keep moving,” I said. “When the mountain is under our control, we’ll come back for him and make sure he gets a proper funeral.”

      Tara wasn’t the crying type and turned away from the tank with anger flaring in her eyes instead, which I much preferred. When she paused, I followed her line of sight to find a wall.

      “I think those are windows,” she commented.

      The wall was blocked out by two lines running from ceiling to floor. If Tara was right, the entire wall would show what was on the other side.

      “That appears to be the case,” Riva said from a different part of the lab.

      Nami’s voice came from what I thought was a computer on the other side of the room. “Getting them online now. Just a moment longer.”

      I checked my wrist unit. Twenty-one minutes had elapsed since the op started. “We need the other door open.”

      “Got it!” Nami proclaimed, jumping up.

      The windows went from the color of the walls—white—to opaque. “Nami,” Riva prompted. “It’s too dark.”

      “Apologies.” She went back to the computer and worked it for a few more seconds.

      All at once, the view outside changed. The chamber we’d seen on the map was actually a supply room full of crates and miscellaneous items I didn’t recognize on sight.

      Moore whistled at the view. “I guess we weren’t expecting that. I bet the rebellion could use some of that.”

      “This is important, I’ll admit,” I said. “But this isn’t what we’re here for. We need to keep going.”

      Tara gave her head a little shake as if to clear it. “I hear what you’re saying, Chief, but there could be weapons down there.”

      “There are two teams out there waiting for our support,” I reminded her.

      I opened my mouth to say more, but Nami spoke again. “Riva… it’s here.”

      We all swung around to face the Volcuri warrior. She was looking at a screen, transfixed by whatever it showed her.

      “What is it?” Riva snapped.

      “They have data. Lots of data. All about how they achieve the mind enslavement. It looks important.”

      Everyone in the room went still, even the scientists, though they had already been that way and had no idea what we were saying.

      Riva rushed to Nami’s side. “It could be the cure. I don’t understand most of it, but the reports give enough detail that someone should be able to make sense of it. Can we get communication access in here?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      “Get this data to Skan and Dr. St. John. I want them to verify. Chief Kent is right, we can’t stay here much longer.”

      Nami straightened and backed away from the workstation. “It’s done. Skan and Dr. St. John have the data.”

      I was already moving to the opposite door. “Then let’s move—”

      A screeching filled the air and drowned out the rest of what I said. I whipped around in time to see one of the scientists tuck something away.

      Riva saw it too because she darted over and grabbed the Volcuri’s arm. “What did you do?!”

      Without a word, he opened his hand. Sitting on the palm was a small device roughly the size of a golf ball. It was white with a blinking red ring around it. Riva let out a stream of Volcuri that didn’t come through on the translator, but I had a pretty good idea what it meant.

      “It’s an alarm. We have to go. Now.”

      “No argument here,” said Tara. “Which way?”

      “We keep moving forward. This is why there are three simultaneous attacks. Makin won’t be able to send everyone he has after us.”

      The screeching finally subsided, replaced by a slight crackle that came out of the ceiling somewhere. Apparently, the room was wired for sound.

      Makin’s voice sounded too damn cheerful for my liking. “What you don’t understand is that we don’t need to send a large force of my guards after you. You’ll see soon enough.”

      “Go,” I ordered.

      Riva had been working on the door, and it slid open. The other side was empty. We streamed out, weapons at the ready, and left the scientists behind. Again, the lighting came awake as we moved through the corridor. I wished there was a way to turn it off but I wasn’t about to stop and waste time trying to figure it out. They hadn’t exactly built the feature with intruders in mind.

      I opened the holo map again, scanned for a secondary route, and cursed the unfinished map. Most of it looked like dead ends, and that would be a mistake.

      “We’re not going to deviate from the plan,” I said over my shoulder.

      The wide hallway offered no cover whatsoever. We passed a few doors that, according to the map, either led to small rooms or somewhere unknown. If the mountain—or Makin—hadn’t jammed up our signal, I would have been getting live updates from the other teams.

      I didn’t know how where we were correlated with the original route, but somehow we ended up close enough that the spot looked familiar on the map. We’d gone nearly two kilometers to get there, but I saw the door up ahead.

      The sound of our pounding feet echoed off the stone walls like thunderclaps. It was a good thing that Makin already knew we were coming because stealth was definitely out the window.

      “We’ve got your back,” I said to Riva as I slowed so she could pass me and get to the panel.

      She moved fast, probably a combination of all the practice she’d been getting and the tension from knowing we would soon be in a fight for our lives. Some individuals buckled under pressure. I couldn’t even claim that it was only unedited people. I’d seen, not very often as an adult, BSC agents lose their faculties and give in to the fear.

      Other than going faster, Riva stayed calm and collected. When the door slid open to admit us, I went through first. Tara was right on my heels, and we entered prepared to fire. What we found was darkness. Darkness that not even my enhanced eyesight could penetrate.

      “Hit the ground!” I yelled out, hoping the others would be fast enough. Instead of staying down, I rolled and sprang back up while activating the light on my weapon. The beam broke through the darkness and caught a Turned guard in full armor. This was the first I’d seen them without the blue glow, however.

      “Take them!” ordered Makin from somewhere out of view.

      By that time, Riva and Nami were inside too, the glow from their weapons adding more light to the foyer-like area we were in. I took advantage of the moment and laid down a stream of fire.

      A crack sounded, followed by a flash of light. At first I thought it was a type of flash bang, but there was no concussive backlash.

      Then the wave hit me. I heard it more than felt it. Pain exploded in my head and brought me to my knees. It hit me harder than the extreme withdrawal symptoms I’d experienced on the ship during the First’s attack.

      I couldn’t hold onto my weapon. It hit the floor, but I barely noticed. The pain took over everything, and I tried to cover my ears to block out the sound. It didn’t help and the next thing I registered was the ground coming up to meet my face, then everything went dark.
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        BLACK SHIELD TRAINING – YEAR 10

      

      

      “Black Shield does not show mercy!”

      Instructor Sager’s statement was one we’d heard countless times over the course of our lives. No answer was expected because the mantra was supposed to be ingrained. And it was.

      I knew from the daily education block that in the United States’ military, someone like Sager was usually known as a drill sergeant. Of course, in the Black Shield Corps, much was different from the government regulated training camps.

      I stared straight ahead and didn’t move a muscle. I stood with about twenty other prepubescent Black Shield operatives-in-training in a single file line on one side of a sparring room. Like everything we did, the line was formed to perfection, the tips of our boots just touching the marked line. Along with feet shoulder width apart, hands were clasped at the middle of our backs.

      “Bring them out,” Sager called.

      A door on the opposite side of the room opened. Instructors Dean and Gilroy led two boys from the Year 11 group. Flanking them were a pair of stone faced guards in identical black security clothing. Each held a baton and had a sidearm on a hip.

      My gaze lingered on the weapons. I hadn’t been assigned my own yet, even though all trainees had learned how to use a variety of them since Year 5. Certification for that would happen just before Year 11. Realizing I’d stared too long, my eyes shifted to take in the rest of the scene.

      I recognized the boys. Designated 7936 and 7891, they were brought out wearing blocky metal restraints from wrist to elbow with a single steel connecting chain. Both were slightly overweight, an indication they’d been sneaking extra rations and slacking during exercise.

      Even at ten, my physique was expected to be in top shape per the Black Shield Corps requirements. A combination of strictly controlled food intake, daily combat education, and physical training typically left no room for trainees to go doughy.

      My observations didn’t stop there. Some of my recent classes had focused on teaching how to identify threats. So, I sized up the newcomers. Each wore a patch with their designation on the chest. The first, 7936, stood a whole head taller than his counterpart. Both were bigger than my entire class, but it was obvious one of the two had more reach, and therefore more advantage. 7891 had a smattering of freckles and a pale face. This was interesting because most of us were tanned by the sun, given how much training we did outdoors.

      Both still had muscle, just not what they should have. Perhaps the rules were less strict in Year Eleven, though I found that hard to believe. In any case, the two trainees had broken some kind of rule. I watched them with mild curiosity and wondered what their punishment would be.

      Time in isolation? Docking more food rations? Extra training? Up to now that was all I knew of. Most trainees followed orders and did nothing to step out of line. Still, something about the whole affair made me think there was more coming this time.

      “7936 and 7891 are guilty of multiple offences. Of them, lethargy stands out. As your instructor, I can only teach you the tenets that will make you a successful Black Shield operative. If you choose to ignore my teachings”—Sager paused for effect, his hard eyes sweeping over each of us in turn—“then you have no place here.”

      He turned to look at the pair in the middle of the room, then continued. “These two can, at least, offer their services in the form of another lesson. Survival depends on many factors. One of those is willpower. The sentence for 7936 and 7891 is death. One may survive, but that depends on him.”

      Instructor Sager stepped closer to them. Both boys stumbled back, clearly afraid. I didn’t shake my head, but inside I knew this was another nail in their coffins.

      “Pathetic,” Sager muttered. His hand hovered near the weapon on his hip, but he didn’t touch it. Instead, he reached behind his back and pulled a knife hidden in a sheath on his belt loop. “Only one of you will stay in the ranks. Whoever does will be remanded to the Year 10 class. It will be your only chance.”

      He tossed the knife carelessly between the two boys and moved out of the way. A beep sounded on the room’s intercom, followed by the loud click of both restraints coming undone. Both 7936 and 7891 just stood there for a few seconds staring at each other.

      “Begin,” Sager growled. “Or neither of you will survive today.”

      7936’s eyes went wide, and he shed the unlocked restraints. “I’m sorry!”

      Then he dived for the knife.

      7891 must have realized his precarious position because he shuffled back while trying to get his own cuffs off, but it was too late. His opponent came up with the blade in hand and lunged forward.

      I noted that even though the two trainees were not in peak physical condition, they still fought with an ease that reflected years of stringent practice. Being shorter, 7891 was at the disadvantage. Unfortunately for him, 7936 also had the knife. It made him cocky. Too cocky. 7936 slashed down, aiming for the inner thigh of his fellow trainee.

      7891 jumped back again, but the fear had left his face. His features hardened, and his eyes went sharp with calculation. I realized then that while he might be at a disadvantage physically, he was the smarter of the pair. When his attacker came again, this time going high for a neck shot, 7891 went low and took him out at the knees.

      There was a sharp exhale of breath as the two fighters hit the ground. Since none of the sparring rooms had mats they hit smooth concrete. As the instructors reminded us, there weren’t mats in the real world.

      None of my class said anything as the hand to hand combat waged. At first it was just a tangle of limbs as each trainee fought for the upper hand. Blows landed, sending flecks of blood flying with each thud. 7936’s earlier advantage was now a hindrance. 7891’s shorter reach allowed him to work better in the small space, and he used it to maximum effect.

      A crack sounded, echoing sharply in the room.

      7936 wasn’t fighting as hard, and in fact seemed to be slowing down. Once 7891 sat up, still straddling him, we saw why. The bigger trainee bled heavily from a head wound. The resulting pool was growing by the second, and it was clear this was the end of the line for him.

      “Get up,” Sager ordered. “Get in line.”

      The survivor stood up, a little unsteadily, and stared at the instructor in abject defiance. “That was my friend. I’ll kill you!”

      He started to run at Sager but only made it three steps when the shot rang out. It dropped him to the ground.

      With no emotion, the instructor turned to look at us. “What does the BSC say about friends?”

      “A Black Shield Agent does not need friends or family,” we said together. “The Corps is our family.”
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      My eyes blinked open, only to shut immediately again when a bright light rewarded me for the trouble.

      The first thing I noticed was that I didn’t have the usual pounding headache when I took an involuntary nap. Interesting. I was lying on something soft that contoured to my body. The slightest sensation of elevation made me think it had to be a table. I did a quick self-evaluation and found no pain or pressure from restraints. A slight hum filled my ears, but I didn’t know what it was.

      “You are quite the specimen, Chief Mission Ward,” said a voice to my right.

      Makin’s voice. Part of me wanted to leap off the table and attack. But, as I’d been taught, there was a time for fighting on instinct and then there were times to take stock of the situation. Given the limited information at my disposal, I went with the latter.

      My patience turned out to be a good thing. When I opened my eyes again it was with more care. I was in an enclosed pod that featured a clear window right over my face. This couldn’t be good. Had they done the procedure to make me one of the Turned? Fear threatened to take over for just an instant, but I refused to let it.

      “Fascinating,” Makin continued. “Before you kicked us out, your memory provided great insight into humanity.”

      “You were in my head,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Of course,” he replied, as if that was obvious. “I had hoped to have the procedure perfected before you attacked. Unfortunately, you moved faster than I anticipated.

      Now I was pissed off. “Perfect it all you want, Makin. I’ll never let you Turn me.”

      “I doubt that very much. How you end up serving the Mind Thieves will be your choice, but serve them you will.”

      Something in his voice made me suspicious. “All the Mind Thieves have done is hurt people. They are my enemy. What makes you think I’d do anything for them?”

      “Your statement is incorrect. My masters relieve burdens. They mend broken bones and remove sickness. Their technology healed you, after all. You feel no pain now when you should.”

      “Funny you don’t mention why I was hurt in the first place,” I retorted.

      “Yes, that was regrettable. We were not aware that you had heightened senses. The device affected you more than your friends. However, it did make my masters curious. It is why you were brought to the diagnostic and healing pod. You are quite different from the two specimens we previously studied.”

      He meant Avery and Miguel. “What does it matter? I’m still human, just like them.”

      The pod gave a small jerk, then began to go from horizontal to vertical. The entire top—now front—of the device became clear, giving me a view of the room I was in.

      I only had a second to take in the other pod and a white wall before Makin filled my entire field of vision. “On the contrary. Your genetic makeup shows evidence of gene manipulation. This, and what they saw in your memory has prompted them to consider you a valuable asset.”

      “I suppose you must be hard of hearing. Don’t think I’ll ever help you or them do anything,” I said, keeping my tone low and unbothered.

      Makin looked at something off to the side and nodded. “This is precisely why they are interested. Your biometrics clearly show how angry you are, yet you are calm. Most would have tried to destroy the pod by now.”

      I pinned him with a withering look. “You’re not stupid enough to put me somewhere I could get out of. Even if the pod was that fragile, I can hear the buzz. If I try anything, it’s going to shock me.”

      If Makin could have smiled, I figured he would be grinning right now. “Very good. Now, since you’re here, I’ve been asked to pass along an offer of employment.”

      “That’s rich. Well I guess I should ask about the benefits. Does the gig come with dental? I hope the salary is good.”

      Sarcasm wasn’t usually my thing but Tara had worn off on me. The whole thing was so ludicrous I didn’t know what else to say.

      Makin’s eyes narrowed. “This is no laughing matter, Chief Mission Ward Kent. You are being offered the chance to avoid enslavement of the mind. Ah, yes. Now I have your attention.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The masters believe that Earth is their newest priority. If what Avery said is true, there are billions of humans there. That kind of army would cease any need for harvesting. However, enslavement wears on the brain. The organ is simply not meant for that and rebels against the foreign entity. For some, the transition is agony. Particularly if the subject fights.”

      He paused and slanted a meaningful look at me. Understanding, I nodded. “You want someone to convince them not to fight.”

      “Yes, exactly. An alternative is that you accept the transition and stay with us until the Mind Thieves return. They will do a final culling of this planet and render it dead. Then, you will go to Earth and attempt to convince them to accept their new masters. “

      “And if I choose neither?”

      Makin leaned in closer. “Your friends in the next room will transition first, and you will be forced to watch. Then you will undergo your own transition. For someone like you, I think it will be quite painful. Take it from me. It’s easier to go willingly.”

      Take it from him? Of course. It made sense. Makin was the only one of the Turned who showed any level of emotion. “You got the same offer,” I replied. “And you accepted.”

      He nodded. “It was that or see what remained of my clan tortured and murdered at the hands of the Turned soldiers.”

      I took a second to consider that. “So, you took the deal to stay yourself.”

      “Not quite.” The look in his eyes spoke of some long forgotten pain, but then he blinked and it was gone. “I agreed to transition and become one of the Turned in exchange for becoming the leader here. To save more lives. The Mind Thieves agreed. As you can see, they held up their end of the bargain. You could do the same.”

      This new information didn’t sway me. “You already have my answer. Better to kill me now. If you let me live, I’ll be coming for you.”

      “I’ve known others like you. They all fell. You have until the final hour of the day to decide. For now, you will rejoin your friends. Riva has caused too many issues and must be dealt with.”

      I might have imagined it, but I thought Makin looked remorseful when he walked away. His steps paused, then got further away before going silent. I assumed he had left the room, which was confirmed when the pod let out a faint hiss and the lid opened.

      Outside it was completely empty except for more pods. They hadn’t even bothered leaving someone to guard me. My thoughts churned despite efforts to reel them in. The First planned to kill this planet. That meant no matter who survived the final harvest, everyone left behind would die.

      As far as we’d known when leaving Earth, humans were it for intelligent life in the universe. Wars only happened over territory in the Sol System. That being the case, the Exodus Ark didn’t have the defenses of a warship. The colony vessel had been built to create, not destroy. When the First arrived, everyone aboard the ship would be easy pickings.

      I could, in some ways, understand Makin choosing to join the First. Saving lives was a powerful motivator. That type of ultimatum didn’t work for me, though. I knew what it was to not have a choice. Enslaving all of humanity to save a few lives now wasn’t worth it.

      The only thing nagging at me was the first option. If I decided to stay myself and convince Wright, it might give me time to plan an escape. I didn’t trust Makin though. And he wasn’t stupid.

      A door slid open to my right, and I found a guard pointing a blue tipped weapon at me.

      “Please go with him,” said Makin, his voice coming from a speaker somewhere. “And I don’t recommend trying to fight. Your friends’ lives depend on you.”

      I grimaced and imagined the best way to kill the Turned leader. He may have originally made a decision based on saving his people, but now he was one of the enemy.

      The guard motioned for me to pass him. I did and found myself in a short hallway. The rock wall suggested that we were still in the mountain, but I realized they could have taken me anywhere after I lost consciousness.

      As we walked, I wondered how the other teams had fared. Makin hadn’t volunteered the information, and it hadn’t occurred to me to ask.

      A Black Shield Agent does not need friends or family.

      Recalling that Makin had poked around in my head made me angry all over again. I had plenty of experience with the Black Shield scientists poking and prodding at me. Tune-ups, they called it. Looking back through the lens of my new outlook on life, I remembered how empty their eyes had been.

      Back then, I’d thought they were on dampeners but hadn’t given it much thought beyond that. Now, I thought they just hadn’t seen us as people. Maybe we weren’t. What would they think of me now?

      It didn’t matter.

      I had to find my team and get out of here, then regroup. Mentally back on track, I began to plot.
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      Makin must have been keeping the translation devices to himself because he continued to issue orders via intercom. We hadn’t gone very far when a door on my right whispered open, revealing a medical bay of sorts.

      There were more of the pods like the one I’d just vacated but also strange, upright furniture. A harder look picked out deep divots and contours, giving me some idea what they were. If I was right, a Volcuri could walk into them and once the bed went horizontal, it would fit them lying face down.

      Once I crossed the threshold, movement in a far corner caught my eyes. I saw Tara first. Our eyes met, and I read the wariness there. It wasn’t just her. One by one the others noticed I’d entered and watched me with a burning intensity that told a clear story: they wondered if I’d been turned yet.

      I could hardly blame them. Who knew how long we’d been separated, not to mention I had a sneaking suspicion that Makin healed me elsewhere on purpose to sow distrust.

      Again, not stupid.

      But then, neither was I. Makin had made at least one small mistake. It would have been better if he’d kept us apart. Putting me with them would give me a chance to escape. It didn’t matter that we didn’t have weapons. Hell, now that I thought about it, Riva and her two warriors had weapons on their hands, feet, and tails.

      The guard behind me poked my back with his weapon to urge me forward. Instead of whirling on him and doing my damndest to kill him, I walked to the group and sat with them.

      No one said anything to me. They just waited for me to say something.

      “It’s me,” I began.

      Tara snorted. “Spoken like someone newly Turned. Prove it. Tell us something you wouldn’t say if you were one of them now.”

      I thought about that for a second, then shook my head. “This isn’t logical. How can we know what they would or wouldn’t say?”

      Moore winced. “Chief, I gotta say. That sounds like something they would say.”

      “Riva, don’t you have some way to test this?” I asked.

      “I am sorry, Chief Kent.” Her feathers ruffled with some kind of emotion I couldn’t read. “You must do this on your own.”

      “Fine.” I racked my brain and came up with a few things that I thought someone who was under the Mind Thieves’ control might not say. “AMI told me that Tara is attracted to me. I don’t think I would say that if I was not myself.”

      Tara’s cheeks turned red. “Why the hell would she say something like that?” she demanded. “You know what, don’t answer that. She’s deranged. What are you looking at, Moore?”

      He wiped the smile off his face and stared at his feet.

      “Look, Makin offered me an ultimatum,” I said. “Join and stay human. No enslavement required, unless I wanted it. I turned him down. If he offered any of you the same deal, I’d expect you to turn him down too.”

      “You could have led with that,” Tara grumbled.

      I ignored the comment and focused on Riva. “There’s something you need to know. Makin got the same deal. He admitted to taking it to try and save lives.”

      Her eyes darkened with disdain. “There is no excuse. You didn’t accept. I wouldn’t. It’s a coward’s way out.”

      “That isn’t all,” I pressed on. “He plans to make an example of you. I don’t know how. We need a plan.”

      Moore smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Now we’re talking. How do you want to do this?”

      I held up both hands to stop him before he took off. “Slow down. Right now, I need details. The last thing I remember prior to thirty minutes ago was getting hit with that sensory bomb.”

      Now it was Tara’s turn to wince. “You were the only one who lost consciousness, Chief. It was pretty bad. I mean, it put us all down, but only long enough for them to restrain us. You, on the other hand… There was blood coming out of your ears and nose. We all thought it killed you.”

      “The pods,” I said in explanation. “They stuck me in one, and it must have healed me because I’m not feeling any pain. Makin said my enhanced senses are the reason it hit me that hard.”

      She nodded in understanding. “It’s only been a few hours. They took all the weapons and put us in here. Said if we try anything, they’ll use the… What did you call it? Sensory bomb again.”

      “Guess that means we need to be careful.” I hesitated, unsure how they would take the rest of what I had to say. In the end, I decided the truth was always better than a lie. “Like I told you before, I turned Makin down. He’s still giving me until the final hour of the day to make my decision. If I refuse every option, he plans to kill all of you, and I don’t think it will be quick.”

      Moore paled a little at that. Tara, of course, just scowled. “He can try, I guess,” she replied.

      I glanced at Riva, Nami, and Mirtos. The latter two had yet to speak, and Riva looked contemplative. No one appeared hurt, which was another point in our favor. “Makin confirmed the Mind Thieves’ grand plan to destroy the planet once they arrive.”

      “They won’t destroy it,” Riva said darkly. “Not in the way you think.”

      “How then?” I asked.

      “First they will raze it so that nothing can grow. All life will perish. Then they will destroy the core. It will still be whole but dead.”

      It sounded bleak. I wasn’t good at emotions, but that sounded awful even by my standards.

      “That’s pretty specific,” Tara noted. “How can you be sure?”

      Riva’s feathers rustled again, just a quick jerk. “The Elders told me. This was before you arrived in the system. I don’t know how they came by the information. I do know that they do this to every planet they conquer.”

      If the Mind Thieves made it to Earth, I figured they would do the same there. But not if I could help it. First we had to get out of the mountain.

      “Well, we’ve been in this position before. Shouldn’t be too hard to escape again,” Tara mused, trying for cheerful.

      No one had a chance to answer her because more guards came in. Riva made a sound I hadn’t heard before that closely resembled a harsh squeal. My head snapped to the newcomers.

      Makin, followed by two of his lackeys, stood at the far end of the room. There was a third Volcuri, but judging from the restraints, he was clearly their prisoner. The two guards were half dragging him, half carrying him, and his features were twisted in pain. I didn’t recognize any of them, but Riva clearly did because she shot to her feet.

      Nami and Mirtos weren’t far behind and jumped up to flank their leader. All three faced the group with beaks open in shock.

      Moore stared openly at them, his brow furrowed in confusion. “What’s up with them?”

      Tara kicked him. “Shut up,” she said under her breath.

      I was still confused. The restrained Volcuri was wearing the same grey tunic outfit as his captors, sans the armor. Had Riva sent in a spy that got caught? His skin was dark, I realized. Grey in patches, but not completely. His feathers were the same, but with more red than black.

      If I’d known what she planned to do, I would have grabbed Riva before she tried to bolt. Too late, I saw her lunch forward. One of the guards lifted a handheld weapon and fired on her. It hit her, and the rebel leader was knocked off her feet.

      She hit the ground with a resounding thud. There were a few bad seconds where I thought they’d killed her. Then she stirred and the silence broke.

      My fists clenched at my side, and I fixed a stare on Makin that left no doubt what I was thinking of doing to him. My muscles twitched as I yearned to move forward, and Makin caught the motion.

      He stepped back, just once, then stopped. “Careful, Chief Mission Ward. The masters find you valuable and want you alive only so long as you are useful. Do not think yourself invincible.”

      I stayed where I was.

      “Andro!” Riva was struggling up to her feet, one arm across her torso. Her strangled cry was rife with anguish. “What have you done to my brother?!”
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      “We have broken him to the Mind Thieves’ will,” Makin answered. “They have decreed you will suffer by observing his final transformation. He fought our every effort these past six months. Tried to kill himself a number of times. Precious few have possessed such strength.”

      Riva squared her shoulders and jutted her chin out. “He’ll never be yours.”

      I scanned the room carefully so as not to draw attention to myself. Besides the pods and vertical beds, there wasn’t much. Nothing to be used as a weapon.

      “Who do you think gave us the Elders’ location? Everyone breaks sooner or later.”

      His last words had no doubt been aimed at me. I chose not to acknowledge them. The admission about the Elders’ compound drew a sharp inhale from Riva, though she didn’t respond.

      Makin continued. “Volcuri law is clear, is it not? Traitors are put to death. As the current leader, that is your responsibility.”

      With that, he tossed something on the floor. It hit with a clatter and skidded midway across the room. The not-so-subtle reminder that they had messed around in my brain didn’t bother me in the least.

      “You’re almost out of time, Chief Mission Ward. Choose wisely.” Makin spun and exited the room, motioning to his minions. They dropped Andro and followed their leader out.

      As soon as they were gone, Riva rushed to her brother’s side, ignoring the knife. I didn’t. It was definitely human made, just a basic combat knife. Better than nothing. Makin likely assumed one measly combat knife wouldn’t be enough to cause him much grief, but I planned to prove him wrong.

      “Hey, that’s mine,” protested a voice when I turned around with the blade in hand. I looked up to see Moore staring at it. “It’s all yours, though, Chief,” he said quickly, noticing the expression on my face.

      I grunted and slid it into the empty sheath at my waist. Unsure what to do after all that had just transpired, I checked on Riva and her brother. It didn’t seem right to intrude, so I joined Nami and Mirtos where they stood a few meters away.

      “Do you know how long until the last hour?” I asked them.

      “A few hours, at least,” Nami replied.

      Without my wrist unit, I was more or less flying blind. No time, no map, no assistance of any kind. I felt its absence almost as keenly as that of my rifle. It irked me more than a little that every time I came to this planet’s surface, I seemed to lose it. Our situation was far from normal, but that didn’t make it any better, and, despite my internal promise, I didn’t know how I was going to escape the mountain a second time with just what amounted to a large kitchen knife.

      “Okay. That gives us a little time to plan,” I commented. “Mirtos, I need your translator.

      If the Volcuri warrior took issue with me giving him orders, he didn’t show it. I added a “thank you” when he handed it to me. Without the translator, Nami had to explain. He responded with a quick nod.

      Now for the fun part.

      Riva’s emotionally charged state made it a fool’s errand to approach without taking some kind of precautions. If one of us got too close and startled her, she might attack. Her tail was plenty dangerous even if they had removed the sharp accoutrements, and I didn’t have any desire to become too acquainted with her talons.

      Proceeding with caution, I circled around to where she could see me clearly. She cradled Andro’s head in her lap. He wasn’t moving, but I didn’t think he was dead. Behind the defiance and rage in her dark eyes I saw raw grief and, maybe, hope.

      That somehow made this worse, which I knew had been part of Makin’s plan to punish her. For Andro, there was no hope. I didn’t think the Turned leader lied about the brain damage that came from fighting the transition. The sickly cast to his skin and discolored, drooping feathers either meant he was on death’s door or almost fully Turned. Even if we did get out of this room, escaping the mountain with Andro in tow might prove impossible.

      “I can hear you thinking, Chief Kent,” Riva said sadly. “Weighing choices, calculating our chances with my brother. I don’t know if you can understand, but I cannot leave him or let harm come to him while there is breath in my chest.”

      I held up both hands in a sign of peace and moved closer. “No one expects you to. All I want right now is to give him Mirtos’ translator. Andro might know a way out of here.”

      Surprise flickered across her feathers. “I had not thought of that,” she admitted.

      “You aren’t thinking clearly. It’s understandable,” I told her. “May I come closer?” I showed her the translator, careful to keep my movements slow and unthreatening.

      Riva made a chuffing noise that I thought might be a laugh but couldn’t be sure. “While I am in control of my mind, you don’t have anything to fear from me, Chief Kent. We have been through much together, and I trust you. We have fought side by side, and I consider you part of my clan.”

      This felt like one of those times where I was supposed to reply with something diplomatic. The best I could come up with on the fly was, “Thank you. Humans see you as a great ally, and I would go into battle with you at my back any time.”

      She nodded back, seemingly pleased as I lowered myself to the ground beside her and handed over the translator.

      “Trusting another at your back is a high honor among our people as well,” she said while getting the small device in place. Finally, she looked up. “If two species such as ours can become allies, I believe there is still hope.”

      Her movement must have awoken Andro because he groaned and tried to sit up, until Riva pushed him back down. “Sister, your speeches haven’t improved since I left.”

      “Neither have your jokes,” she returned. “Stay still. You need your strength.”

      Andro froze, his eyes going blank. Then he shook his head and blinked until he was back to normal. He clutched his sister’s arm, all traces of humor snuffed out by whatever had happened. “Riva, I heard what Makin told you. And he’s right about one thing. I need to die. You have to do it, please.”

      She recoiled in response. “You can’t ask me to do that. I won’t.”

      “You have to!” he argued back. “It’s your duty.”

      Up to then, I’d been pretty quiet. It was time for me to step in. “Hold it. No one is killing anyone unless it’s the enemy,” I said.

      “That is exactly the point,” Andro retorted. “I am the enemy now. Don’t you see? It was me who revealed the Elders’ compound location. What if I reveal more?”

      From the way he lowered his voice and glanced around the room nervously, I guessed he suspected the room to be monitored. The thought made me curse inwardly. I hadn’t thought of that, and I should have. The sensory bomb must have rattled a few screws loose.

      “You won’t,” Riva insisted. “And the Elders are unharmed.”

      He started to argue some more, but Riva cut him off.

      “You are forgiven, brother. And to know you have been fighting the enslavement all this time… it will give people hope. If the mind is strong enough, the Mind Thieves can be fought.”

      Andro turned haunted eyes on her. “No, they can’t. The influence is a disease. It cannot be held off indefinitely. I can’t say how I lasted this long… It’s too much, and I’m too tired to keep fighting anymore. You have to kill me, Riva. I can’t be one of them.”

      A glimmer shone in Riva’s eye, then a tear fell and dropped onto his head. “I can’t do it. There might be a cure. Even if you Turn, I’ll bring you back.”
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      The next few hours passed with Andro in and out of consciousness. While we waited, I racked my brain for some semblance of a plan. The lack of resources and opportunity made the task all but impossible. I’d asked Riva’s brother to share any information that might help, but he was too out of it to contribute.

      At the moment, the only ideas that came to mind were of the last resort variety. The kind of shit brained ideas people got when they were backed into a corner, naked, with no ammo and figured one last ditch effort was better than waiting for the killing blow.

      I couldn’t believe I was even entertaining the idea of accepting Makin’s offer. Crazy as it was, I had a vague notion that maybe I could negotiate with him. My life for the team’s. If all but one of us made it out, that wasn’t half bad. I figured with Jay on the Exodus Ark, they might have another opportunity to get inside the mountain.

      He was just as good as I was, but more vicious.

      By the time Makin returned with a larger entourage made up of a pair of guards—one of whom held a white box—and two scientists, I still hadn’t come up with anything better. If all else failed, I’d pull out the knife and start hacking until they killed me.

      “A warning,” Makin announced. “Do not attempt to attack us. If you do, action will be taken. Unpleasant action, for every one of you. Now, Chief Kent. The knife, if you please.”

      Okay, so I’d start punching if it came to it.

      Suppressing the urge to hurl it at his head, I tossed the blade at Makin’s feet. Instead of picking it up, he merely swept it aside where it rolled to midway between him and the healing pod near the opposite wall.

      “Andro goes first,” Makin continued.

      The scientists—the same pair from earlier—moved forward.

      Riva’s entire body was stiff with tension. I waited, prepared for the moment she lost control and tried to stop them. If that was our final stand, I’d back her up. Beside me, Tara was coiled like spring, just as ready and willing. I knew both Nami and Mirtos would back their leader without delay, which left only Moore.

      Then Riva backed away to join us and watched the scientists inspect Andro. Makin must have outfitted them with translation devices because I could understand what they were saying when they stood and talked to him.

      “The specimen is not physically strong enough to withstand more change,” the first one said. “We recommend putting him in the healing pod for the procedure instead of the bed.”

      “Do it.”

      Riva managed to hold onto her cool, even when the guards picked Andro up like an unloved toy and hauled him to one of the pods. The box-holding guard handed his burden off to the scientist who had yet to speak.

      The medical bay stayed quiet except for the sounds of preparation, and even those didn’t last long. I wasn’t sure what I expected from the procedure, but an injection made the most sense. Then the scientist opened a compartment instead and loaded a vial filled with thick black liquid.

      Riva’s delicate control slipped at the sight of it, and she hissed. “Black Water!”

      Nami and Mirtos echoed their leader’s hiss while Tara let out a curse. Moore hadn’t been awake during the First’s attack using Blight as a contagion, so he just looked confused.

      The black liquid appeared contained. That was enough to keep me from putting more distance between it and me. Still, I’d have been lying if I said it didn’t make me want to shudder.

      The Turned lab coat tapped a console with jerky movements. The compartment closed, along with the pod’s lid, and a low whirring noise signaled that the procedure had begun. No going back now for Andro.

      Through all of it, Riva stood fast.

      “I see you recognize the inoculation,” Makin commented. “Each dose is tailored to the individual, of course. There were unprecedented complications with the mixture that Avery Garnett received. We didn’t realize it until it was too late. She would have died not long after you left with her.”

      He probably thought that our surprise came from his knowledge of Avery’s death. It didn’t. Dr. St. John hadn’t said anything about the transition failing. That led me to believe that he didn’t know. He’d blamed himself for the cure not holding up when that wasn’t the case at all.

      Makin focused on me. “Thanks to Avery, the one called Miguel, and you, the Human genome has been properly studied and the virus adapted to perfection. There shouldn’t be any more issues.”

      “Your infection isn’t perfect,” Riva spat. Her feathers stuck straight out. “Andro fought you. He’s still fighting, and so will I. The Mind Thieves won’t win.”

      “Yes, as I said, he did have a strong mind,” Makin said without feeling. “Those times of struggle are nearly over. Once the Mind Thieves’ influence is permanent, he will join the working ranks. I’m afraid there’s been too much damage for more.”

      That time it took Nami and Mirtos working together to hold her back. I don’t think they could have stopped her for long, but the medical pod containing Andro emitted a loud alert.

      It did the same thing mine had done and went vertical before opening. Andro looked much better now than he had going in, with the addition of more grey. He walked past our group without so much as looking at his sister and joined Makin’s ranks.

      Makin waited until Andro settled into place, then faced him. From my limited view, it appeared that the Turned leader was inspecting his newest braindead foot soldier. Apparently, whatever he saw pleased him, so he did an about face and focused his gaze on me.

      “The time for talking is over. Chief Mission Ward, have you made your choice?”

      I let the silence hang in the air for a long moment. “Go to hell.”

      His eyes went to slits, the first sign of emotion I’d seen in him since entering the room.  “As you wish. Guards, restrain the prisoners. Andro, start with Riva.” To the scientists, he nodded. “Prepare the procedure for all of them.”
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      As the guards started to advance, Makin shook his head. “You should have listened to me. You could have been spared.”

      “You talk too much,” I said, keeping my tone even.

      Makin didn’t reply and looked over to Riva. She stood with her legs bent, ready to attack.

      I studied the scene playing out in front of me, looking for some weakness to exploit. Whatever last stand I was going to make would happen in the next few seconds. This was where Makin hadn’t been smart. It was one thing to keep us all in here under threat of the sensory bomb. Right now, they couldn’t deploy it because Makin was in the room and didn’t have on armor.

      He thought we were beaten down. He thought his victory was inevitable. Well, I had news for him. He was wrong.

      Three of the guards moved forward, including Andro. Each, with the exception of Riva’s brother, held one of the Turned’s favored weapons. The two with him stalked forward in unison, but I noticed something off about Andro.

      It probably had something to do with the fact that I’d been raised in the Black Shield Corps, which prized precision, then spent the rest of my life up to the point I’d been retired around military installations. I’d also seen how Makin’s guards interacted, almost like one entity.

      But Andro was out of step, just a little. Curious, I concentrated on him. While his body language and movement said Turned, his eyes told a different story. They were blinking rapidly, looking from Riva to each of us in turn.

      He was still Andro, and he was fighting the Mind Thieves’ influence to save his sister.

      I didn’t want to do anything to give away what I’d just learned. My mind went to the knife still on the floor, and I started to make a mental plan to reach it. Andro wasn’t about to force his sister to take the cure, so he had about three whole seconds to take his shot.

      For all our sakes, I hoped this worked. When the group reached the midway point, Andro broke ranks. Whatever the medical pod had done, it had at least fixed his physical issues. I thought he might go for a guard first, but he dove for the knife.

      Instead of using it, he tossed it to me. I caught it in one hand and charged. Tara was already moving with Moore, as were the rebel Volcuri, but I couldn’t worry about them. If Makin left the room, they would be free to deploy the weapon that nearly killed me only hours before.

      It went easier than I expected. With only four guards and two scientists, Makin was outmatched against seven of us. The guards were too occupied with the rest of my team, and the scientists just froze. That left me free to go after their boss.

      After lining it up as I crossed the room, I let the knife fly. His eyes going wide, Makin tried to jerk out of the way, no doubt thinking I was going for a kill shot. Not only did I anticipate the move, but I had also been aiming for his head, his threat be damned. The blade sunk into his lower leg.

      Unlike his minions, Makin seemed to be able to feel pain. He gasped as the blood began to run, then bent to try and take it out. By that time, I was already closing in on him, and he didn’t get the chance.

      I kicked out with enough force to shatter bones. Makin saw it just in time to turn slightly. It saved his joint from being blown out, but it still put him on all fours. I had the feeling it had been some time since the Volcuri had participated in real fighting. His tail came up and tried to swipe at me, the movement jerky and unpracticed.

      I dodged it easily, then ducked down and ripped the knife out of his leg none too gently. That elicited a cry of pain from my opponent and another lash from the tail. It connected with my side. It hurt, and I was sure going to feel it in the morning, but I knew how to work around the pain.

      I didn’t waste any more time. Makin stared up at me with an unreadable expression as I put the blade to his throat.

      “You can’t kill me,” he said. “If you do, there’s nothing to protect you from the guards.”

      “I’m aware,” I told him. Then, to my team I said, “You guys about done back there?”

      Tara came up to Makin and me holding what looked like a club, except it was on the end of a long staff. “The new prisoners are secure, Chief.”

      “Good. Watch him for a second. If he tries anything stupid, hurt him.”

      Tara’s smile went predatory. “Oh, I hope he does.”

      Unsurprisingly, he said nothing, just clutched at his bleeding leg.

      Leaving her to that duty, I went back to the others and gestured at the pod. “Nami, can you work that? I want to put Makin in it and lock the whole thing down. He did that to me.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” She walked over to it.

      The pair of guards were dead. Someone had moved their bodies to the furthest wall, leaving dark streaks of blood on the floor.

      Mirtos guarded the two scientists again. This time, he wasn’t playing around. He held his weapon, another halberd, and had it leveled at the pair. Moore stood at his side with a sword, helping. Riva was holding onto Andro. From the tremble in his limbs and feathers, I surmised the short altercation had worn him out.

      “Is he okay?” I asked, hoping she got the subtext since I knew that was obvious. I was really asking if he was going to be able to come with us.

      Riva nodded, maybe a little too eagerly. “He’ll make it.” She said it in a tone that stated she wouldn’t leave him behind.

      “I’ve got it,” Nami said from the pod.

      I went back to Makin and pointed the knife at him. “Get in the pod.”

      “My leg is injured,” he protested. “I can’t possibly—”

      On my signal, Tara raised the club. “If you don’t want to follow orders, pal, I’m happy to bash your head in. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s not a death blow. Maybe you’ll live long enough for them to come stick you in the pod and heal you.”

      Her threat did the trick. Makin struggled up to a standing position, then began limping to the pod. His leg wasn’t as injured as he made it out to be. The knife wound had torn through the flesh for sure, but it wasn’t so mangled as to be useless.

      Without preamble, Makin put himself in the pod. As soon as he was in, Nami worked the controls and had the lid closing. Seconds later, the same low-grade electrical hum I’d heard in mine started up.

      “Chief, last time we had these two yahoos, they set off an alarm,” Moore called out. “What should we do with them?”

      I glanced at Riva. “What do you want to do?”

      She let out another chuffing sound, then looked back at Andro. When our eyes met again, hers were cold. “I don’t want them to have the opportunity to turn anyone else. Kill them.”

      “You heard her,” I said to Moore.

      Riva also issued the order to Mirtos, who no longer had his translator. Both he and Moore prepared to do the job when one of the scientists leaned back and held up his hands. “Wait!”

      His reaction, so out of character for the Turned Volcuri, startled us into not moving.

      “I’m not one of them,” he swore. “I only had one dose. Because of my expertise, they put me in the lab. I’ve just been acting like I was easily influenced so they didn’t make me take any more.”

      Riva stepped forward and held out a spear. “If you’re not Turned, why did you activate the alarm?”

      “I had to,” he claimed. “The lab is under surveillance. Please believe me. I can prove it to you!”

      She lowered the spear and looked back at me.

      “How?” I demanded.

      “I don’t want to die,” he said earnestly. “I just need to access the pod. You’ll see that the Black Water is still there. Andro didn’t get another dose. All I did was heal him.”

      Intrigued, I let him go to the pod. If he tried to let Makin out, I’d kill them both. “Do it.”

      He worked fast and quickly had the compartment open again. The vial holding the Black Water was still full. “See? I’m telling the truth. If you take me with you, I can help you escape. I know my way around, mostly.”

      “What about the other prisoner?” Tara asked.

      “Put him in the other pod,” Riva decided.

      Knowing that her brother had only been healed must have put her in a magnanimous mood, and I didn’t argue.

      Mirtos reached down and took the translator from the last scientist to wear for himself. “That is better,” he commented.

      Then, he and Nami moved the prisoner to another pod and secured it.

      I slanted a look to Riva when they were done. “That’s good enough for me. You ready to go?”

      “Yes.” She slung Andro’s arm over one shoulder. Nami came to his other side and mirrored the action.

      “Let’s move out,” I said.

      When Moore passed me to take up the flank, I handed him his knife. He accepted it with some surprise, then tucked it into its sheath. “Thanks, Chief.”

      I picked up Makin’s staff where it had fallen near the door. Mirtos took Nami’s spot so she could open the door since Riva wasn’t going to leave Andro’s side. There were open medical pods still in the room, and I gave them a cursory glance. It would have been practical to see if another round in one of the devices would do Andro any good, but there just wasn’t time.

      The door opened without any fuss, then we left the wrecked medical bay behind and ventured out into the hall.
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      I had a better feeling about this escape than the last time. For one, we had more weapons. Secondly, with two Volcuri who had spent enough time in the mountain to know the way, we at least weren’t running blind.

      Andro was walking on his own, but Riva and Mirtos stuck close in case he stumbled. Some of his color was back, though, and that I took that as a good sign. The eight of us crowded down the hallway with the scientist offering directions.

      “They won’t have been able to seal off the tunnel yet,” he explained. “At least not fully. There are more passages than the one that brought you to the lab.”

      “Just get us out of here, preferably on the path with the least amount of guards,” I bit out.

      From the way he snapped his head forward, I’d come off harsher than intended.

      “Speaking of guards,” commented Tara. “Why haven’t we seen more? Last time they were all over us. Don’t they know what happened?”

      The scientist, whose name I realized I still didn’t know, looked over his shoulder at her in surprise. “You don’t know, then?”

      “Enlighten us,” Riva said, speaking for the first time. “But first, tell us what to call you.”

      “Oh, my apologies. I am Havu, of Tachu Clan.”

      Riva’s head jerked back in surprise. “Tachu Clan? I thought you were all dead. Or captured.

      “There are still some of us. We took up nomadic ways, like those of the forest. Instead of living in the trees, we wander from ruins to ruins. Not all are dead. A few have usable equipment that those of my caste use to study the Mind Thieves.”

      I was listening with half an ear because the corridor was winding and had more splits for me to clear. Havu still hadn’t explained why there wasn’t much of a resistance, but I could wait a little longer for that story.”

      “I was captured outside gathering supplies,” he continued. “It was quite inconvenient as I was on the cusp of verifying my latest discovery.”

      He paused as we came to a fork in the passageway, deliberated for a few seconds, then indicated we should go right. There was the subtlest change in the gravitational forces that suggested we were descending.

      “Well, what did you discover?” Moore prompted.

      Havu blinked, as if he’d forgotten the story he’d been telling. “The Mind Thieves’ influence is losing its effectiveness,” he said seriously. “I believe it is why they only plan to come once more to collect those that are sleeping.”

      When no one commented on this revelation, he looked back at the group again. I did too, and found them stunned into silence.

      “What are you talking about?” demanded Riva.

      “My theory is that our species is naturally evolving to become immune. Given the lower population and ineffectiveness of their virus, I don’t think it’s worth the trouble for them to continue harvesting.”

      “That’s why I was able to fight back,” Andro reasoned. “And why they increased the dose, along with administering it multiple times.”

      “That is a possibility,” Havu agreed. “As you noticed, there are not many guards in the mountain. Many are stationed at outposts, and it is their job to prevent incursions by the local tribes. When you attacked using the two tunnels at the same time as the main gate, it took a toll. The only way for Makin to replenish his defenses is to awaken those in the stasis pods.”

      “Which he can’t do without pissing off his bosses,” I concluded.

      “Exactly. I have access to all of the information on Makin’s network but couldn’t perform any actions except what I was told without drawing attention. I have spent the last month pretending to be Turned. Not sure I could have managed it if not for the distraction your people caused by showing up in the System.”

      I had to figure he was right on that count. A foreign ship—a foreign colony ship at that—showing up without warning was enough to take anyone by surprise. If the same thing happened back on Earth, except with the First being the arrivals, no doubt everyone there would be scrambling to make their next moves.

      “Great. So what you’re saying is that Makin has almost no defenses left? Like Tara said, last time we were here there were more than enough to keep us on the run.”

      “They were quite formidable, once. However, the recent skirmishes have seen a considerable decline. I estimate that all told, Makin has fewer than one hundred combat capable individuals at his disposal. Perhaps two hundred if the workers are included, though they cannot be depended on to fight.”

      I mulled that over and came to the conclusion that the mountain hold was all but ours. It weighed on me that if done right, the group with me at present would destroy Makin’s power from the inside. That wouldn’t work though. I still needed information and to make contact with those outside. Too many things could go wrong if I went on a rogue mission now.

      When we came to another break, Havu pointed straight down a long corridor that curved off out of sight. “That way leads down to the lab. I expect there will be resistance since they know you came from that tunnel system.”

      “What about that way?” Moore pointed to the left, the only other option.

      “It leads to chambers. There are ways out, but it will take longer. The route goes deeper into the mountain and will require more knowledge than I have. It’s a possible route with less opportunity to be discovered, but getting lost can be just as lethal.”

      I looked to Riva. “I vote to go the way we came.”

      “Yes. I don’t want to be in here longer than necessary.”

      We advanced with caution, but it was impossible to stay quiet with this many of us. Andro still needed a little assistance, and the sound of our steps bounced off the walls with all the subtlety of a gunshot.

      I took point, along with Nami. Riva and Mirtos kept Andro slightly in front of them and stayed tight on his heels with Tara and Moore bringing up the rear. It was as good as we were going to get.

      Around the bend we found another door, which Nami had open in a few seconds. Together, we held our weapons at the ready and stood off to the side with the others for a few moments in case Turned guards waited on the other side.

      Some of my companions would have called it good luck. I knew better than that. The only luck one had came from their ability to prepare for all the possibilities. It was perhaps advantageous that the number of Makin’s people had dwindled. That didn’t mean I was going to treat this differently from any other op.

      The smooth walls gave way to natural rock, and the floor beneath our feet narrowed until we were forced into a single file line. Twenty meters later, the rock wall to our right became nothing but a simple empty void, and I saw that our path had become a ledge.

      To make things more treacherous, the ample lighting we’d been enjoying gave way to a few spare blinking lanterns. The blue glow from our weapons helped some, but not much.

      Tara made a sound from the back of the group that gave me pause. “What is it?”

      “Not a superfan of heights. At least not in the dark. Any idea what’s down there?”

      Havu’s answer was not reassuring. “Death. No one uses this path, which is why I came this way.”

      “I guess they’ve never heard of OSHA,” Moore grumbled.

      “Stay alert,” I suggested. “If you’re careful, there should be no reason to worry.”

      Moore muttered something under his breath that sounded like “would it kill them to install a handrail?”

      I ignored him to focus on the path ahead. This wasn’t how we’d come, but so long as it led to a way out, I wasn’t about to complain. “Quiet, Moore. Keep moving.”

      “You got it. I’m just saying—”

      He didn’t get the chance to explain what he was just saying because a blue light whipped by us in a blur. Moore let out a strange gurgling sound, and I swung back in time to see him looking at his own chest before toppling over the side of the ledge.

      “They know we’re here!” Havu exclaimed. “Run! There is an elevator at the end of the path.”

      The single file line prevented me from doing anything to provide cover. Which didn’t matter anyway, since I didn’t have my rifle. Our group was completely open to whoever had fired on us unless we hauled ass. I broke into a run, but that was perilous at best.

      Loose rocks and silt made the ground slippery. I didn’t slow down though because more shots were fired at us. The sound of rock cracking followed by the spray of small fragments flying off and hitting me came next. That was good because it meant that somewhere in the darkness were obstacles between us and the shooters.

      The positive realization didn’t last long when someone cried out behind me. I turned back to see the others had fallen behind. Andro had held up the show, and Nami must have slowed her pace to stay with the group. Havu was midway between us and held his arms in front of his face to protect it.

      At that moment, Andro was hanging off the side of the ledge with Nami and Riva working to get him back up. The blue ammunition struck the wall close enough for him to cry out in pain when rock shrapnel hit him.

      I scanned the darkness for the first time, trying to make out anything I could. Somewhere off in the distance there was a little light because I could see where the stalagmites and stalactites blocked it out.

      “Dammit,” I said under my breath. Without some kind of ranged weapon, the enemy was too far to do anything about.

      With a final tug, the two Volcuri managed to pull Andro up without being struck dead, and then we were off again. The ledge curved left, and I was forced to slow down around a tight corner. One section of the ledge thinned enough that my own foot slipped and I had to grab the wall for support.

      “Watch out,” I called over my shoulder.

      When the way finally widened again, I spotted the dim glow of multiple lanterns ahead. Havu saw it too and almost ran into me when he sped up.

      “Sorry! The elevator is just ahead! We’re almost there.”

      The attackers must have known what we were doing because the shooting ceased. Another scan across the chasm showed me nothing but emptiness. I focused on the elevator and sprinted the last few meters to it.

      Up close, the thick metal cage gave some protection on the chance they did start shooting again and provided a wide enough space to stand that we all fit. However, the car wasn’t inside. As the group caught up, Nami immediately went to the panel when Havu indicated he didn’t have a way to call the car up.

      “Wait,” I told her, then looked at Havu. “What’s at the bottom?”

      “The shaft leads to the large cavern, and from there the other tunnels,” he informed us.

      “They’re going to be waiting for us,” I concluded. “Is there another way down?”

      His feathers wiggled a little as he thought about it. “No, not unless we try going down the side. The ledge continues that way and starts to go down, but it is treacherous.”

      Tara groaned. “Why do I think you’re going to have us go that way, Chief?”

      “Because I am. Treacherous doesn’t equal dead. We’ve already lost one person. I’m aiming not to lose any more. Secure your weapons. We’re going down.”

      Once everyone was as situated as they could be, I moved off the relative safety of the platform and continued down the ledge. There wasn’t any helpful strip lighting, so we would have to do most of it by feel.

      I unhooked my weapon and held the light down as far as I could. The angle was steep but passable. If any of us lost our footing it wouldn’t feel good to take the ride down, but I figured it was something we could at least survive.

      I swung my leg over and began to descend. Then I froze at the unmistakable sound of the elevator moving up the shaft.

      “We’ve got company,” Tara called out.

      Andro, who’d been set to follow me down with Riva, turned to his sister. “We’ll never make it in time. Someone has to stay behind and hold them off.”

      Riva nodded. “I’ll do it. You go with the others.”

      “No.” He shook his head firmly and drew himself up. “We both know the chances of me making the descent are slim. I can do this. Don’t worry, sister, they won’t take me again.”

      “I won’t allow it!” Riva snapped out. “It’s my duty—”

      “It’s your duty to live!” Andro’s strangled shout stopped Riva mid sentence. “Don’t you see? There isn’t time to argue. If you go, there’s a chance you’ll make it out and rally our people.”

      “You can’t expect me to leave you alone again, brother.”

      The anguish in Riva’s voice made me want to turn away, but instead I prepared to grab her myself when Mirtos stepped forward.

      “He won’t be alone, Riva. I would consider it an honor to stay with him and provide you the chance to return with an army.” He paused to glance at Andro, and the two exchanged nods. “I will make sure we aren’t taken. No matter what it takes. You have my word.”

      Mirtos pounded his chest once with a fist and went into a bow.

      “He’s right,” I told her. “You know he is. Time’s running out. If we don’t leave now, then we might as well all stay behind.”

      In the end it was Nami who tipped her into making the right choice. She leaned in close to whisper in her leader’s ear, but I could make out the words. “Two for many. There are others depending on the information we now have.”

      Riva’s shoulders straightened at the words. “Yes. You are right. We will go. Mirtos… thank you. Both of your actions will be long remembered.”

      She gave her brother a tight hug, then spun around and went to the ledge. Her jerky motions gave the impression that there was a war happening inside, like her body didn’t want to follow the orders she was giving it. Before climbing down, the rebel leader looked back for the last time. “You honor our family. Fight well.”

      Then she was gone.

      I urged Havu to go next, then Tara, but she refused. “I’m with you, all the way.”

      Rather than go back and forth about it, I sent Nami. She had already said her goodbyes to the others and disappeared over the side without waiting.

      “Now you’re going, and that’s an order,” I said to Tara. “I’m right behind you.”

      She did as I said, leaving just me, Mirtos, and Andro.

      “Good luck,” I told them.

      Andro drew himself up, no doubt gathering the last of his strength in preparation for their last stand. “Please, take care of my sister, warrior.”

      I nodded, then went over the side as the elevator entered the cage with a metallic grinding. On the way down, all I could think was that this kind of sacrifice meant something. Black Shield operatives would put themselves in the line of fire if ordered to, but not to save the life of a fellow soldier.

      When the sounds of fighting wafted down to me, I kept my eyes on the edge until I couldn’t see it anymore, even with my enhanced sight.
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      We made it to the bottom of the incline in one piece and without anyone following us. None of us were under any illusion that Andro and Mirtos had survived, and the best we could hope for was that the pursuers believed we had fallen to our deaths during our run on the ledge.

      There was no longer a path to follow, but we had the blue glow from the Volcuri weapons and that offered enough to help us find our way. Of course, now that we were off the beaten path, Havu was more or less useless. He knew that the cavern system eventually met up with the supply chamber we’d seen before, but not when or where.

      I led the way with Riva this time. Nami and Tara covered the rear, keeping an eye out just in case evidence of our escape route was eventually discovered. Havu took up the middle spot alone since we were down to five people.

      The passage we ended up in wasn’t much bigger than the tunnel we’d used to enter the mountain, but I could tell no one had made it. It had been made naturally when the planet’s shifting tectonic plates created the mountain. If it had been explored, no one had bothered to make it functional.

      Still, the collective glow in the relatively small space served more than well enough. It went on for what I estimated to be around thirty meters, then emptied into a small natural chamber. Our illuminated weapons reflected off the shimmering surface of an underground pool, making light dance off the ceiling.

      We paused, unsure what to do since there wasn’t an obvious exit.

      “Should we turn around?” asked Tara. Her voice echoed slightly in the small space, and she lowered it to a whisper. “Is it safe to go in the water?”

      Havu answered after a few beats. “The cave system has not been fully explored in some time. I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

      “Hold on a second,” I instructed. “Before we write the place off, let’s make sure.”

      For once, I wished I had Dr. St. John with us. The man always had some kind of gear or gadget that would help in situations like this. Though I would never say it to his face, I was more apt to let him over pack in the future.

      I looked at the weapon in my hand, then back at the water. Riva saw me and nodded. “That is a good idea, Chief Kent. I will investigate if the rest of you will wait here.”

      Nami started to protest, but Riva silenced her with a look. “There shouldn’t be a problem with the water. Volcuri are good swimmers, and this won’t take long.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer and waded into the pool. The farther she went, the more we could see. Then she went under, and the light sank down as she dove.

      When it faded from view, Nami’s feathers began to twitch in agitation. “She should not have gone so far,” the Volcuri warrior murmured.

      The silence hung thick in the air as we waited. Two minutes passed, then three. On the fourth, I grew concerned that something was wrong. Usually, this was when I would have ordered the team to turn around and try a different route, but that wouldn’t be practical.

      No doubt Nami would want to stay, and it was probable that Havu would follow her lead. While Tara and I might find our way out, it wasn’t the time to split our forces.

      And she’s your friend, said a little voice in my head.

      Black Shield agents didn’t have friends, I reminded myself. We did, however, have honor. Andro had just sacrificed himself for all of us and asked that I take care of his sister. Committed, I began to walk into the water.

      “Wait, Kent,” said Tara. “You don’t know what she found. Going after her is an unnecessary risk.”

      “You’re my second in command, so take charge of my duties if I don’t make it back,” I replied.

      She started toward me, expression angry, when Nami let out a low cry. Our attention went to the pool where a blue light was growing brighter as it rose to the surface. The dark shadow looked more or less like Riva, but I moved into a fighting stance just in case.

      Riva’s head broke the surface a few seconds later, and she came out of the water dripping. It didn’t seem to bother her, but the soaked Volcuri gave her head and feathers a good shake before speaking.

      “There is an underwater passage. Long, but it eventually comes out near an exit. The lights are still on in there. This is the way.”

      Tara gave the water a skeptical look. “How long is long?”

      “Do not worry, Tara. I did not exaggerate when I said the Volcuri are skilled in the water. Nami and I will take you with us. There is a break in the middle with an air pocket. We will stop there for you.”

      “What about the Chief?” Tara motioned at me.

      “I’ll be fine. I can hold my breath long enough, and I’m a strong swimmer. If Riva says this is a way out, we’re going to take it.”

      There was no more discussion on the matter. Riva and Nami hooked arms around Tara, and the three descended together. Their tails pumped hard, carrying the trio away in a flash. Havu followed, holding his weapon for a light. I stowed mine safely on my back so that my hands were free and waded in.

      The water smelled crisp and untouched. No doubt had been for an untold amount of time. Down here there was hardly any current to contend with either, making the swim simple.

      Tara’s earlier question about whether the water was safe for us echoed in my ears. I would have preferred to have some protective eye gear, but that wasn’t an option so I just kept them open.

      The water, cool but not icy, didn’t sting at all. I followed the glow from Havu’s sword and had to put in some work to keep up. His powerful tail acted like a propeller of sorts, and his body had a fluid movement to it. We continued for a full minute until he rose up and broke the surface. When my head was clear, I found the others taking a breather.

      “You good?” I asked Tara.

      She treaded water, moving her arms in gentle circles. “Fine. I swam for one year in high school. Wasn’t my thing, but I know what I’m doing. Riva wasn’t kidding though. The Volcuri can move.”

      “I noticed,” I said, my response dry.

      Riva glanced over at me, then Tara. Understanding made her expression somewhat contrite. “Ah, I see. Nami and I will slow down a little to avoid separation. We’re nearly there.”

      None of the Volcuri showed any signs of fatigue. I wasn’t tired either. Keeping up with them had taken me nearly to the limit of my lung capacity, but I had already recovered. It looked to me like the only reason for the pause was for us humans. With Riva and Nami hauling Tara, I was itching to get going.

      “We should keep moving,” I advised.

      With everyone else in agreement, we set off once more. As promised, the pace slowed enough that I didn’t have to work quite so hard. Havu’s glow gave off enough light for me to see the underwater surroundings.

      Where I’d expected to see only rock, I found life. A small group of cave crustaceans, pure white from a lifetime of sunless existence, clung to the bottom. The light gave them a blue cast, and I thought that they were both alien and eerily familiar at the same time.

      Tara had once told me about trips she’d taken as a child to the zoo. Her explanation that such a place existed at all, let alone that it was available to the public for education and entertainment, had baffled me.

      She’d described seeing something like this. Unable to fathom it then, I stared at the creature in front of me, transfixed. When my head collided with something hard and immovable, I realized my mistake. I’d let myself get distracted.

      Disoriented, I snapped my head back and forth, looking for the others. Havu had disappeared, along with his light. I saw then that the glow came from the creatures themselves, and without Havu, the light was much weaker.

      But there were more. More thankful for my enhanced eyesight than I could ever remember being, I was able to pick out the way in the shadowy darkness. The course had curved, which was what I had missed while staring at the creatures.

      For a scary second, I wasn’t sure which way I had come and which was the way forward. If I picked wrong, going back might be a death wish. My lung capacity was good, but it wouldn’t last forever. Going with my gut, I took off to the left.

      Adrenaline rushed through me as I pumped my legs. This section of the water tunnel didn’t have as many of the crustaceans, and my visibility went to almost nil. It forced me to grope the wall as a guide or risk smashing my head again. When my lungs started to burn, I kept my calm to preserve oxygen. Spots began to dance around my vision, or at least I thought they did—it was hard to tell in the dark.

      I put all my focus into moving forward until I couldn’t any longer. Something blocked me, and I began to grope frantically for the right way. The only thing I found was the way I’d come. Maybe I could make it back… Even as my mind formed the thought, I knew it was impossible.

      Which way was up? If there was a pocket of air, I could at least get my bearings. I wanted to take a breath, but that meant certain death, I knew that much. My limbs didn’t want to move anyway.

      Time had run out.

      Suddenly, I was moving up, fast. The feeling of being pulled was my last semi-coherent thought as the black closed in.
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      The startling sensation of something sucking on my mouth startled me. I sat up in a rush, sputtering. “What the hell?” Well, that’s what I tried to say. What actually came out sounded something like “bwat da ell?!”

      “Shut up!” a voice hissed.

      A familiar voice. Wiping water from my face, I squinted in the dark and saw Tara centimeters from my face with her finger over her mouth. The shock wore off in an instant, and I went stone still, straining my ears.

      The familiar tongue of the Volcuri people reached my ears. It only took half a second to realize I couldn’t understand it.

      “Translators are dead. The water,” Tara explained.

      I scowled, annoyed that hadn’t occurred to me before taking the dive. Then again, it wasn’t like we had anything watertight to pack them in. I drew the weapon from my back and found that it still worked, but I turned it off immediately to take stock of our new situation.

      We were in a tiny cavern. Light from an outside source spilled into the space just enough that I could see. The three Volcuri were grouped together at a stone egress. I assumed they were listening and keeping watch. Behind me, the water I’d been pulled out of was still making tiny waves. That meant I hadn’t been out long. Thanks to my body being able to heal faster than average, I was more or less back to my usual self.

      As quietly as I could, I moved into a crouched position, then leaned over to whisper to Tara. “What’s out there?”

      “The supply chamber we saw from the lab,” she replied, her voice so low I barely caught it. “I think the nearest patrol heard you because they’re coming back.”

      I went quiet again so I could hear. Sure enough, the voices were closer this time. With Riva and the others already taking up the space at the opening, all Tara and I could do was wait. That didn’t sit well with me, someone used to going through—or out—the door first. My grip on the weapon tightened, and I went into lying in wait mode.

      For me, that meant going utterly still and reducing all signs of my presence as much as possible. The voices outside our hiding spot had gone quiet, indicating they were aiming for stealth. It didn’t make too much of a difference because Makin’s people still made plenty of noise while walking.

      Stepping lightly in the forest was something Riva’s people excelled at. Apparently, that trait didn’t transfer over, especially on terrain like this. Their talons dragged on the floor with a screech. I tensed when they were a meter away and closing. Riva’s position just inside the rocky arch gave her the best advantage she was going to get.

      The spear in her hands was dark and angled down.

      Weapon glow splashed on the wall and reflected off the water. This alcove being much smaller than the one where we’d entered the first pool, our hole lit up as if someone had thrown a switch.

      Riva made her move in the same instant that the enemy came into view. Her spear came to life like a brazier being lit, and she was gone, leaping through the opening and diving headlong into the enemy with a battle cry.

      I was already moving when the first clash of weapons sounded. Nami beat me outside but only because she was right on Riva’s heels.

      “Stay with Havu,” I ordered over my shoulder.

      In the next room, Riva was locked in combat with a Turned soldier. A big one. He towered over her, and I judged him to be around two and a half meters tall. Nami had engaged a smaller one, female from the body type. Of the two, I judged Riva as needing more help.

      Her opponent wasn’t just tall. Thick muscles bulged in his arms and legs. The armor he wore didn’t cover it all, which I considered a break. Riva rushed forward, spear pointed straight out. The guard lifted a war hammer and swung.

      His follow through was good, and I had no doubt that if the hit had connected, Riva would be laid out. Instead, she ducked and slid under, using her tail to keep from falling over. Rage colored the rebel leader’s every movement.

      That wasn’t good.

      With Andro’s death so fresh in her mind, she was liable to fight angry rather than smart. The broken translators just made matters worse because we couldn’t work as a team.

      I decided it didn’t matter that Riva passed in front of me before lunging at the giant’s leg to leave a slash of red when the blade cut. I saw her back, and it reminded me of the words we’d exchanged only a few hours ago, if it had even been that long.

      She trusted me at her back.

      “Riva!” I called out her name knowing she wouldn’t understand what I was saying, but so she knew I was coming.

      I blazed by as she danced out of reach of the hammer again. The guard looked momentarily confused by my presence but reacted quickly. He continued with the swing and brought it around full circle. It was predictable enough that I went low, just as Riva had, and used Makin’s staff to drive a blow into his upper thigh.

      The blue glow flared upon contact, and I heard the sizzle of burning flesh. The acrid smell of burnt skin filled the air, but I ignored it. The guard went down on one knee with a resounding thud. I raised the staff like a club, prepared to strike, when a frantic call made me look up.

      Just in time to see the thick tail flying toward my head. I dove for the ground, but the big guy was finally learning. The tail smacked into me with all the force of a moving car, and I narrowly avoided eating a mouthful of rock by rolling with the momentum.

      Riva screamed something in Volcuri to get the guard’s attention. It worked, and he limped in her direction. I’d had the wind knocked out of me and struggled into a sitting position before getting to my feet.

      The guard tried to lash out with his tail again. Riva dodged it with graceful ease and brought her weapon up to find a weak point in his armor. The blow caught his arm and cut to the bone. Blood arced through the air and hit the ground. It gave me an opening to dart in and swing with all my considerable force.

      It rang his bell and the soldier swayed as if drunk, then sank to his knees. I strode forward and grabbed his helmet to wrench his head. For this, we didn’t need words. Riva raked the spear across his neck and finished it.

      I stepped back and let the body fall.

      Riva shot me a nod. A grunt to my left caught my attention. I turned and saw Nami pulling her glowing blade from her opponent. With the two Turned guards down for good, we were free.

      “Tara!” I called. “The coast is clear.”

      She and Havu came out and surveyed the carnage with little surprise. I took a few seconds to study our surroundings. The crates were stacked efficiently, and a large bay door took up most of one wall.

      “What now?” asked Tara. “These supplies aren’t going to help us get out of here.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” I jerked my chin to where Havu stood. Tara’s gaze followed the direction and went wide when she saw what the other Volcuri had found.

      Tucked away in a dark corner was a glorious sight: the PEVs that had been left behind on our first visit.

      “I hope they still have some juice,” Tara commented. “Not to mention there are only two of us who know how to handle them. What do we do about that?”

      For once, I had an answer. “Won’t be a problem as long as they have enough charge. The PEVs have tethering and autopilot features. It’s in case you’re using one to haul something.”

      They started up without a problem, and the displays showed they all had at least half a charge. The only thing left to do was attempt to explain my plan to the Volcuri in our party.

      It took a fair amount of miming and more than a little frustration, but we figured it out. Five too-long minutes later, we were on the move. Riva sat behind me at the front of the line with Havu on the tethered PEV. Tara drove that last one, and Nami would ride with her as soon as the bay door opened.

      We waited until the last minute because it might set off some kind of alarm. No sooner had we mounted up than a door banged open on the other side of the supply chamber.

      Half a dozen Turned guards rushed in carrying the ranged handheld weapons. Riva yelled something to Nami, but the Volcuri was already working on the panel. It rose up, though much too slow for my taste.

      I started the PEV. The second its sensors and systems kicked on, I directed it to the bay and bent down to get under without hitting my head. Riva followed my example, and I hoped that Havu took notice. The small craft’s headlight illuminated a wide path ahead that must have been used to move the supplies and bigger items that wouldn’t fit through one of the standard doors.

      My gut told me it led outside. I looked back to see Nami jumping on behind Tara and signaled that I was about to haul ass. Tara nodded. I hit the accelerator as the first enemy blast blew past me and hit the opposite wall.

      The PEV jumped forward under my command and raced down the corridor. It was dark, but our beams cut through it and lit the way. More blasts of blue dogged us, one of them coming close enough that I felt the heat.

      The way curved just ahead, so I called out the warning to Tara.

      A howl of pain answered, then a high shriek that I recognized as Tara. Risking a look, I saw that Nami was hunched over, one hand gripping my second’s shoulder. Bright spots of blood bloomed where Nami’s talons dug in, but Tara hung on.

      I couldn’t see in that instant how bad or where she was hurt, but it didn’t matter—we couldn’t stop. The three of us barreled around the turn and hit another straightaway… that led to a dead end. To make matters worse, my PEVs navigation didn’t even recognize it.

      We had about a hundred meters before we hit the wall, but I only slowed the vehicle. Tara came level with me, pain etched into her features. Blood leaked from Nami’s side where a blast had found its mark.

      The Volcuri warrior had removed her talons from Tara’s shoulder, but the wounds there still bled freely. That put two of our fighters out of commission. Havu, so far, hadn’t shown any fighting ability, and I didn’t think he could be counted on. That left Riva and me if the Turned caught up to us.

      “Well, this sucks large,” Tara yelled over the motors.

      “This doesn’t make any sense.” I pointed to the holomap. “We see the tunnel end is coming, but it looks clear. Besides, this passage is for supply runs. Why wall it off?”

      Tara studied the dead end as we drew closer, then looked down at her PEVs display. “What if the sensors aren’t messed up? Maybe it’s a dupe.”

      We exchanged twin glances of understanding. “It’s a blind. Maybe their version of a hologram. Only one way to find out.”

      “Chief, I hope you’re right about this,” Tara said with feeling.

      “Look at it this way, Perez. If I’m wrong, we’re dead either way.”

      “Right. Positive thoughts.”

      Riva was watching us talk but had no idea what we were discussing. I did my best to explain. Using hand signals, I indicated the wall with one hand and the PEV with the other, then made a show of ramming the PEV through and out the other side. She seemed to get it but looked skeptical.

      The sound of running feet echoed in the distance, alerting us that the Turned were nearly to the curve. I nodded at Tara and accelerated once more. This time I kept the pace a little slower in case my theory was off.

      My body tensed as the rock wall drew closer. It sure as hell looked solid. Solid enough that my assuredness wavered ever so slightly. Gritting my teeth, I aimed the PEV straight for it. The Turned fired, evidently having us in their sight. Their blasts hit around us, but I swore most hit nothing but thin air.

      I had to be right. No longer concerned, I gunned the PEV again when there was less than a meter to go.

      We sailed straight through and out into the bright sunlight.
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      Almost as soon as we were out, the PEV’s alert system went off. I thought maybe it was damaged by an errant shot but saw the incoming signal icon instead.

      A wave of relief washed over me as a familiar voice spilled out of the onboard audio system. “PEV rider, this is AMI. Command AI of the colony ship Exodus Ark. Identify yourself.”

      “AMI, this is Kent, Chief Mission Ward of same colony ship.”

      “Wright feared you were dead. I guess we can cancel the rescue mission. Or do you need assistance?”

      I cast a surveying eye around where the tunnel had spit us out.

      “You got a lock on us?” I asked.

      “I do, Kent.”

      “We’ve got just over a quarter fuel charge. Send us coordinates that we can reach that will get us to the closest friendlies.”

      The display gave a little ring to alert me that the map had been updated with a route and offered me the choice to switch to auto. I declined. If something happened and I had to take control again, I didn’t want to be messing with settings.

      “Your ETA is around thirty-one minutes, Kent,” AMI informed me. “You’ll be met by a transport.

      “Got it. Let whoever know that we’ve got injuries to treat.”

      We hit the edge of the forest without being shot at again and threaded our way through the trees at the pace AMI recommended so as not to drain the fuel cell before hitting our target location. Since no one gave chase and we put a decent distance between ourselves in the mountain, I went along with it.

      Nami was in pain but holding up well. Havu had only suffered a cut on his face from the blasts tearing into the wall and sending out jagged shards of the rock. Behind me, Riva stayed silent. AMI could have translated since we had the PEV’s comm systems available, but I didn’t think she was interested.

      Now that we were out of danger, she slumped dejectedly and the fire had gone from her eyes, replaced with grief. I didn’t lose my brother, but our team had suffered three losses. Getting captured before we even had a chance to launch our part of the defensive got marked down as mission failure in my book.

      I wanted to ask AMI for an update on the other two teams, but now wasn’t the time for a debrief. It was a small consolation prize that the outposts were under our control and that Makin had fewer soldiers at his disposal than anticipated.

      My mind still took everything that I had learned since landing on the planet’s surface for the second time and tried to order it into some semblance of a new attack plan.

      I continued down that line of thought all the way to AMI’s coordinates. I half expected Director Wright to be waiting again, ready to tear into me, but it was two pilots. Even after we loaded the PEVs into the transport and got ourselves buckled in, I felt a bleak cloud settle over me, especially when I looked at Riva.

      She had yet to attempt any sort of communication, and even Nami looked at her leader with worry. But was it really any wonder why? All of my decisions had led to the death of her brother. If I’d made better choices, he might still be alive.

      Andro had laid down his life to make sure his sister survived. He’d made a sacrifice for someone that mattered. Family.

      Black Shield agents have no family.

      Doubt wasn’t something I was used to, and the heaviness of it hung around my neck like a weight. Those like me, one-track-minded soldiers who only cared about the mission, weren’t supposed to mix with regular people, and this was why. I was fooling myself to think I could ever change.

      Tara tried to talk to me a few times, but I shut her down until she sat back in her seat with a stony expression. Just another concern to add to my growing list.

      By the time we made it to basecamp, I was in such a sour mood that I nearly missed that we weren’t anywhere near the outposts. The transport set down in the desert, and the mountain looked tiny off in the distance.

      I could make out the telltale Volcuri designs, but human elements had been added. During our time in the mountain, apparently, this new camp had been erected. There wasn’t anything that I deemed a barrier, but we were out in the middle of nowhere. Any attempted attacks would be detected in time to mount a defense.

      When we exited the transport, a welcome party waited. Mitch and Noah, along with Dr. Gray and a Volcuri that I recognized as a healer, stood waiting for us. It lifted my mood a fraction to see they had all survived.

      Dr. Gray tsked at Tara, who winced when she walked. “How is your side holding up?”

      “Doing better than the shoulder,” she admitted.

      The medic Volcuri moved to Nami’s side and began to lead her away.

      Mitch approached Riva, bowed to her, then handed her a translator. She accepted it with a gracious nod and fixed it into place. Mitch handed another to Havu, sans the bow. I figured it had to be something he picked up while staying at her camp because the man had never acted like that before.

      “That is much better,” Riva said, testing out the new device.

      “Glad it’s working,” Mitch commented. “Director Wright is waiting for you two.”

      “What about Havu?” I hooked a thumb at the scientist.

      “He has a transport coming to take him to Skan and St. John. They want to talk to him. I’ll stick with him until they arrive.”

      Noah motioned for us to follow him. “I’ll take you inside. They worked double time to get this place up and running while you were gone. The boss wanted somewhere far enough away from the mountain that Makin wouldn’t likely have scouts. It was fast once we found this place abandoned.”

      I acknowledged that with a low grunt. Noah didn’t usually talk this much, but he was still human. They tended to fill awkward silences with useless chatter. I let him, if only to keep from thinking about my failures in the mountain.

      “It works out because the Volcuri have a place to sleep, and so do we. It’s only been a day, but so far the weather has held and there haven’t been any attacks.”

      When he paused, I couldn’t resist asking one question. “We’re in the dark on what happened with anyone else. I know you can’t debrief me, but I’d like to know how many we lost.”

      He flicked an understanding glance at me. “Sorry, Chief. I didn’t even think about that. Of course you want to know. Four human, three Volcuri.”

      Riva seemed to have been lost in thought, but that got her attention. “Five Volcuri. Mirtos didn’t make it, nor did…”

      She trailed off, and Noah had the good sense not to press her.

      “The Director was worried when you went missing,” he continued, his attention deliberately back on me. “The news you guys made it out alive spread pretty fast though, and he wants to start planning the next op right away.”

      The space functioning as a war room was an explosion of holo data. Graphs, maps, and probability documents covered each wall. A table set up in the middle with a built in holo prominently featured the mountain, scaled down to fit.

      Wright looked up when we entered, and his gaze settled on me. There was something in his eyes that I didn’t quite know how to take. Disappointment, perhaps.

      “Chief,” he began, getting to his feet. “Riva. Good to see you both here.”

      For her part, Riva managed to shed her black mood enough to respond in kind.

      Once the required greetings were over, I clasped my hands behind my back and went into report mode. I took the Director through every detail. Beside me, Riva jerked when I explained the events with her brother, but she didn’t interject.

      “We made it out and received a transmission from AMI,” I concluded.

      He waited a beat, taking in all that I’d said, then turned to Riva. “You have my deepest condolences. I’ve lost a brother too, and it’s a hard thing.”

      The rebel leader dipped into a shallow bow. “Thank you for saying so, Director Wright. We heard there were losses for the other teams as well. Can you update us on the situation?”

      “Of course. Overall, we did better than Makin did. After losing contact with your team, the other two pushed forward in hopes they could rendezvous with you all on the inside. I made the decision to pull them back when an initial search yielded no sign of you.”

      “Nothing I saw looked familiar,” I put in. “Must have been a different part than we initially saw.”

      Wright shrugged. “It’s a big pile of rock. I am quite interested in this news you’ve brought me. Knowing Makin doesn’t have the forces we assumed will make another assault on his little fortress a little easier.”

      My brows drew together at his optimism. “When do you want to do this?”

      “Soon. Preferably after you get some rest. This new data changes things. Not to mention that tunnel you found. We’ve been doing drone sweeps, and there are more. It matches what was found on the data cube. We have an update there too. AMI?”

      The tabletop mountain winked away and was replaced with a map. I recognized most of it from the information we had prior to our latest incursion, but it had expanded.

      “AMI, can you pinpoint the tunnel we came out of?”

      “Certainly, Kent.”

      A green line moved inward from the edge of the mountain and connected to a space that had to be the supply chamber. I said as much, adding a little more detail.

      “We got into that chamber through an underwater tunnel,” I explained. Then, zeroing in on another section, I continued. “What is this? We never saw a cavern that big.”

      I looked to Riva for confirmation, and she nodded. “Chief Kent is correct. According to the map, they are connected. There were no other entrances in the passage we used to escape.”

      “That you saw,” Wright said pointedly. “You didn’t see the exit either. If that cavern holds something important, it makes sense that Makin would keep it hidden.”

      “True enough,” Riva conceded. “I’ve never witnessed the Mind Thieves’ arrival. Perhaps that is where they land.”

      I tapped the table, trying to work through it. “What about others in your clan? Surely someone has been around when the Mind Thieves show up.”

      Riva shook her head. “No one stays above during that time. I suppose the Elders might have information.”

      Director Wright looked back and forth between me and Riva. “Listen. I’m having more supplies flown in from the Ark, along with more bodies to help support our next attack. There’s no point in putting this off too long. I want Makin out of the picture long before the Mind Thieves get here.”

      “Copy that, Director.”

      “First,” he said, eyeing me with a look that said I shouldn’t argue, “get some sleep. You’re no good to me if you’re too tired to function. I’ll have AMI get you up to put together the next mission. Dismissed.”

      He didn’t have to worry about me stepping out of line. I could contain that until I found something to punch. I gave a half salute and walked out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Noah showed me to a room that functioned as an exercise area. Every basecamp, no matter how primitive, had one. This one was pretty bare as far things went. A hanging bag, some weights, and a few other “essential” items were neatly placed around the room. This part of the building was in the old section, and it had walls of stone.

      I wasn’t looking for a workout, though. All the rage and angst about the failed mission that I’d kept chained up inside me wanted to be let loose. I was tired of pretending. Tired of being someone else when everything inside me wanted to be what I had been trained to be.

      So I gave in.

      I strode over to the dumbbells, swiped one of the largest sets off the rack, and whipped it at the stone wall. The hit shook the wall, and a crack formed, then spiderwebbed its way up the wall.

      The expending of energy felt good. Too good, because it was all too easy to pick up the next one and heave it at the opposite wall. This time, small chunks of the wall came loose and fell to the floor.

      I started breathing hard, though not from the exertion. Adrenaline rushed through me, increasing my heart rate and making the blood pound in my ears. Still, more anger poured in. Why couldn’t I escape it?

      Inside, something felt wrong. Twisted. What did I care? I moved to the heavy bag, ready to rip it down.

      “Kent.”

      The single word stopped me in my tracks.

      I looked to the door and found Tara standing with Dr. Gray, both of them eyeing me warily.

      “What?” I snarled.

      “See?” said Tara. “Something’s wrong with him. I noticed back in the mountain but chalked it up to the stress.”

      My fists bunched, eager for more violence. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Sorry about this.” Dr. Gray shot me a look of apology, then raised a weapon and fired before I could react. A sharp stabbing pain had me looking down to see a small silver dart sticking out of my chest.

      A curse ripped from my throat as the lights went out.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to, the world seemed different. Lighter, somehow.

      The initial brightness wasn’t too bad, and my eyes blinked open to find I was in a medical tent.

      Dr. Gray stood, with Dr. St. John at her side, their backs to me. “You’re sure?” she said.

      “I’m sure,” St. John replied. “Whatever they did to him, it was subliminal. He had no idea it was happening. The stimulation prompts I gave his brain will have brought him back to normal. Well, as normal as a BSC soldier can be.”

      “I heard that, Doc,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Both of the doctors spun around at the sound of my voice. Dr. Gray still wore a cautious expression, but St. John just looked excited.

      I narrowed my eyes at them. “What happened? Dr. Gray, you’re looking at me like I’m a faulty bomb that might go off at any second.”

      She shot a look at her companion, then back to me. “I’m sorry, Chief Kent. I had to tranq you. How are you feeling? Angry, perhaps having an urge to do violence?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say no right off, but I did an internal evaluation because something must have prompted this response. “No, I’m just mildly irritated. Look, is this about what happened in the workout room? I just lost control. It happens to everyone, especially after what we went through.”

      “No,” she shot back. “It doesn’t. I’ll let Rhys explain.”

      “Thank you, Emily.” The scientist cleared his throat, then launched into his explanation. “Chief, I’m afraid your mind was messed with. Do you know how?”

      I started to say no, then I remembered waking up in the medical pod after that sensory bomb had taken me out of commission. St. John must have seen the realization on my face because he nodded.

      “I thought as much. Someone exerted a form of mind persuasion through the use of subliminal stimulation.”

      Alarmed, I shot up into a sitting position. “Are you saying Makin tried to Turn me?”

      He shook his head. “No. Nothing about your gene sequence is different. Your brain waves, however, are—were—a different story. Someone poked around the part of your subconscious that controls negative thoughts. From what I saw, you would have been feeling extreme self-doubt and anger. That sound about right?”

      So, Makin had messed around in my head.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “It felt off, but it was like I was in some dark emotional pit. I remember thinking I was a failure. That the mission was a failure. I just wanted to take my anger out on something.”

      “And now?”

      “I feel fine. No anger. The mission itself wasn’t all that much of a failure, considering what we found out.”

      The doctors both exhaled, the tightness in their shoulders visibly relaxing. “That’s good,” said Dr. Gray. “If Dr. St. John hadn’t figured out the problem, you would have been put into a medically induced coma.”

      “Like I said, fine now,” I told them. “How long have I been out?”

      They exchanged glances again, then Dr. Gray spoke. “Per the Director’s orders, you’ve been under just over eight straight hours. He wanted you well rested before any more operations were planned.”

      “I never had a mother,” I said. “And I don’t think I care for it much.”

      For a second, no one said anything. Then, Dr. St. John let out a hoot of laughter. “Tara wasn’t kidding after all. You have gained a sense of humor lately.”

      “Just to be on the safe side, I want to keep you under observation for the next few hours,” Dr. Gray added. She picked up a personal pad from the nearby stand and handed it to me. “Director Wright sent this so you could work. It’ll be good for you to do normal activities, but you’re going to have to get scanned every hour or so until I’m satisfied the influence is gone.”

      Resigned, I nodded. “Fine. Let me know when I’m good.”

      When they were gone, I tried to process what I’d been told. The idea that Makin had dug around in my brain pissed me off, but it came nowhere near the rage I’d felt before the pretty doctor had shot me with the tranq. I reconciled with the violation easier than I did the fact that I hadn’t been able to overcome it.

      When Dr. St. John came by to do the first set of tests, I asked him about that. “Riva’s brother was able to resist the mind enslavement process for the most part. Does that mean I lack that quality?”

      He stopped looking at his pad and met my gaze. “Not at all,” he said firmly. “This wasn’t mind control, at least not like what the Turned go through. This was a nudge to your baser instinct. I believe the idea was just to make you violent enough that we put you down. A bit of diabolical genius, really.”

      I frowned. “I’ve never felt like that before. Like nothing would ever overcome the anger. You sound impressed.”

      His eyebrows shot up at my thinly veiled accusation. “You misunderstand, Chief. I am impressed, that’s true, but only at the scientific level. It wasn’t a good thing. If Tara hadn’t noticed something amiss, you might have killed someone.”

      St. John was right about that much. I shuddered to think what might have happened to Tara if she’d interrupted me instead of going for help. It was a bit of a jolt to realize that I cared about that. The idea of causing pain to my squad mate mattered.

      With that in mind, I distracted myself by getting back to work. The personal pad was encoded to me and contained everything we knew about the First and the mountain. While the map had been updated to show more schematics, few were labeled.

      For the next hour, I let my mind take all the data in and made notes that felt pertinent. Some of the map I was able to add information on, like the tunnel with the hidden entrance. It worked well to keep me preoccupied until a shadow fell over the pad. It was Riva.

      Some of my guilt over the death of her brother remained, but it wasn’t overpowering. Still, I set the pad down and stood up. The Volcuri leader had cleaned up and must have gotten some rest since she didn’t look so worn down.

      “I heard what happened,” she said. “Makin will be dealt with soon enough. I wanted to stop by and make sure you understand that I don’t blame you. It was unacceptable to let my own emotions take over like that.”

      “No apology necessary,” I told her.

      “Thank you, Chief Kent.” She turned and walked to the tent opening. I followed, and we watched a supply transport land about a klick out. Her feathers were ruffled by a light breeze, and she didn’t try to tamp them down. “It’s amazing to see a vessel in flight. Sometimes I just wish I could fly away. None of us living have even seen the ships of our past.”

      I didn’t have a response to that. It had to be strange seeing something that her people hadn’t seen in person. Flight capable vessels had to look as alien to them as UFOs did to—

      My head snapped up as the thought hit. “What did you say?”

      Riva tilted her head to the said as if confused. “I said I wanted to fly away sometimes. That our people had never seen the ships we used to travel the stars in. Why?”

      “Isn’t that what the elders said? The key to salvation lies in the past. Our people must fly again. We thought that was a metaphor, but what if it wasn’t?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

      My words came out rushed as my brain worked overtime to put the puzzle together. “Your people were capable of space flight once. What happened to the ships?”

      Her feathers twitched as she thought. “I… I don’t know. There’s no mention of them in the records. I assumed the Mind Thieves had them all destroyed.”

      I went back into the tent and headed for the personal pad. “What if they didn’t? I don’t know about you, but this space looks big enough to house something like a fleet of ships.”

      I swiped through the pages, found the map schematics, and zoomed in on one area in particular.

      As soon as Riva saw the large chamber, she let out a light hiss. “I was told you need to stay here. For me to check on this, I have to leave. It won’t take long.”

      I waved her off. When she was gone, I studied the map again and began formulating a plan. Invading the mountain to find them was a gamble. If I was right about the large, unmarked chamber being a hangar, who knew what else it might hold. If I was wrong, at the very least we would still have control of the mountain.

      The first part of a mission plan had already started to form in my head when Riva returned, the data cube in hand.

      “My apologies. I had to find Nami and a workstation to use the cube. We think you are correct. Once we knew what to look for, the data was easier to work with. Ship codes, we think. There are also landing pads scattered around the planet.”

      Excitement shone in her eyes, and I couldn’t help but feel the same. “This is good. It might be how we deal with the Mind Thieves when they arrive. I would bet for the first time in my life that they won’t be expecting that kind of welcome.”

      “I agree. Now, all we have to do is finish what we started.”
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      The plan was simple.

      Storm the mountain, dethrone Makin, and find a way into the other supposed hangar.

      I had detailed reports of what had gone down during our three-pronged attack. Once we added the information that Havu had given us about Makin’s lack of guard support, it looked more than doable.

      Riva put the call out for all of her scouts and warriors to return. Unfortunately, Bakir had yet to come back from his task of convincing the nomadic tribes to help. While it would have been preferable to have the extra support, I was confident in our chances this time around.

      Another multi-teamed incursion was planned, but I wouldn’t be part of the forces infiltrating to take over. Tara, Mitch, Noah, and I—along with Riva and her chosen warriors—would be heading for the large cavern.

      Tara stood next to me after all the preparations had been done. “Sorry for siccing the doctor on you, Chief.”

      I angled my head to look at her. Her shoulders were hunched like she thought I might yell at her. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I should be thanking you, in fact. If you hadn’t noticed something wrong, I would have hurt someone.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said quickly.

      “You’re wrong. Whatever Makin did had me seeing red. It was just a matter of time. You did the right thing.”

      She blew out a breath and rolled her shoulders to relax the muscles. “Yeah, okay. I’m glad you got sorted out. No offense, but that was a little scary. I mean, I saw you fight the Flux when you didn’t have any emotions… What I saw yesterday wasn’t anything like that.”

      I looked forward again as a wave of shame rolled through me. “You were afraid.”

      “I was. But I knew that wasn’t you. If Makin had done the same thing to me, or Mitch, the result would have been the same. I hope you know that.”

      Some deep tension inside me eased up at the confession. I hadn’t even realized it bothered me until the feeling went away. “I do. Thanks. Again.”

      Tara nudged me playfully with an elbow. “Anytime. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to go kick Makin’s ass into the void.”

      I laughed. “I’d like to kick his ass into the nearest star, but I’ll settle for keeping him as a prisoner.”

      We walked to our transport and loaded up. This time there was more than one. AMI had also sent down half of the Ark’s drones to assist. The short flight dropped our team and the PEVs we needed to enter the secret tunnel.

      The map showed a passage there that I had missed when gunning through the day before. It was probably masked like the mountain entrance, and I had just hadn’t seen the blip on my display screen.

      My weapon and wrist unit had been replaced, and I checked the latter once more as we were landing. The new comm clicked in my ear, and AMI’s voice came over the line.

      “Everything is set, Kent. Try not to get captured again, will you? I find the event quite stressful. Not to mention that you keep losing equipment.”

      I felt the corner of my mouth twitch and suppressed the smile. “Copy that, AMI. Keep in mind that I brought three PEVs back.”

      “That,” she replied, “was a lucky break.”

      “Luck didn’t have anything to do with it. Okay, we’re going radio silent.”

      She made a hmph sound but ended the transmission.

      Tara didn’t bother to hide her own smile. “You know, I think I just figured out why that AI is on my case all the time.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “She’s the one flirting.” Tara pointed at Mitch, who was busy looking anywhere but at us. “You know I’m right.”

      He made a show of checking his equipment. “No idea what you’re talking about, Perez.”

      “She’s right, Chief.” That came from Noah. I took him more seriously because he was careful to choose his words, but I was still confused.

      “We can have this conversation later,” I announced. “Right now, our focus is the mission.”

      Tara started to roll her eyes, then caught my expression. “You got it, Chief.”

      “All right. You know the drill. We’re going in the same tunnel we came out yesterday, then hitting the side entrance that appears to lead into the larger cavern. The other teams are going to launch simultaneous attacks at the entrances we’ve secured.”

      My team had put on their serious faces and gave me their acknowledgement.

      “Like last time, we’re not using non-lethal rounds. If someone tries to kill you, kill them first. Once we hit the cavern, Nami and Riva are going to hit any of the panels and Volcuri-based electronics.”

      Riva and her people rode passenger on the PEVs again since driving them without training made things a little too awkward. No doubt they could have made it work eventually, but time was our enemy.

      The two dozen in our team flew through the fake rock and into the darkened passage. I was on edge, ready for anything. If nothing else, my experiences with Makin had reinforced that anything could go wrong.

      I kept an eye on the PEV’s display as it approached the coordinates. Sure enough, according to sensors, there was a small break in what appeared to be solid rock. I gave the signal and brought the small craft to a stop. One of the teams behind me came up and dismounted.

      Both men had handheld scanners and cans of spray paint. They marked the edge of the entrance to make it easier for us to move through without accidentally running into the walls. While the new tunnel wasn’t as big as our current path, I sent four of the Ark’s drones in ahead. They had already lost connection with the ship’s network when we entered the mountain. Thanks to an auto feature, they could still function.

      I maneuvered the PEV inside after them, keeping the light off to err on the side of caution. One by one, the rest of my team followed me in. According to my display, the route would only last for fifty straight meters and meet up with the hangar. Or, what I assumed was a hangar. No one else had come up with a better idea.

      I wanted to be right. That, too, felt strange. Wanting and hoping versus not caring. In the back of my head, I kept picturing what would happen if there was no fleet of ships. In that scenario, even if we killed Makin, we still had to deal with the First wanting to destroy the planet issue.

      Without some way to defend Kainos, the human and Volcuri population was done for. The backup forces coming from Earth hadn’t sent any other communications, and the exact time of their arrival was still up in the air. They weren’t a guarantee either.

      I could only depend on what was here. That was the bottom line. Pushing everything else from my mind, I forged ahead. Just past the halfway mark, a familiar tingle started at the base of my neck.

      A quick check of the defense drones’ sensors didn’t reveal anything out of the ordinary. I gave the signal to wait while the machines went ahead. It didn’t take long to find out what gave me the buzz.

      As soon as the drones passed the tunnel threshold into the open cavern, the whine of weapons fire tore through the air, and flashes of blue lit the corridor. The more familiar sound of automatic weapons fire that came from the drones’ guns had me pushing the PEV into high gear.

      “Go now while we have the cover fire!” I ordered over the comms.

      I activated the PEV’s safety shield and ducked down behind it. Less than thirty seconds later, we burst into the cavern. The display was lit up with new markings—enemy targets in red and friendlies colored blue.

      The cavern exploded with light. Or, the section we were in did. More lighting continued to come on in a wave, stretching far beyond my current location. There were ships, just like we’d figured. Lots of them. I had a moment to take in just how vast the space was, then I was back to focusing on the combat at hand.

      My first impression was that this was Makin’s last stand. He stood, decked out in full armor, behind around two dozen of his Turned soldiers, using them as a shield. That didn’t surprise me in the least. He was exactly the kind of coward to use his men that way.

      The space where the secret tunnel emptied out was littered with crates and metal components—not exactly ideal for a firefight on the back of a PEV. I pulled behind a pile of debris and dismounted. The others did the same and found places with moderate cover.

      Drone fire kept the enemy busy, just as I’d intended. The first one fell as I brought my rifle up, its metal body sparking and shuddering. I found my first target and squeezed off three rounds in quick succession.

      The blue shielding flared brightly with the contact but held. The return fire came almost immediately. I did a check and noted that none of Makin’s people carried the usual medieval style weapons. It seemed they’d learned a lesson there about the efficiency of ranged weapons.

      That was fine by me. I had a trick up my sleeve that had been brought down from the Exodus Ark. I pulled my sidearm and found my target. One modified bullet exploded from the barrel and slammed into the Turned guard I’d fired on.

      I held my breath for a beat as the armor’s energy field flared again. This time, it didn’t hold. Cracks like broken glass rolled through the blue glow, pulsing. Then, the pop of electricity burst out and the shield faded into nothingness.

      “The anti shield rounds are a go!” I yelled. “Switch to teams!”

      The new rounds were the project Dr. St. John had been working on before we came down to meet the Elders. His new bullets were meant to disrupt the energy field around the armor. In his stead, a lab assistant finished the project in time to send along a limited supply. In total, five of us carried one magazine with six of the modified ammo. That meant every shot had to count.

      “On your left, Chief,” informed Tara. “You line them up, I’ll take them down.”

      Going for a new target, I took aim again. He saw his fallen companion and dove for cover. It saved him, but only temporarily. Riva and her warriors didn’t have the handheld blasters or guns. They relied on stealth and distraction to go after any we missed, including the one who now hid behind a stack of crates. The same pile that Riva was using.

      She ended him without much fuss, and his body hadn’t fully hit the ground when she darted off, using a small land vehicle as cover. Most of the other Turned soldiers didn’t realize what was happening, and they made easy marks.

      I wanted Makin. Badly. Of course, he was smart enough to have disappeared, but I knew he was still in the hangar. All I had to do was bide my time. In the meantime, I settled for one of the Turned who had taken refuge under a large contraption that I couldn’t fathom a use for.

      His shield went dead, and Tara completed the follow-through. His head slumped forward, and the blaster dropped to the floor. I reminded myself to tell her later that her marksmanship had vastly improved since the Flux first attacked our ship.

      An enemy soldier went running past our cover spot, and I squeezed off another round at the same time that he tripped over something on the floor and went sailing. The disrupting ammunition caught him in flesh rather than armor, which didn’t have the same effect. He started to crawl away, but I made sure the next shot hit pay dirt.

      The ear comm clicked, alerting me to an open transmission. It was Mitch. “I’m out of the modified ammo.”

      Two more of the squad called out the same.

      “I’m down to two,” said Noah.

      “One here,” I replied. “Let’s make them count.”

      I had no idea how many more of the enemy remained. One thing was for sure—the rest of the soldiers appeared to have figured out what was going on because the sounds of gunfire died away and I couldn’t find a new target on which to set my sights.

      Two more of the drones were dead, leaving just one. I used a few precious seconds to view its stats and found that it was out of ammunition.

      “Chief Kent.” Makin’s bellowed voice grated at me, and I couldn’t tell where it came from because it got lost in the wide open space. “It seems we may be at an impasse.”

      “Someone give me a report,” I hissed into the comm. If Makin stayed true to form, he’d talk for a little while.

      “This is DuPont. Five of our people down, sir. That’s three of the Volcuri and two humans. I’ve got a count on the enemy as eleven confirmed kills. I estimate at least a dozen remain.”

      Not a bad ratio, but not great either.

      “What do you want to do, Chief?” asked Mitch.

      “Stand by,” I instructed. “I have an idea.”

      I pulled out my personal pad and linked to the drone to take over by remote control. One camera was out, but two still functioned well enough. I sent the drone up, hoping no one saw it and tried to take it out.

      “I’m offering you a parlay,” continued Makin. “No harm will come to you if you meet me.”

      “Yeah, right,” Tara muttered.

      The digital eye found the Turned leader behind an alien aircraft some twenty meters away. Six of his guards formed a tight circle around him, but the rest were slinking forward while he spoke.

      Ignoring him, I beamed the footage to the rest of my team. “Check that out. Everyone tag a target on your wrist units and be ready to go on my signal.

      “Do you not accept, Chief Kent?”

      There was a clear path to his location if we both stepped out into the open. I figured that might be the best chance we were going to get.

      “Noah, I’m going to draw him out,” I said. “You hit him with the EMP and give Tara the opening.”

      “You got it, Chief. Ready when you are.”

      I holstered my sidearm and put the rifle on my back. No way was I going to put that down. It would have to be good enough for Makin that my hands stayed empty.

      “All right,” I called out. “I’m coming, unarmed. You do the same.”

      Breaking from the sheltered spot I’d been calling home for the past few minutes felt wrong. I knew Makin couldn’t be trusted, so I was putting all my trust in my team. Hands out in a sign of peace, I moved into the open. Makin came out right where the drone had shown him, but he didn’t come alone.

      His entourage flanked him, clearly ready for any action. I couldn’t see the drone’s cameras anymore, but I did see that the guards weren’t looking behind them. Riva and three of her warriors had circled around from behind.

      The Turned didn’t appear to notice. I approached slowly, waiting for the right moment. Makin stared at me with an intensity that spoke of distrust. At ten meters away, he stopped.

      “There must be some agreement we can come to.”

      Shaking my head, I came to a halt too. “That’s pretty optimistic considering I know the Mind Thieves have plans for you if you don’t get the situation under control.”

      He lifted his beak. “They do not control every aspect. I have some sense of self-preservation.”

      Pulling a Tara, I snorted. “I’m aware. It’s why you let your people die. But that doesn’t matter now. You’re finished here.”

      “It would be foolish to turn me down,” he warned. “The Mind Thieves—”

      The rebel Volcuri had reached his guards and grabbed their helmets to yank their heads back, exposing soft, fleshy neck skin. Noah was just off to my left behind more of the crates and waiting for me to give him the opening.

      As four bodies slid to the ground, I gave the order. “Now!”

      The hangar burst into chaos.

      Noah stepped out, took aim, and fired. His shot was dead on, but it hit the wrong target. One of the guards saw his intent and threw himself in front of Makin. Tara put him down the second his shield puttered out. It happened again with the last guard, and Noah cursed.

      We were down to one EMP round and it had to go to Makin. A guttural yell formed in my throat, and I leapt forward. Makin was so close, and I wasn’t going to let him get away. The sounds of fighting reached me, but I saw only Makin until a Turned guard stepped into my path and pointed a blaster at me.

      I ducked in time to avoid losing my face and kicked out. The force of the blow cracked something, and the Volcuri went down. Still, he tried to lift the blaster again. I knocked it from his grip by grabbing his wrist and violently bending it in a direction it wasn’t meant to go. It fell to the floor, and the wrist fell limply to his side.

      A flash of movement caught my eye, and I looked over to see Nami surging in with a short sword. She drove the blade in and shot me a nod.

      The way cleared, I started for Makin again. He scanned his surroundings, looking for a way out. Nearby, Riva battled another guard with shouts of frustration. I pulled the sidearm out and stalked closer to Makin.

      His eyes met mine, and I saw the fear in them. Muted, under the circumstances, but there all the same. I fired. This time, the bullet found its mark. Makin’s shield went down with a final sizzle.

      “A little tied up, Chief!” called out Tara. “I don’t have a shot.”

      “I got it.”

      Makin watched with wide eyes as I put the gun away and pulled out my rifle.

      Black Shield does not show mercy.

      In this instance, the training was right. It was time to end this. I lifted the weapon and put my finger on the trigger, ready to squeeze.

      “Stop! He’s mine!”

      The plea in Riva’s voice halted me. She was coming in quick, but her shout had warned Makin. He strafed to the right and narrowly avoided taking her spear in the back. I had no doubt that if she’d hit him, he’d be dead.

      Makin drew his own weapon from a sheath at his hip. The curved blade lit blue, and he swung it with more grace than I expected. Riva was forced to dance away, but he followed her on light feet, keeping her on the defensive.

      Based on his previous actions, I’d assumed he couldn’t fight. Certainly hand to hand wasn’t his bag of tricks, but this sword play was almost beautiful.

      I wanted to yell at Riva to get the hell out of my way. Fighting Makin this way was an unnecessary risk when I could just shoot him and be done with it. Taking the shot with her in the mix wasn’t something I was willing to do. Back in the old days, I wouldn’t have hesitated. Now, things were different.

      Riva swept out with her tail, trying to take out her opponent’s legs or get in a body shot. He brought the sword down and connected, but it bounced off her own armor without wounding her.

      Thanks to the Mind Thieves’ influence, he didn’t fall prey to emotion by cursing or speaking in any way. That was a plus for him because it gave him more focus. When Riva darted in for a quick thrust of her spear, Makin simply twisted and spun, avoiding each attack with ease.

      To her credit, Riva didn’t lose her cool. Unlike the time I’d seen her fight the oversized Volcuri, she radiated calm. When Makin moved, she went with him. Where he was fluid, she was strong and forced him to stumble back until finally he threw his arm up to block the next blow.

      It was a ruse.

      Riva took the opportunity to drop the spear and pull a short sword. Though not curved like his, it was plenty sharp and she used to cleave off his weapon arm at the elbow.

      Makin looked down at it in obvious shock and sank to his knees. Blood spurted from his new stump and dripped onto his lap. Riva spun back once more and put all her weight into a final blow.

      The Turned leader’s head toppled from his body and rolled onto the ground with a sloppy thud.
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      Riva’s breath came in fast pants as she stood over Makin’s body. Then she straightened and put the sword back in its sheath. Giving his corpse her back, Riva faced me and offered a shallow bow.

      “I am sorry, Chief Kent. It would have been quicker and more assured for you to use your weapon. For Makin, I could not allow it. I needed to be the one.”

      “He’s dead. That’s what matters here,” I told her.

      Her feathers rustled before calming again. “We have the victory, I believe. However, I want to make sure every Turned Volcuri is detained.”

      “I agree. Once we’re good here, I’ll head outside and check in with base camp.”

      Rounding up all that remained of Makin’s guards didn’t take long. When he died, they’d all gone still in momentary confusion. The break was enough to give our people the upper hand.

      From there, things happened quickly.

      First, the Turned were taken into custody and locked up in the mountain’s prison. Those that didn’t fit were restrained and moved somewhere they could be watched. Once they didn’t have any weapons or a way to fight back, the infected Volcuri simply gave up.

      I wasn’t really surprised. They seemed to be connected on some level. Without their leader, it was like they went into a mental stasis.

      It made me wonder just how this mind control worked. Were the First remoting in with computers? Just sitting on some distant starship or station controlling their hosts. Or was it more simple than that? No way to tell until the scientists could get a chance to work with the live specimens.

      With the mountain now under our control, I breathed again. The fleet of ships beckoned, but I still had one thing left to do before I could investigate the hangar: give a quick report to Director Wright.

      “We’re good in the hangar, sir. Once the mountain is officially under our control, we’ll want to start some kind of inventory. There’s an armada’s worth of ships in there, but no one’s going to have a clue how to use them.”

      “You’re clear to begin, Chief,” Wright told me. “The other team leaders are already checking in. Seems Havu was right about the Turned’s forces being depleted. They hardly put up a fight. From the sound of it, you had the hardest time.”

      “I think he planned to escape that way, sir.” That conclusion had come to me when I noticed the ship he’d been using for cover had an open hatch. “He just didn’t get the chance.”

      “Good. Dr. St. John and Skan are going to comb through the labs and any scientific data with Havu. Nami is heading up to work with Riva and get the hangar figured out. I want to know everything there is to know in the next forty-eight hours. To make things a little easier on the communication side, we’re going to get equipment set up inside.”

      “Copy that, sir. I’ll keep you updated.”

      As I’d told the Director, no one knew how to work with the ships. Still, we’d dealt a major blow to the First. They no longer—at least for the moment—controlled Kainos. When the First dared to return, we’d be waiting for them.

      That’s what I was thinking when the hail came over my earpiece from Riva.

      “Chief Kent, we found something that connects to the hangar.”

      “I’m on my way. Where am I going?”

      “I’ll send you the location,” Riva replied.

      My wrist unit beeped, and the holo map offered me a route. The map was being continuously updated as we fed it data, so I had a pretty detailed route that led me to a set of stairs built into the rock about midway through the hangar.

      I went up nearly two stories before I finally reached the indicated level. A single door, perhaps two meters wide, stood between me and the final passageway that would lead to the location marker. I hailed Riva to let her know I was there, and the door slid open a few seconds later to reveal a short, empty hallway.

      The walls were metallic but not weathered by time and repeated use like the rest of the examples I’d encountered in the mountain. The clean lines and elegant geometry were more akin to what we had on the Ark or the Elders’ compound.

      What did that mean?

      My mind churned with the possibilities as I made my way to another door, one that opened as I approached. This time Riva was on the other side.

      She waved me inside. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I have an update.”

      The room reminded me a little of the lab we’d found Havu and his companion in, except there was no tank containing one of my team. Realizing Miguel’s body could now be retrieved, I paused.

      “Give me one second, Riva. I have to take care of something.”

      The rebel—or maybe just Volcuri—leader waited patiently while I tapped my comm and hailed Dr. St. John to relay my instructions. As I had with Avery, I told him to do whatever tests he needed, then release the body for a funeral. The others would appreciate the chance to say goodbye, as would I.

      “Okay, Riva. What did you find?”

      “This room functions as a control lab.” She went to one of the workstations and pointed excitedly.

      When I got close enough to see, I understood. The data cube from the Elders fit perfectly into a slot. It was different from what they’d used in the compound, but corresponding data on a floating holo-like screen showed this worked too.

      With a sweep of her hand, Riva brought up more data. It cascaded and became solid lines of light. Solid enough that she plucked a diagram out of the air and turned it in her hands. The diagram was of a ship.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever said these words before,” I began. “But that is awesome.”

      “I’m just getting started, Chief Kent. Take a look at this.” Riva moved the three dimensional diagram and settled it into a new window.

      It tucked itself into the upper left corner and began to spin. More lines of information began to fill the screen, along with something else. A map that looked like it matched the hangar, except it included all of the ships. The image zoomed in on a pulsing green light and drew a line to the diagram.

      I shot Riva a look of surprise. “It knows where that particular model is?”

      She nodded. “Not just that. How many of that model. All of their diagnostics at the tip of our fingers. Kent, this is everything we needed. The data cube was hard to decipher because we didn’t have a way to display the data. It’s meant to be input here.”

      “Are the ships in working order.”

      Riva’s feathers shivered. Instead of speaking, she tapped the screen. The image with the model’s location changed colors and became a bright white. “Look.”

      I followed her to a window and stared out. Just down below, one of the ships’ lights were on. “You just started it by remote.”

      “Yes. This is all I know for now, but I don’t think it will take us long to learn. Everything we need is here.”

      Thoughts of the future flooded in. The planet was so close to being free from any more attacks. Looking out into the hangar, I was confident that this was it: the key we needed to have a chance at fighting the First.

      If we could figure out how to use them in time, it wouldn’t even matter if our backup from Earth arrived before our enemy. Even if they did, there was no telling just how much time we’d have to plan before the First showed up and tried to wreck everything. Images of peace and a thriving colony came to mind. That was the objective, but no longer the only mission driving me.

      I smiled and turned to study the floating documents. “I’d say you’re right. There’s a lot to go through though, so I guess we better get started. The clock is ticking.”
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      Director Wright regarded me with shrewd eyes from his position across the conference table. We were in a meeting room aboard the Ark, debating our next steps. My superior had returned to the ship once things on the surface calmed down.

      Instead of getting started on building the colony, he’d decided it was more prudent to wait. I happened to agree. If the First did arrive and rained holy hell on the fledgling community, then we’d just have to rebuild.

      For now, it was good enough that the ships were already getting tested for both Volcuri and human use. That was great, but for one thing. The Director had just informed me that I was to take an excursion around the system once a space capable vessel was procured from the hangar.

      “Something on your mind, Kent? You seem… conflicted.”

      I hesitated for a few brief moments to collect my thoughts. What I said now would shape the future, and the answer still wasn’t clear to me.

      “Sir, I have concerns about leaving.” His only response was to arch a brow, so I continued. “I’m in charge of the ship’s security. My mission is to keep the colonists safe.”

      “Kent, there isn’t a single person aware of your involvement who would say you haven’t done your duty,” Wright began.

      I held up a hand to stop him. The move worked, but he didn’t look pleased about it. “I appreciate that, sir. The point is I can’t keep doing that if I’m not here.”

      “Ah, I see now. Then perhaps it will ease your mind to know that I’ve already taken steps to address this issue, Chief. If you should...” He paused, looking slightly ruffled as though realizing whatever he’d been about to say wouldn’t be a good idea.

      “I die,” I finished for him. “You’re talking about Jay, my replacement.”

      Even I could hear the strange note in my tone. Another odd feeling, this one protective. Jealous, if I was being honest. A little shame trickled in at the thought. Men like me weren’t supposed to have that emotion.

      Except now I did.

      “Essentially, yes. You know the drill. I have a backup too. The colony needs leadership, that’s why contingencies were put into place. Listen, Kent. You’ve done an exemplary job. But we’re up against something else here. This is no longer just about colonizing a new planet. This is survival.”

      Survival. I knew that concept better than most ever would.

      “I’m not a pilot, sir.”

      Wright blew out a breath and sat back. “I might not like when you push back on my orders, but I usually understand it. Not this time. What’s the problem?”

      No, he wouldn’t understand just how much I had changed since waking up from stasis.

      I met his gaze head on. “Leaving now would be foolhardy. I can be better utilized on the ground. Especially if the First arrive early. You know our chances of survival—”

      “Pardon the interruption, but I have an important update from Earth,” interjected AMI.

      Wright looked annoyed. “Fine, what is it?”

      “The backup forces have entered the Red Shift System. The communique is simple. It reads PREPARE FOR WAR. HUMANITY WILL BE THE ONLY RESIDENTS OF THE PLANET KAINOS. ELIMINATE ALL OTHERS.”

      The Director’s eyes widened. “Excuse me? Are you trying to tell me that Earth is ordering us to betray our newest allies?”

      “Yes, Director Wright. That is my understanding.”

      “Sir. Those are our friends. They helped us to stay alive. I won’t follow that order.”

      Black Shield agents do not have friends or family.

      Maybe all those years of training had been wrong after all; people, Black Shield agents or not, needed friends and family. My team was both, and that was just fine with me.

      “No,” he said with a frown. “I don’t expect you to. The question is what do we do about it if the backup arriving tries to enforce it.”

      I stood up with deadly calm and placed a hand on the sidearm at my hip. “We take out anyone who tries to hurt our people or Riva’s. End of story.”
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        KEY ORGANIZATIONS

      

      

      Black Shield Corps - a for profit mercenary group. They employ top scientists in the genetic engineering field and have created near perfect humans to use as disposable soldiers. These soldiers are highly effective militant assets. Conceived of sperm and egg but grown in an artificial womb, their biological parents are selected by the government and forced to “volunteer” to donate their DNA until a viable fetus with the most desirable traits are produced. The children are then raised in a military facility before entering their training to become the perfect soldier. Their strength is balanced with endurance and speed in an effort to produce the perfect weapon, while body requires less sleep, food, and water than the average person. Rodon Corp paid a decent sum for some of these soldiers, but for a corporation so wealthy, it is marginal.

      

      Rodon Corp - a for profit organization with a major hand in Earth's government. They finance all colony expeditions and sell information to the government.

      

      Exodus Ark - the latest in a long line of ships tasked with colonizing the galaxy. It is headed to a remote system known as Red Shift.
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        HUMANS

      

      

      Chief Mission Ward Kent-9464 - tasked with the position of Chief Mission Ward and essentially oversees all security on the colony ship Exodus Ark.

      

      Tara Perez - a member of the security forces tasked to the ship. Much of her past is unknown, but she is willing to do what it takes to survive.

      

      Mitch Collins - the security team lead with previous military experience. His past seems cut and dry, but that is far from the truth.

      

      Marcus Brenner - a Veteran turned security officer. He is on the ship for a chance to see something besides war.

      

      Stewart Baker - designated to be admin, therefore he lacks the necessary experience to be combat ready.

      

      Rip Powell - self-serving and makes decisions that he thinks will keep him alive.

      

      Dr. Rhys (pronounced Reece) St. John - a scientist who gives them the device that kills the Blight/Flux.
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        ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCES

      

      

      AMI (Artificial Mission Intelligence) - Exodus Ark’s command AI. She guides Kent through the attack and seems to show empathy for the human inhabitants of the ship. She was created by Dr. Donald Baylor and subsequently placed aboard the Exodus Ark along with Felix and Cassia, each of whom handle different operational tasks in order to keep the ship running without a crew for the duration of the mission.

      

      DICK (Direct Interface Control Key) - the Exodus Ark's function-control (doors, stairways, and other functions) AI. It was DICK who detected the First’s defense buoys and allowed Exodus Ark to continue on that path.

      

      Cassia - her purpose is to manage the computer networks associated with the Exodus Ark’s science and engineering subsections.

      

      ORI (Operating Redundant Intelligence) - a deactivated AI and legacy system
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        ALIENS

      

      

      The First - an extraterrestrial space-faring race who value their privacy above all else. They prefer to remain undiscovered and have left defensive measures in place at the edge of their territory. The First will go so far as to commit genocide in order to stay hidden and prevent humanity from finding them. As a result, much about them remains unknown.

      

      The Blight: Black, amorphous organism created by the First as the primary detector of outsiders in their territory. It attaches to a living entity and spreads quickly throughout the body.

      

      Flux: Organisms created directly by the Blight’s infection.
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        ADDITIONAL TERMS

      

      

      SOP – Standard Operating Procedure

      

      RRT – Rapid Response Training

      

      EVA – Extravehicular Activity

    

  


  
    
      
        
        HOW TO STAY CONNECTED…

      

      

      Amazon won’t tell you when the next book will come out, but there are several ways you can stay informed.

      1) Fly on over to the Facebook group, JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers, and say hello. It’s a great place to hang with other sarcastic sci-fi readers who don’t mind a good laugh.

      2) Follow me directly on Amazon. To do this, head to my Amazon author profile and click the Follow button beneath my picture. That will prompt Amazon to notify you by email when I release a new book.

      3) You can join my mailing list by clicking here. This will allow me to stay in touch with you directly, and you’ll also receive access to free short stories.

      

      Doing one of these or all three (for best results) will ensure you know every time a new book is published.
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      Don’t miss out on these exclusive perks:

      
        	Instant access to free short stories from series like The Messenger, Starcaster, and more.

        	Receive email updates for new releases and other news.

        	Get notified when we run special deals on books and audiobooks.

      

      

      So, what are you waiting for? Enter your email address at the link below to stay in the loop.

      
        
        Click Here
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      Join the conversation and get updates on new and upcoming releases in the awesomely active Facebook group, “JN Chaney’s Renegade Readers.”

      

      This is a hotspot where readers come together and share their lives and interests, discuss the series, and speak directly to J.N. Chaney and his co-authors.

      
        
        Join the Facebook Group
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