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            Chapter One

          

          Doctor Monroe

        

      

    

    
      Looking down into the cage I almost pitied the wolf. None of our other test subjects had survived, and I had my doubts that this test would turn out any different. Our employer wanted results. So we would push forward regardless of the cost. The science we were using was fringe at best, but our benefactor had allocated unlimited resources for this project. Now almost three years later with no viable results, they were starting to get twitchy. As project leader, it was my head that would inevitably find the chopping block if we didn’t succeed soon.

      So far we had been able to fuse the wolves with our cybernetics making them faster and stronger than your average beast. They also grew larger than their unaltered companions. It had something to do with the cybernetics enhancing their development at a young age. All of those tests had gone to plan. The wolves were fearsome creatures. Cybernetic scorpion-like tails replaced their natural ones. We created a cavity in the tail to add a poison, but for now we kept that feature dormant. We couldn’t risk that the wolves would use it on each other. Each of our subjects was worth too much time and money to be lost.

      The only thing we continued to fail at was adding the armored plating. Despite multiple tests, we couldn’t get the plates to function correctly. We had tried everything possible, and all we had ended up with was a pile of dead test subjects. That brought us to today’s test. From the observation room, I watched as the wolf finally succumbed to the narcotics and fell blissfully asleep. This had to work. This time had to be different.

      They strapped the wolf onto the surgical table. Another strap was used to secure the beast’s deadly tail. Dr. Holland approached the beast with his scalpel in hand. He cut gently down the subject’s spinal column exposing the bone. He then reached behind himself and held out a hand. The nurse took the scalpel and replaced it with the first of three syringes.

      Inside of each syringe was almost six months’ worth of hard work and over a million credits in research expenses. We had found a way to blend a laser proof polymer with a synthetic wolf protein. The goal was to inject the creature in three strategic locations along its spinal column. If each injection worked as designed, the fluid would travel the length of the spine, and it should start to organically replace the subject’s fur with our new polymer.

      I didn’t completely understand Dr. Holland’s biological science, coming from a cybernetics background. A fact he liked to continually remind me of. As if his selected branch of science was somehow more worthy than my own. But the project had stalled so significantly I was willing to give that arrogant bastard’s plan a try. The only downside to this new application was, even if it worked the wolves would still be at risk to heavy ballistics fire. Most modern soldiers were only equipped with lasers, so for now it seemed like a workable solution. That was of course if it worked. If only something would finally work.

      Dr. Holland moved with practiced precision. Each syringe found its mark in the subject’s spine. Then the wolf was being sutured back together. Once the stitches had been completed, a healing salve was placed over the wound. This was also a state of the art concoction that could heal horrific lacerations with incredible speed. The cut along the creature’s spine would be fully healed within forty-eight hours.

      You had to wonder why they hadn’t started selling the healing salve. The deaths that could be prevented in the emergency wards alone would have made them billions. Let alone the military applications. I had yet to understand my employer’s motivations, but as long as they continued to fund my research I didn’t have to.

      Slowly they wheeled the wolf out to one of the containment rooms. We couldn’t release him back into the general population until he was fully healed. If he managed to live that long. None of the previous subjects had made it longer than twenty-four hours. This had to work, please God let it work.

      I left the observation room and headed back to my office. Dr. Holland would be meeting me there shortly to provide me with his report on the surgery. I already knew he would call it a success, but only time could prove if he was right.

      My desk chair cradled me as another wave of mild panic washed over me. I reached into my desk and pulled out the injector and jabbed it into my leg. The panic subsided, and I felt as if I was floating for a moment. Being a scientist in a state of the art facility had its perks. I turned on the monitor across the room and watched the wolf as it slept.

      When Dr. Holland came in I didn’t stand to greet him. Frankly, I wasn’t sure if my legs would support me. He didn’t seem slighted. Instead, he seemed to be holding back a knowing smile. Screw him. He wouldn’t have lasted a day in this chair let alone three years. Unlimited funding came with the burden of results, and those had stopped coming long ago.

      “Tell me about the surgery?” Did I just slur slightly? The doctor smiled. So if I had slurred, he didn’t notice or didn’t care.

      “Everything went according to plan. We should know within twenty-four hours if the operation was a success.”

      “Enlighten me again as to what we can expect.”

      “That’s the best part. We just don’t know.”

      I frowned at the man. How had I ever agreed to this? Ah yes, desperation and a desire to live. “Continue.”

      “Because the solution is crafted from their own molecular structure it could react in an infinite variety of ways.”

      Now I remembered why I hated this man. I let the narcotics in my system drown out the next part of what he said, before waving my hand for him to continue.

      “As long as we bonded the agent correctly we should see at least some kind of result, the chances of the subject rejecting the serum in its entirety is only three percent.”

      Please God, let the ninety-seven percent win, just this once. I needed something, anything really. Any amount of success would do, or at least some form of progress on the project. The director was tired of my excuses. People the director grew tired of had a way of disappearing. Another failed experiment wasn’t going to cut it. I was already bored of listening to Dr. Holland ramble on about his genius in spite of being surrounded by inferior intellects. As he continued to prattle on about his mind-numbing greatness I used the cybernetics that I had created to pull up the wolves vitals. Everything looked ok, for the moment.

      Dr. Holland was still talking when my screen flashed red. Something was wrong with the wolf. Its blood pressure was spiking, and its respiratory rate was falling. Damn it. We failed again. I had seen it all before, within the next three minutes test subject one hundred would be dead. I sprang out of my chair cutting the doctor off in mid-sentence and moved to stand in front of the monitor. The red lights danced across the screen, and I watched as the wolf started to twitch on the ground.

      “What’s happening?” He asked, the first hint of doubt creeping into his voice.

      “It looks as if three percent was just the right amount to cause our latest failure.”

      “Impossible.”

      The wolf on the screen continued to twitch as its vital signs continued to spike. Finally, the twitching stopped, and a flat-line appeared on the monitor. I moved away from the doctor who stood stunned with his mouth agape, staring at the monitor in disbelief. I slipped back into my desk chair and let out a heavy sigh. This was it. I was finished. It didn’t really matter what happened now. No one would hire me after this type of continued failure.

      I reached inside of my desk to grab my injector. The least I could do is spend my remaining time here enjoying myself. They always like to say keep trying and eventually you’ll succeeded. That’s a load of shit people that fail tell themselves to feel better about it. Sometimes you never succeeded. Sometimes you just passed into obscurity. And if you worked for my employer sometimes you just disappeared.

      The first beep from the view screen stopped the injector on the way to my leg. The next beep had me standing next to the doctor again. The wolf stood up shaking as it did. A thin ridge of plates had grown over the wound on its spine. We could only hope that they would spread, but it was progress, enough progress to keep me alive.

      Doctor Holland turned to me his face was smug and full of condescension. “See, I told you it would work. I can’t wait for the board to hear about my latest triumph. This should be just the kind of thing that moves me into your office. I’ve had my eye on your chair for a long time Monroe. It looks as if I have finally earned it.”

      Without conscious thought, I slammed the injector into his neck and flooded his system with six doses of the powerful drug. It was enough to bring down an elephant. It had the same effect on Dr. Holland. He fell to the floor convulsing, and I called out for help. Kneeling down I placed the injector in his hand and wrapped his fingers around it. Security rushed into the office and started calling for a medical team. I smiled for a moment before catching myself. There would be no coming back from that kind of dosage.

      “Dr. Monroe, what happened?”

      “He thought the experiment failed and injected himself with something before I could stop him.”

      The medical team came in and wheeled him out, but he was already dead. The security guard nodded at my statement bagging the injector on the ground. They wouldn’t even question his death as long as we kept getting results. I had his research and was confident that we would be able to reproduce exactly what had taken place today.

      The smug bastard should have just kept his mouth shut. Instead, he tried to rub his success in my face. I worked too hard to get here and had risked too much to stay in charge. No one was taking this seat away from me, at least not until corporate pried it from my cold dead hands. The wolf howled on the monitor, the plates along its back had already grown visibly larger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Henry Stevenson

        

      

    

    
      The snow was starting to flurry again. Of course it would start now, just in time for our next patrol. As if walking in the fresh snow from yesterday wasn’t going to be hard enough. Sometimes I hated this fucking planet. I hated the snow, the ice, and the flat fucking landscape. I wanted to be back on the beach. Part of me was kicking myself for signing on for this last contract, but a small part of me was reminding myself of the extra money I would have to spend when I retired.

      The thought of slogging through another patrol in what amounted to being just short of a blizzard just rubbed me the wrong way. Not that I was going to bitch about it out loud. Not like the damn kid they saddled me with. He never stopped running his goddamned mouth about what was wrong. Didn’t they teach kids just to shut up get their work done anymore?

      Walking through knee-deep powder was a younger man’s game. It’s too bad regulations said we both had to go, or I would have made the punk slog through that crap alone. Just keep thinking about the beach. Endless days sitting on the sand with the waves lapping at my feet, a fruity drink in hand was only a year away. And the good news? Well, the good news was I only had three more patrols to do today.

      The next twenty minutes seemed to fly by as I layered on my gear. The kid next to me did it a little bit faster, but his fingers hadn’t lost the dexterity that mine had. He had been eager enough when we landed here a year ago. Now he was bored and more than a little bitter. He must have thought this job was going to be more exciting. Shit, the reason I took this job is because it was almost never exciting. Playing guard duty to a terraforming station wasn’t supposed to be an action movie. It was more like being a cop at the mall. Sure every now and then you got to catch a kid stealing, but most of the time you just walked around with your dick in your hand.

      I slid my goggles on and pulled up my face mask. It was a cold one out there today. The reading on my arm said negative thirty and falling. Even this kind of gear wasn’t meant to go much colder than that. It was too bad it hadn’t dropped another few degrees. Then we could have called this patrol off. I gave the kid one more look over my shoulder and then walked into the ante-chamber. The room was kind of like an airlock, except in this case it was used to keep the heat in instead of oxygen. We each picked up a rifle and then I waited for the kid to close the door. As soon as the door to our quarters was closed I flipped the switch and the outer door opened.

      Snow started to pile into the small chamber almost instantly. I stepped out into the wall of pure white, not exactly sure why we needed to patrol in such conditions. The chief had said to continue despite the weather. We couldn’t see anything, but the sensors still kinda worked in the storms. That almost made it not a waste of our time. I tapped my wrist once, and the overlay of our patrol route flashed onto the screen inside of my goggles.

      I gave the kid another quick glance to make sure he actually came outside and then started slogging my way through the knee-deep snow. I hated the cold, but the bonus for this job had been too big to ignore. It was the difference between a one bedroom condo and a three bedroom house on the beach. The thoughts of the sun and the waves were enough to keep me going. Retirement was so close I could almost taste the mojitos.

      The route on my goggles continued to update as we slowly progressed towards the first perimeter sensor. The biometric sensors in my suit weren’t picking up any activity, par for the course on this planet. Even so, I had my rifle ready just in case. Just because the planet was considered dead didn’t mean there wasn’t some kind of life out there. It paid to be careful especially when I had the beach calling.

      The scientist liked to remind us in every briefing that we were slowly changing the climate on this world. We had increased the oxygen levels and slowly started to raise the temperatures. Their goal was to get the planet to stabilize somewhere around thirty-five degrees. Alphamerix planned to turn the whole damn planet into a snowy getaway, with multiple ski resorts. That’s right a whole damned planet dedicated to winter sports. What will rich people think of next?

      The scientist also liked to warn us that as the planet continued to shift that it might cause creatures living below the surface to venture out. That meant we needed to be on guard, and why the chief had us out here freezing our balls off. It didn’t matter that they hadn’t verified that anything even lived on the planet, it didn’t matter that in a year no one had even got so much as a glitch on one of their sensors to indicate something was alive. Chief said to walk, so we walked.

      I thought we might make it through one patrol without the kid bitching, but I was wrong.

      “I can’t believe we have to trudge through this shit. Nothing lives out here, it’s too damn cold.” He waved his hand around in front of him as if I couldn’t already see the damned snow. “The chief should really only have us out here when it isn’t snowing. It’s not like the sensors are going to pick up anything in this weather anyways.”

      “Who cares why the chief wants us patrolling in the damn snow storm. The pay is better, and there is little to no risk of anything happening. I can’t even remember the last time something even went wrong on this planet.” The kid made some kind of non-committal noise. “Let’s just get this damn patrol over with, the game’s on tonight.”

      “That’s my point. We're out here walking in circles when we could be doing something productive.”

      I doubted that he could hear my snort over the wind. What was with this generation of kids? Since when was watching the game consider productive. “Just shut up and walk, Simon. We’ll be done soon enough, and you can get back on the quantum net and talk to your girl.”

      “Fine, but mark my words. Nothing is going to happen. Not today, not ever.”

      God the kid was a whiner, but he had a point. We’d been on this planet for long enough to know that there wasn’t anything out there. We’d been stuck together doing the same damn patrol four times a day for the last four months. Nothing ever happened. None of the sensors had ever picked up anything but falling snow. I checked my rifle to make sure it hadn’t frozen over before we continued. Thank God Alphamerix hadn’t been stingy when they outfitted us for the job. We had top notch weapons and gear, a security grunt couldn’t really ask for more.

      I spared a quick glance at my partner. The damn kid didn’t even have his rifle up. It was just slung over his back like it was some kind extra burden he didn’t want to deal with. If we were anywhere else, I’d have stopped to make him carry the damn thing properly. Instead, I kept letting him play the game on his holo. I almost laughed watching him launch a bird across the screen. What will they think of next?

      We continued trudging through the snow in silence. Sometimes I hated this place, it reminded me of how old I was getting. When I was the kid’s age, I could have run through this stuff. Now I was lucky if my legs stopped shaking before we had to head out on the next patrol. But every time my knees groaned in protest I reminded myself about the beach. One more year and it was drinks and waves until I died. A little snow now was only going to make that dream a reality.

      The scanner beeped as we neared it. That checked the last one off of our list. Now all we had to do was make it back to our little shelter. I double checked my wrist for the heading and turned us back in the direction of our hut. I looked up and thought that I could just make out the flicker of light coming from one of our habitat’s windows. A quick check of my holo indicated that we would make it back just in time for the start of the game.

      A flash of bright blue darted across the snow in front of me. What in the hell was that? The scanner on my wrist didn’t indicate any movement, but in this storm the sensors would be overwhelmed by the snow. Stopping I scanned the horizon in front of me. Nothing moved, and I didn’t see the blue flash again. I looked over at the kid, and he was still playing his damn game. “Did you see that?” I asked him already knowing that he wouldn’t have seen anything other than his wrist display.

      “What are you talking about Henry? There isn’t anything out here to see. That was my whole damn point earlier.”

      “Put your game away and get your rifle up.” He stopped and stood facing me. I could only guess at the expression he was making under his mask. We stood there for a moment just staring at each other. “Just humor an old man.”

      “Fine but you owe me five credits for the game I’m about to lose.”

      I was almost surprised when he actually turned the game off and brought up his rifle without saying anything else. It had seemed like a pretty forgone conclusion that he would ignore me. Before turning back towards the hut, I spun in a slow circle. Nothing jumped out, and the blue blur didn’t reappear. Something didn’t feel right. The damn snowstorm was making me jumpy. Everything was fine. Just like the kid said we hadn’t had a movement reading out here in a year.

      Twenty minutes from now we would be back in our little habitat, and the kid would be giving me shit for being old and seeing things that didn’t exist. Everything looked normal. The only tracks in the snow were ours. Maybe that blue light had just been a reflection of the kid’s stupid game.

      Wait there it was again. This time, it lasted longer. I stopped walking and brought up my rifle. It took the kid a minute to figure out I had stopped walking next to him. He turned and looked at me, slowly bringing up his own rifle.

      “Come on Henry, let’s just get back to base. You can even keep the five credits, all right.”

      He sounded nervous and edgy. Why would that be unless he had seen something too? “Did you see the blue lights?”

      “Yeah, but I’m pretty sure it was just something in these goggles malfunctioning.” He tried to sound calm, but I heard the edge in his voice. “Over there.” He pointed and this time the light didn’t disappear.

      Both of us kept our rifles up and started moving towards the fading blue lights. What in the hell could they be? When we were almost close enough to make something out through the storm, the light just disappeared again. Screw this, I was too close to retirement to be out here. We just needed to make it back to base and report in. When the storm stopped, we could sweep the area. “Let’s head back, and report.”

      “Good call, Henry.”

      The words died on his lips as something burst from his chest. Blood painted the snow red at his feet. The barb in his chest pulled back, and Simon fell to his knees, blood trickling out of the corner of his mouth. He looked down at his chest and tried to speak but no words came out. He reached for the wound and then fell forward onto his face.

      I only had a second to take in the creature behind him before I started shooting. Its eyes glowed bright blue against the white snow. If we had been on earth, I would have called it a wolf, but it was bigger. As far as I knew even after the mutations we had seen on earth, wolves still didn’t have barbed tails. It almost seemed to be covered in ice instead of fur, but it was hard to make out through the snow.

      The laser bolts from my rifle flashed red against the white snow. All three rounds hit the creature, but it didn’t fall down dead like it fucking should have. It just backed up and started to circle me. I checked my wrist moving with the creature until my back was towards the base. I shot at it again with the same result, but for now the laser blasts made the creature wary enough not to attack. Slowly I shuffled backwards hoping I could reach the base before it decided the laser wasn’t enough of a threat not to attack.

      The beast howled into the storm, and its cry was echoed all around me. There was no way I was going to see that beach now. The only thing I could hope for was to alert the others and maybe save some lives. I took aim at the last sensor we passed and fired shot after shot until one of them hit the bloody thing. I looked up in time to see that the creature was now right in front of me.

      Its breath let out a small puff of steam into the night. It opened its mouth letting out a low warning growl and took another step forward its tail flashing dangerously behind it. “Go to hell you bastard!” My rifle almost seemed to hum in my hands as I emptied the rest of the battery’s charge into the wolf. The beast turned and darted away from me, disappearing back into the swirling snow.

      Good, maybe they could be chased off. Maybe I would see that beach after all. I tried to turn, but I couldn’t move. Looking down at my chest I could see the barb protruding through it, and a look at the snow in front of me showed that it was covered in blood. When did that happen? The barb disappeared, and I fell backwards into the snow. The damn sky was so beautiful, the snowflakes circled down out of the darkness becoming brighter before they landed on the ground around me. I felt my eyes closing even as I struggled to hold them open. I should have died on the beach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          The Fixer

        

      

    

    
      The wolves made such quick work of the guards I almost didn’t have their cages ready when they came bounding back into the storage room. My beautiful babies had finally been blooded against a real threat. They performed better than expected. So well in fact, that we were already ahead of schedule. Rummaging through the supplies turned up the box of frozen steaks I had been looking for. The frozen steaks were the perfect treat to reward my precious animals for their outstanding performance. Keeping the meat frozen was a new trick I had learned. While feeding them a rewarding treat, the cold meat also helped to clean their teeth. I tossed two steaks into the cage and watched as the wolves tore them apart.

      They were truly beautiful creatures. The polymer plates replaced their natural fur making them immune to laser fire. All of their muscles had been cybernetically augmented, making them faster and stronger. Their electric blue eyes shined in the low light of our hut, feeding data into their internal systems for processing. They were the perfect blend of biology and technology.

      Now we were breeding them, and they were born with the plates. I didn’t understand it when the doc talked about it, something to do with extreme genetic modification. It didn’t really matter to me as long as they functioned. As far as I could tell, they were perfect. By the time they reached me, everything had been completed, and all I had to do was train them.

      The clock ticked slowly as I counted down the minutes until I could make my call. I checked on the wolves again. They were already curled up and sleeping. No doubt savoring their first kill. I smiled walking back to the comm station. It was always a good day when the job went better than expected. It made calling into the home office that much easier.

      The satellite uplink was established, and the line was secure. “Dr. Monroe, this is Himura associate three-four-six-seven. I am ready to provide a status report.”

      “Go ahead three-four-six-seven.”

      “The initial test was a success. In fact, subjects twenty and twenty-seven performed better the expected. I’m sending you the data now. I am ready to proceed with phase two.”

      “We will have additional assets in place for you within twelve hours. You are clear to proceed with phase two.”

      “Thank you, doctor. And our previous agreed to arrangement?”

      “Subjects twenty and twenty-seven will not be included in phase two. When the carrier leaves, they will be returned to your private estate.”

      “Initiating phase two, in one hour.”

      “We look forward to your return three-four-six-seven.”

      There was really never enough time to prepare, but I was as ready as I could be. The snowstorm was the perfect cover to move into the base. I stripped off my clothes and dressed in standard Alphamerix security gear. The cybernetic contacts slipped in easily enough. They would do just enough to get me through any retinal scanning without an issue. The only thing I was missing was the security badge and the retinas to copy.

      Right on queue the door to my makeshift shelter slid open. A man entered wearing the exact same uniform I had on. “Right on time, Joey.”

      “It wasn’t easy. The damn snow is really coming down out there.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “So all I need to do is give you my badge, and you’ll get me off planet with the payment?” He asked sounding nervous.

      Nervous was never a good thing. That meant he was an additional loose end. We couldn’t have him finding his conscience a year from now. “Actually, I need one more thing.” Stepping forward I placed my hands to either side of his head holding him still. “Open your eyes.” He did as instructed and I waited thirty seconds before stepping away. The lenses would have perfectly copied his retina. There would be no chance of anyone guessing our involvement.

      “Joey if you want to wait in the back room.” I pointed towards the door behind me. “There is something hot to drink and some food. A shuttle should be touching down in less than an hour to take you away.”

      He stood up and handed me his badge. Turning he headed towards the door. God, I loved an easy mark. He opened the door only to find that he was outside again. He turned to face me an eyebrow raised in question, and I shot him in the head. His body fell back into the swirling snow. Just the way I liked it. No clean up necessary. I nudged his boots out of the path of the door and closed it. I blew some warm air into my hands and rubbed them together. What kind of idiot actually thought they would get paid for this kind of work? It was simple math, alive you were a liability. With you dead everyone would sleep just a little bit easier.

      With one last look at my sleeping wolves, I left the hut via the opposite door. I would be able to ride within a mile of the facility and then I would have to slog through the snow the rest of the way. Three hours from now I should be back in my hut. Ten hours from that very moment I’d be back home, with my new pets. It wasn’t wrong to love what you did for a living, was it? I guess if it was then I was all kinds of wrong.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Joey hadn’t been kidding. The fresh snow made walking a nightmare. It took me nearly forty minutes to walk the last mile to the facility. It almost put me behind schedule which would have thrown phase two into chaos. I kept my head down as I approached the building. Even though my hair was dyed the right color, and my face was covered against the cold, I couldn’t take the chance anyone would know I wasn’t Joey.

      On my way up to the building I sprayed some of the pheromones the doctor had provided on a few pieces of machinery. When I reached the door, I sprayed it around the entire area before scanning my card. The door beeped, and a panel slid out. Leaning forward and blocking the snow I waited until it finished scanning my eyes. When the alarm didn’t sound, and the door clicked open, I knew I was golden. Before walking further into the facility, I sprayed the inside of the door as well.

      Slowly and methodically I moved through the facility spraying a few key points. On my way back out I stopped in the giant rec room and cafeteria area and placed an ultra-low frequency emitter. It would send out a signal that fed a process into the wolves’ cybernetics. It would act as a signal triggering some of them to stay at this point and to guard it against any threat. With the job done I walked towards the exit. Using the last of the spray on the few doors I passed on my way out.

      Just as the door opened to let me outside a hand fell on my shoulder turning me back into the building. A burly man with a bit of gray touching his temples was looking at me with a frown on his face.

      “Damn it Joey, we have a meeting in ten minutes. Close the fucking door and get moving.”

      “I just left something outside. I’ll be back on time for the meeting,” I mumbled.

      “Leave it. Let’s go.” He started to walk away expecting me to follow him. Instead, I stepped outside. He turned running back down the hallway and rushed outside to join me before the door closed.

      “If you don’t want me to dock your pay, you better do as you’re told.” He hit the button to open the door again turning away from me. “I swear you kids think you can just do any damn thing you want. Well not on my watch.”

      His voice cut off when my arm slipped around his throat. “You should have just walked away,” I whispered into his ear. His body went rigid right before panic set in. He bucked once and then he kicked out harder before I heard the pop. His body went limp in my arms. I dragged him around the corner and piled some loose snow on his corpse.

      Hopefully, they wouldn’t find him until I was long gone. For good measure, I cracked open the can of pheromones with my utility knife and tossed it onto his corpse. A little treat for the wolves as they tore this place apart. I started jogging back out into the snow. I had to hustle if I was going to make it back on time. That last place in the rim I wanted to be was here. When the wolves hit this place, they wouldn’t be taking prisoners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Chief Matterson

        

      

    

    
      “Chief, we are receiving a sensor malfunction in sector six.”

      I slowly made my way over to my comm officer’s station and double checked the data over his shoulder. He was right the sensor had been damaged, and badly. The reading almost looked as if laser fire hit the damn sensor. If Henry let that kid shoot one of our sensors it was coming out of his pay.

      “Contact sector six and ask them to recovery the broken sensor and replace it with a new one.”

      “That’s just the thing Sir, I’ve been trying to reach them for the last ten minutes. Neither of them are answering their personal comms or the direct line to their shelter.”

      I’d expect that from the kid. He thought that he was above all of this, but not from Henry. We had done enough of these tours together that I knew he was rock solid. Not to mention this was his last job before he got to enjoy his retirement. If Henry wasn’t answering the comm, then something was wrong.

      “Send out messages to strike teams Alpha and Beta. I want them geared up and ready to roll in ten minutes. Also, I need you to check in with all other sectors and see if there is anyone else not reporting in.”

      I looked over the room at our surveillance teams, and the terraformers working to make this planet habitable enough for a vacation spot. It was one hell of an expensive project, but if it worked it would be worth hundreds of billions over time. The corporation didn’t terraform these rocks out of the kindness of their hearts.

      It was risky for me to lock down the station especially when it could just be nothing. Protocol would tell me to confirm an attack first, but I couldn’t risk that. This job had been going smoothly, almost too easy. That meant we were due for some bad luck.

      “Chief, all other sectors have reported in. None of them have reported any issues, but with the storm out there the sensors would have a tough time picking anything up.”

      Screw it, he could weather the storm if he ruffled a few feathers. Better to be safe than sorry. This equipment and the people working here were worth too much to lose. “Initiate safety protocol three. I want everyone in their assigned protective sectors inside the next hour.”

      One of the head scientists moved towards me. “Chief Matterson, is that really necessary? We have work to do.”

      “I think in this situation it is worth the precaution. Keep all vital systems operational, shut everything else down or transfer it to the remote systems. We should have a better grip on the situation within the hour.”

      “I’ll get my people moving, but understand this. A delay of any significant length of time could push this project back weeks. I won’t be taking the heat for that.”

      “That’s fine, just get your people moving.”

      I turned my back on the man and walked back over to my comm officer. As far as I was concerned, I’d do whatever I damn well thought was needed to protect this station. “If you’re done sending out the orders, get everything moved to the secure wing. We will run the operation from there. Make sure team Charlie and Delta are on standby. We might need them if anything is out there.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I was going to personally brief the strike teams before joining the rest of my team in the secure wing. This needed to go off without a hitch. If we weren’t going to find anything, then I wanted it done sooner rather than later. That way I could still write this up as a training exercise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The strike teams were assembled and ready to go. The pilots were already in their ships just waiting for the soldiers to load up so they could leave. I looked out at the men and women before me and could tell they thought this wasn’t serious. Just because we hadn’t seen anything yet didn’t mean that there wasn’t something out there now.

      “Alright teams, this is a simple sweep and destroy. We haven’t received a visual of any hostiles yet. So keep your eyes open and stay sharp.”

      “Sir, do you really think anything is out there?” A couple of the men next to him laughed.

      “What I do know is a man I trust, a man that I have worked with for twenty years isn’t answering his comm. He was going to retire after this job, and now I fear the worst. So I think there is something waiting for you, and not all of you are going to make it back.”

      That seemed to sober them up pretty quickly. Not the most motivating speech before sending men out into combat but it got the job done. This wasn’t a joke, one of our sensors was destroyed and the two men patrolling that area were missing. I wanted to feel bad about snapping these men into line, but the truth was I didn’t care about them. We had a job to do, and I needed them to do it.

      “You are clear to go in weapons hot, anything you see out there is to be considered hostile. Kill on sight. Do not hesitate.” I swept the room with a cold look. “Team leaders; get your men ready to go.”

      A man and a woman stepped forward and started barking orders. The soldiers put on their helmets and picked up their rifles. They formed into single file lines and started moving into the back of their ships. I trusted that they would be able to handle anything that was thrown at them. They had the best weapons and armor money could buy. We didn’t run some chicken shit, fly by night operation. We were the best of the best. That’s why we were selected for jobs like this.

      The ships took off, and I started to exit the hangar. I tapped up my comm and called into our new command hub. “Lock down the hangar.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      I had better be right about this. Passing it off as a training exercise and stopping a full day’s worth of work might still fly, but it would be a tough sell. Something in my gut told me this was going to get a lot worse before it got any better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Strike Team Alpha Commander Eva Langston

        

      

    

    
      The team seemed to be in a good mood. They probably thought this was still another training drop, but I knew better. The chief wasn’t exactly what you would call warm and fuzzy, but even he wouldn’t tell men they were going to die without a reason. It was time to get their blood pumping. I wanted them sharp, angry, and ready to kill.

      I started to walk down the aisle between the two rows of soldiers. “When I took this job, they told me this team was the best of the bunch.” A few of the men shouted out in confirmation. “But all I see now is a bunch of worthless grunts. Frankly, I’m disappointed in you soldiers.”

      A few of them had the balls to stare me down. That was good. That meant some of them were angry and confident. I could use that if we ran into trouble. Mentally I took note of who they were. Still, I hadn’t gotten the reaction I had been hoping for yet.

      “They said Alpha team has never been beaten. They said I was lucky to be put in charge of such a squad. Today I can tell they were full of shit.”

      Finally, one soldier spoke up. “Just because you slept with some corporate prick doesn’t mean you can talk to us like that.”

      That was exactly what I had been waiting for. I moved down the line until I was standing directly in front of the soldier that called me out. That didn’t fly on any team I was in charge of. Overinflated egos got checked at the door. He looked up at me defiantly. I was kind of surprised when he didn’t see the punch coming. His head slammed back against the wall of the ship behind him, and then it rolled forward. Unconscious in one, I still had it.

      I could hear the soldiers behind me starting to move. When I turned around, they froze in place at the look on my face. “When the Chief tells us that we might not all be coming back, I expect more from you than what I have seen today. Make no mistake about it, there is something out there, and it wants you dead.”

      Finally, every eye on the ship was focused on me. “So tell me soldiers, are they going to get that chance?”

      “Hell no!” They screamed as one.

      “And why is that?”

      “Alpha is the best, we lay waste to all the rest!”

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about! Are you ready?”

      They all started stomping their feet. I could feel the shuttle banking and the landing gears deploying. “Everyone up. Thirty seconds until we bring the wrath of God down on these things.”

      Everyone let out a scream, and then they were on their feet lined up side by side weapons ready to go. I pulled up my goggles and slipped my face mask back into place. Whatever was out there was going to pay in blood for killing one of ours. The ship shook as it hit the snowy surface, and then the cargo bay doors slid open. The soldiers ran off of the ship and then formed up in their attack groups. It went just like clockwork until the snow moved under one group and a giant wolf sprang to the surface.

      Before anyone got off a shot three men were down, and they weren’t getting back up. After a moment of intense confusion, another team opened fire on the creature. It backed up under their relentless assault but didn’t go down. “Switch to ballistics,” I shouted out. Half of the rifles stopped firing as the men switched out their weapons. The rest of group kept the creature pinned down.

      The men started firing off ballistic rounds, and the wolf let out a cry before disappearing into the snow. Anyone that still had a laser in hand was switching it out while the rest of the team started setting up a perimeter around the ship. Two soldiers started to drag the lifeless bodies of their friends back to the ship. They stacked the corpses in the back of the ship by my station. It could have gone worse considering the lasers didn’t hurt the damn things.

      “Alison, place a call to Beta, let them know ballistic rounds only.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Cries echoed in the night around us. There must have been hundreds of those things moving towards the facility. It wasn’t exactly what I would call brave, but I wasn’t dumb enough to stay out here against an enemy we couldn’t see with guns we weren’t even sure were hurting them. “Everyone back on the ship! Cover you partners until we are loaded and ready to go.”

      Creatures exploded from the snow as we retreated. Six more men went down. Their chests exploded as the wolves’ barbed tails ripped through them like sheets of paper. The howls around us intensified. More of these things were heading towards us. The soldiers were still trying to grab their fallen squadmates. Three more of them went down in the attempt. “Leave them, we have to go!”

      One more man rushed out trying to claim his partner. I signaled for the pilot to take off. She followed the order without hesitation. At least someone was listening to fucking orders. I watched out of the open cargo bay doors as the man stared up at the fleeing shuttle with horror on his face. He didn’t think that we would leave him. When it was one life versus the twenty still on the shuttle, it was an easy call to make. He didn’t even try and fire his weapon as the creatures surrounded him. From this high up bright red snow was the only way I could tell where the battle had taken place. I hit the button to close the doors and walked back inside of the ship.

      The men and women around me all had expressions on their faces of defeat. Some of them looked as if they had questions on the tips of their tongues. The look I gave them, let all of them know, now wasn’t the time for questions. Some of us had lived, but that wouldn’t last long unless we came up with a plan. I needed to talk to the chief.

      “Chief, this is the commander of strike team Alpha. We are en route to the base.” He wasn’t going to like it, but if we had stayed out there all of us would have been dead in a matter of minutes.

      “What do you mean you’re en route to the base? Those aren’t your orders commander.”

      “We lost a third of our squad in less than five minutes chief. We can’t fight these things on their home turf. They blend in and burrow under the snow, by the time you see one it’s already killed multiple men. The creatures are also impervious to laser fire.”

      “Did you say the lasers had no effect?”

      “I did.” He left the line open, and I could hear him barking orders to the other squads. Everyone would be dumping our state of the art laser rifles and switching to ballistic ammo. I doubt that we had anything with tracer rounds, but the heat from those might cause even more damage.

      “Tell me more about our enemy, Commander.”

      I knew he would be running my description through the database. I doubted he would get a hit. I’d never heard anything about a creature like this before. “The alien life form resembles that of a wolf. Instead of fur it has some kind of white interlocking plates. They almost look like ice crystals, but our lasers would have cut through them if they were. They have bright blue eyes. It’s the only way to track their movements in the snow. Lastly instead of a normal tail, they have something that resembles a scorpion’s. It is segmented and has a barb on the end.”

      “Commander, are you sure of that last part?”

      “Yes, Sir. Although we don’t have any clue as to if the tail is poisonous. Only that it is strong enough to rip through a soldier in full combat armor.”

      “Any ideas on how we stop them?”

      “Our best bet is going to be defending the ground around the station. The heat from the equipment has melted most of the snow. That should make them easier to spot. I’d set up the automated guns on the perimeter, and then place our heavy gunners on top of the facility. That way if they make it onto the open surface we can light them up. If they make it past that, we are going to have problems.”

      The chief had left his mic open again. “You heard the lady, get the stationary guns set with enough ammo to kill an army. Then I want gunners on the roofs covering three hundred and sixty degrees. It might be time to break out a few of those land mines. We could drop them in the snow. If nothing else it might tell us which direction they are coming from.”

      “Sir, any word from Beta?”

      “I’m sorry to report that they haven’t checked in. We’ll talk more when you get back to base.”

      The link to the chief went dead. I turned and looked at the men and women behind me. All of their faces were in shock. They had only heard my half of the conversation, but they must have been able to tell what happened to Beta from the look on my face. I needed them to get their heads back in the game. We were all dead if we couldn’t fight.

      “Who’s ready for some God damned payback?” The aircraft exploded into a chorus of yells. “Good, cause I plan on killing as many of these fuckers as I can.” They started stamping their feet again, and I saw a few smiles break out in the ranks. There would be a time to mourn our lost friends later. Before we could mourn, we had to cover the snow in the blood of our enemies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Captain Drake

        

      

    

    
      The Arc of Judgement loomed in the open space before us. It was a massive N.E.A. fleet vessel. The New Earth Alliance loaded their vessels with enough power to destroy a small space station. The ship could have reduced us to space dust in less time than it took to blink your eyes. As we approached several fighters emerged from the N.E.A. ship in front of us and fell into formation around the Talon. Warnings beeped across Ice’s system letting us know that their weapons had locked onto us.

      “Captain, the Arc is hailing us.” Ice said, just a hint of nerves fraying at the end of her voice.

      “Well let’s not keep them waiting.” I turned to face the viewscreen.

      A man with a shaved head appeared on the screen. I would have pegged him as being in his early sixties. Although with today’s healthcare he could have been much older. He looked pissed off. It must have galled him greatly to have to stop whatever it was he had been doing to address us directly. His eyes roved the deck behind me in disgust.

      “Vessel code name Star Talon, you have entered restricted airspace, and must turn around immediately. Failure to comply will result in the destruction of your vessel.”

      I gave Ice a quick look over my shoulder. She gave me a quick motion that said not now Captain. I shrugged and turned back towards the viewscreen. “It seems rude not to introduce yourself when hailing another vessel. I’d expected more of an honor guard than to have four of your fighters following me with their weapons hot.”

      “Captain, you have one minute to turn around before we sprinkle you across the stars.”

      “Before you go and do anything quite so dramatic, I’d check your orders. We have been retained by Alphamerix Corporation to oversee the search and rescue operation of their facility. I believe that means that for the next few cycles you will be answering to my operational authority.”

      The screen went blank as they broke the connection. I motioned behind me for Ice to bring the ship to a stop. The other vessels stayed with us as we drifted. I turned around to smile at her, enjoying the thought of ruining someone that high up in the N.E.A.’s day.

      Ice just shook her head. “You probably could have handled that better, Captain.”

      “You don’t even know about all the horrible things I planned to say, but somehow I managed to stop myself at the last second. In fact, I might need some kind of reward for the amount of self-restraint I showed.”

      “You really do hate them, don’t you?”

      “You have no idea.”

      Ice gave me a look like she had more questions on the tip of her tongue, but she didn’t ask them. No one on this boat knew why I hated the N.E.A. and if I had my way they never would. Granted that only seemed to make them a little more curious, but I liked to leave them guessing. Kind of served to make me dashing and mysterious.

      “I’d just prefer it if you saved the smart remarks for when we didn’t have four fighters and a battleship targeting us. You know, like when you’re alone and all of us won’t die with you.” Ice broke off her reprimand and looked down at her console. “They are hailing us again, Captain. May I advise you to show slightly more self-restraint than on your previous call.”

      “Your advice is duly noted.” I nodded to her to let her know I was ready, and the view screen came back to life. The same pompous jackass was on the screen. He looked as if he was about to burst a blood vessel. A vein in his forehead was throbbing visibly as he fought to restrain himself.

      “Captain Drake, it seems an apology is in order. Please follow the ships into our hold. The Arc of Judgment is ready to receive you.”

      “No apology necessary, although I will have to mention this interaction in my final briefing to the company.”

      If anything his face turned a brighter shade of red and then the view screen disconnected. When I turned back towards Ice, she just shrugged at me. “What?”

      “You really just can’t stop yourself from tweaking them every chance you get?”

      “Oh, that. That was nothing. Just a friendly reminder of who is really in control of their ship.”

      “Oh, and that’s you is it?”

      “Of course not. It’s Alphamerix, and by proxy me.”

      “Well, next time let’s save the games for when they can’t turn us into space dust as the man so eloquently put it.”

      “Let’s just hope there isn’t a next time.” She nodded, and I watched as her tense features settled and she got back to the business of docking us inside of the massive ship. “Ice, alert the crew. I’d like everyone except for Maze to stay on our ship.” She made a funny face. “I mean it. The last thing we want is those N.E.A. boys poking around in our business.”

      Ice frowned but continued to work the controls. The side of the ship in front of us started to open. Once the massive bay door opened, you could see the glow from the air shield. It shimmered just enough so that you could tell that it was in place. The tricky part of docking this way was the landing. Once you breached the air shield gravity set in. So you had to breach it quickly, but with enough finesse to not crash into the rest of the ship. There was no reason to worry about the entry with Ice at the controls.

      “Maze, meet me in the cargo bay.”

      “Weapons?”

      “Nothing that they can see.”

      “Copy that.”

      Maze entered the cargo bay just after I did. She sure was an eyeful. If she wasn’t a member of my crew, then I might have been tempted to hit on her. That could just be something I told myself to play it safe. Once I had seen her hit a man in the throat and then she rearranged his testicles. All because the poor guy was love sick and wouldn’t stop asking her out. Besides not wanting to end up on the opposite side of that move, it was bad business to sleep with someone on your crew. The lines could start to blur. But the testicle thing was really the reminder I needed to keep my eyes and hands to myself.

      She had on some tight leather pants, and her trademark jacket. The jacket’s bottom split into three pieces around her legs. One of the leather strips hung in front of her between her long legs and the other two in the back off of her hips. It was a look that was in fashion now, which helped to hide the fact that the material was all combat spec. I knew for a fact she had at least four blades tucked inside of the coat, and probably at least one pistol that could avoid detection.

      The cargo bay door lowered, and the same self-important prick from the view screen started to march up the ramp. His men at least had the sense to wait at the bottom. I met him before he could enter the hold and stopped him with a glare. “I don’t believe I gave you permission to board my ship.” I looked to the right side of his chest. “Commander Silver.”

      “Your ship is docked inside of an N.E.A. star destroyer. What makes you think that you can dictate if we board your vessel or not?”

      My first thought was to hit him, but I let the impulse slide away. It was really just a matter of pride. You didn’t tell a chef what to do in the kitchen, and you didn’t board another man’s ship without permission. Instead of the punch that I wanted to throw, I put my arm around the man’s shoulders turning him away from the cargo hold. I felt him grow tense under my touch, and I had a feeling that vein in his forehead was pulsing double time. I could see the red poking out around his collar as he bristled at the familiarity I was showing him. Hopefully, it would serve as a good reminder of how to treat your guests.

      “Well, outside of simple courtesy, this vessel is my property. I believe N.E.A. regulation twenty-one dash twelve, section A prohibits you from boarding a vessel unless you have the proper search paperwork on file.”

      He spluttered. “How did you? Why would you, know that?”

      “I think it’s best for now if you just take me to meet who’s really in charge. Then you can go back to trying to intimidate people while the adults discuss the important matters.”

      He stopped walking, and I thought maybe I had pushed him too far. His hand twitched by his sidearm before his training took over.

      “Right this way, Sir.”

      I looked over at Maze, and she just shook her head and smiled. I caught a few smiles on the faces of his men as well. That meant he was a hardass. The men must have really enjoyed watching him get dressed down. When I was in the military, I had worked with several officers that were exactly like him. I knew the type. Small town kid turned big military man, and finally had a smidgen of power. They had to show everyone at every possible turn just how much control they had. The only good news was even in a screwed up organization like the N.E.A., officers like that only made it so far. He had probably reached the pinnacle of his career now and didn’t understand we he wouldn’t be moving any further up the chain of command.

      Situations like this served to remind me of why I chose to be free. I hated the rigid structure and the lack of flexibility the military offered. I had seen too many lives lost while some diplomat decided to go home for the night while people were dying. I knew my crew didn’t understand why I needed to tweak the N.E.A. whenever I could. How could they when sometimes I didn’t even understand it?

      Our small group lapsed into silence, and we followed the commander through a series of hallways and into a conference room. To my great surprise, Flinn was standing in the room casually talking with a fleet admiral. His three-piece suit reflected the light, showing off the expense of the cloth it was made out of. The admiral sat in his dress uniform seeming to dote on his every word. Not many people in the midrim could say they held that kind of power over fleet. Just how high up the corporate ladder was Flinn?

      When Flinn noticed me watching, he winked at me. I heard the commander stomp away before the door closed. Flinn said something to the admiral before straightening up and buttoning his coat. He walked across the room and extended his hand to me.

      “Captain Drake, it’s a pleasure to see you again. I was just telling the Admiral about our exploits on Zimmora.”

      “Hopefully nothing too insidious.” I managed to stammer out.

      “Of course not Captain, I was just demonstrating that you were the right man for the job. The N.E.A. has been having some issues with us wanting to put our representative in charge of their men.”

      “I can understand their concern,” I said looking past Flinn and meeting the admiral’s eyes. “But I’ve led men into battle before.”

      The admiral stood and walked over to us. “Captain Drake, I’ve had a look at your service record. It’s the only reason that I’ve agreed to any of this. That and Flinn assures me that you are still at the top of your game.”

      Maze’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of my time in the military. “Admiral, I’d like to introduce you to my second in command. This is Maze.”

      He reached out and shook her hand as well. He sized her up for a moment and then walked back to the table motioning for us to sit. I was in a hurry to get down to the planet and find out what had happened to my parents. I knew if anyone could find a way to survive down there it would be them.

      “Has there been any word from planet side?”

      “Our last communication was a little over a week ago. At that time they had to abandon their outer defenses and barricade themselves inside of the facility. We’ve been able to do some drone recognizance and have some information on the aliens.”

      He turned and pulled up a video on the view screen. It showed a pack of what looked like ice covered wolves attacking the outside of the facility. The thing that stood out right away was their abnormal tails. The tails moved in a normal fashion but were probably twice as long as the wolf’s body and had a barb on the end. The video ended as the drone was knocked to the ground and then destroyed.

      “The information we have now is that they are immune to laser fire.”

      I turned to Maze, and she lifted an eyebrow, before focusing on the admiral again.

      “We plan on using tracer rounds, hoping that the heat component and a ballistic based weapon will harm them. The ground has confirmed that they can be killed with explosives and traditional ballistic ordinance.” The admiral finished his briefing and then sat patiently waiting for my response.

      “Is there a reason you haven’t just gone in and swept the area with mech units?”

      Flinn started speaking before the admiral could answer. “The risk of damage to the facility was deemed to be too high if mechs were involved in retaking the facility. As much as we want to save our people and get rid of these creatures we can’t risk the damage or the delay that would be caused by damaging the terraforming equipment.”

      “So the soldier’s lives are worth less than the building?”

      The admiral spoke. “No one is saying that. We have decided that a more surgical approach is warranted.”

      “We also have another problem,” Flinn stated watching me for a reaction. “The reactor inside of the facility has become unstable.”

      “Jesus. If that happens you could be looking at the next desert planet, or maybe no planet at all.”

      “That’s why we need you down there. If anything happened to the operations team on the ground we need somebody with the knowledge to reset the reactor on hand. We know that you are the right man for that job, Captain Drake. You have the background both militarily, and scientifically, that is why you’re in charge.”

      “Send me the specs for the facility and give me about an hour with Maze. We’ll come up with something.”

      The admiral stood and waited as if he expected us to stand to see him off. Realizing that neither of us were going to, he pulled his jacket down, huffed slightly, and left the room. Flinn walked over to us before leaving.

      “This entire mission rests in your hands, Captain. We are counting on you.” Then he turned and left the room.

      I looked up at Maze and could feel the tension thrumming through me. A faint bit of moisture at the corner of my eye threatened to turn into a tear. My family was down there, and they were more concerned about saving a few credits, than saving their lives.

      Maze reached out and put an arm on my shoulder. “I’m sure they’re fine, Drake.”

      “A week is a long time to be stranded in that kind of facility. Especially if those things found a way in.”

      “Our priority will be to save them and as many of the others as we can. If we can also find a way to save the facility, then it will be a bonus.”

      A smile broke out on my face. There was a reason Maze was my second in command. She got me. I turned away from her before she could see the smile and started to look over the specs, along with the extra information the admiral had provided.

      I could see a way in. When this worked, we were all getting out of here in one piece. Now I just had to figure out a way to make the crew stay on the Arc. I didn’t want any of them dying down there if things went sideways. Maze must have already known what I was thinking because she started shaking her head.

      “You’re not doing this without me.”

      “I can’t ask you to do this, Maze. It could be suicide.”

      “You’re not asking, I’m telling you. You are not doing this without me.”

      I couldn’t keep from letting her see the smile this time. Having her by my side was exactly what I needed. Knowing at least one person down there had my back made me feel a whole lot better about getting off of the planet alive. When we worked together, it seemed like there was nothing that we couldn’t handle. She was my rock, and one hell of a shot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Chief Matterson

        

      

    

    
      “Fire the flares!”

      “Chief, these are the last set of flares that we have.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion, just get it done.” It came out as more of a growl than actual words, but he must have understood my meaning. The flares flew into the night lighting the area all around the facility. The wolves were already charging at us. Men fired from the rooftops above us. A few of the creatures fell but more of them got through the hail of bullets.

      This wasn’t going to end well. There was no record of anything like these creatures in our biological database. As far as we knew, this planet had been just another dead space rock. So where had these bastards come from. It was crazy to think that no one anywhere had ever seen them. If this was actual sentient life from this planet then someone had screwed up big time.

      The aliens had figured out a way to detect the mines, and now they only came after nightfall. Tonight would be the last night we could defend the facility against them. All of the exterior lights had been broken, and our last set of flares were fluttering slowly to the ground. The sound of the wolves howling and yipping into the night was enough to drive anyone mad.

      Our moral was low. No matter how many of the creatures we killed, it seemed by morning there were more waiting on the horizon. We were running low on munitions and food. The scientists were still doing their best to keep the facility operational, but it was a battle they were losing. We had only lost two other men since Alpha and Beta had been hit hard. One man fell from the roof, and was torn to pieces in front of the other men. One of the soldiers had a breakdown of some kind, and had walked willingly out of safety towards the beasts. He managed to kill one before he was torn apart. All I could think of now was that I wished we had his ammo.

      The flares continued to fall as I pulled everyone back to the entrance. The men on the roofs would be safe for now. It was the rest of us that I was worried about. More of the charging beasts fell as we covered our retreat in a tidal wave of bullets. Not enough of them died. It seemed as if we would never be able to kill enough of them. As we started to reach our final barrier, the beasts abruptly pulled away from their attack and ran back into the night.

      The flares landed and lit the ground around them in bright red circles. The rest of the courtyard was black. For once it was quiet. The men seemed to find it calming. The silence only frayed at the edges of my nerves. The monsters were never quiet, and I didn’t want to be out here to see what was coming next.

      “Abandon the outer defenses. I want everyone inside. We need to reinforce what we can to keep them out. God knows we will only have tonight to get it done.”

      “Chief, are you sure?”

      “Just get everyone inside. There is nothing more we can do here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I heard my orders repeated, and everyone started to break ranks and head for the facility. I couldn’t blame them even though I wanted to. These were hardened men, soldiers that had fought in more than one battle. To watch them crumble at the first true test we had ever faced was disheartening. A few of the veterans moved forward to cover our escape in case anything breached the barricade. Thank God not all of the men were spineless. My implant caught each man’s name and rank. If we lived through this, I would see them all promoted and handsomely rewarded.

      I waved the remaining soldiers through the entryway and stood just inside the open door as it rose from the floor. The eerie quiet continued as the door rose. None of the creatures were in sight right now, and that scared the shit out of me. For the last week they had been our constant companions, and now on the verge of victory, they were gone. The door finally sealed us away from the outdoors, and the huge building felt slightly like a coffin. The weight of it pressed in on me from all sides.

      A few deep breaths later and I was feeling more like myself. I turned to face the men. “Get torches up here and start welding this door into the frame. I don’t want them to be able to punch through it. Then we need to set up a few barricades down the main corridor before sealing the inner facility as well.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Anyone have a field manual? Maybe we can rig a few surprises for these bastards before we seal this room off.”

      “Hell, yeah!” A soldier shouted in the distance.

      “Jacob, find out if those scientists can come up with anything we could use. They have some big brains. Let’s get them working for us.”

      “Yes, sir.” He ran off down the corridor.

      “Jenson, tell the boys on the roof they should stay and engage the enemy. If they find themselves in any danger, they should retreat immediately into the facility.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Things seemed to be going better now that the men had a job to do. My father had always taught me that idle hands gave men too much time to think. If you wanted them to stay compliant even under stressful conditions you had to put them to work with a task they could easily handle. Everyone had something to do now. Most of it was grunt work, but hey, that is why we made the big credits.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was the third night since we had abandoned the outside of the facility to the wolves. So far we had managed to hold them off, but they had started to adapt to what we were doing. We lost three more men this morning when the damn things came at them from inside of the sewage tunnel. We managed to bring them down, but if they could get in there, they could have access to the entire facility.

      I thought about pulling us back to the corporation’s safe zones, but they didn’t seem as defensible. That only left one place to go. I’d spoken to the scientists about it, and they seemed to think it would be ok. There was no threat from prolonged exposure to the core. They assured me that would be the least of our worries. The core room had no facilities or storage.

      All that meant to me is that when corporate got here to bail us out we were going to be one sorry looking bunch. The plan was in motion now, all of the food had been moved, some old steel drums had been filled with water, and it was almost time to lock ourselves in. Before we did, I wanted to make one last push against the aliens to see if we could drive them away.

      I looked over the ten grim faces in front of me. There wasn’t really anything to say. I picked them because they were our best shots. They would make every bullet count, and hopefully the enemy would pay in blood. This was our last chance to avoid sealing ourselves in the reactor room. Once we did that, all we could do is wait for help. Personally the thought of waiting for a rescue that may never come didn’t do much for me.

      Every one of the ten men in front of me was watching me intently. They were waiting for words before they might be sent to their deaths. “You’ve been selected because you’re the best. We are going to give these things one hell of a beating, and hopefully that will be enough.”

      “We, Chief.” One of the men smirked.

      “Fuck, Ripper. You didn’t think I was sending you out there alone did you?” The men laughed. That is exactly what I wanted. I needed them loose and ready to go. “I’ve uploaded into the system a bonus for all of you, and increased the payouts your family will receive if you die.” They continued to smile, a couple of them even gave each other a high five.

      “Of course, that doesn’t mean shit right now because we can’t get a signal out, and unless they find my body those raises die with me.” Now they started laughing again. “So let’s just go out there and try to stay alive, I’d hate to bankrupt the fat cats that bankrolled this job.”

      They laughed and started to head out of the reactor room doors. I followed them keeping my eyes open. We didn’t know when we were going to make first contact. As far as we could tell the wolves had stayed out of this part of the building so far. Two other men walked behind me. They would be posted as guards on the door. If we got into trouble, their job was to lock us out and to make sure nothing made it to the reactor room before it could be sealed.

      The hallway around the reactor room moved in a circle and from there you could access any of the four main buildings of the facility. We ignored the first two doors and moved towards the third. This was the door the led to the dormitories and then outside. Most of the wolves had been focused on this area since we abandoned it. It must have been that the smell of humans lingered here. It was also the last open space we had fallen back to before moving back to the reactor room, and our last desperate grasp at survival.

      “Get the door open.” The torch started as they worked to break the weld we had in place. “Be ready for anything.”

      Four men dropped to their knees and another four lined up behind them. I stayed behind all of them watching the hallway behind us for signs of life. So far none of the doors we passed had been breached, but that didn’t mean much. Once they got into the sewage lines and the ventilation system, they didn’t have to worry about doors.

      The sound of the torches died away, and the two men in front looked to me for instruction. We had already outlined a plan, so I just waved for them to continue. The men grabbed the sides of the doors and pulled them open. I felt the tension build and then release as nothing jumped out at us right away. Where in the hell were these things?

      The long hallway in front of us had been destroyed. Our makeshift barricades had been ripped apart, and the room stank of animal piss. Water dripped from cracked pipes overhead, and some of the roof paneling had been shredded. Last night we had to make the call to finally abandon this wing of the facility and I had the door welded shut. Since that time it didn’t look as if anything had been disturbed, but the smell was worse.

      The men in front stood back up, and they broke into two groups of five. The first group rushed forward and took cover. Then the second group ran past them. We continued in this leap frog style until we reached the next door. The next room was a huge central gathering area. The door had also been sealed, so I yelled out for the men to continue. Our formation looked the exact same as it had when we opened the door to the hallway. As the men got ready to pull the door open I held my breath.

      The door opened, and one of the creatures lunged through taking one of our men with him before the rest of them even had a chance to fire. The next few seconds were full of violence as the soldiers unloaded into the beasts in the room. I counted eight that went down to my men before they had to reload. One of the wolves started running straight for us as the remaining men all scrambled to load their guns. I stepped around them and brought my rifle up. I might not have been out on the front lines anymore, but even I could hit one of these things.

      The rifle bucked against my shoulder sending shivers of pain down my arms. A small smile twitched at the corner of my mouth as the bullets tore through the wolf. It crashed to the ground before sliding forward the last few feet towards us. I started to step back when its tail flicked out, and the barb slammed into my foot.

      The pain was unbelievable. The foot had to be broken but the poison the creature released burned worse than the pain of broken bones. The scream that was ripped from my lungs felt healthy enough. The men moved back in front of me making sure the room was clear. I let go of the rifle and reached down pulling the barb from my boot. Already my gear was taking over. The boot stabilized and then expanded like a cushion to ease my steps. It would make for awkward running but was good enough for now.

      A small prick in my neck and I felt the pain washing away. You couldn’t beat the technology that our employer had paid for. It sent just the right mix of pain relief and adrenaline into my system. I couldn’t feel the foot anymore, and I was thrumming with energy. I still had nine men left under my command for this mission, and we weren’t done with these bastards yet.

      “Jesus, close your damn mouths and get your eyes back on the targets. You’ve all seen wounded men before. Let’s make it count for something.”

      I limped along behind them into the room. A growl to our right let us know that we weren’t alone. Five more of the wolves patrolled around the next door. It was odd behavior. For the most part, we had only seen the beasts be extremely aggressive. Waiting for us to shoot at them didn’t seem like something they would do.

      “Stop! Don’t let them draw you in!” I shouted to the men.

      “We got this, Chief.”

      The warning I was about to shout again died on my lips as the floor exploded upwards behind the men. The five wolves in front rushed forward while the men were distracted, and the three from below them began to attack. I stumbled backwards towards the door as I fired rounds from my rifle. Why hadn’t they listened to me? I reached the door just as the last man fell to the ground.

      They had been ripped to shreds in seconds, and only one of the wolves had gone down to their combined fire. There wasn’t much I could do now. There was no way I could outrun those creatures, and I wasn’t sure that I even wanted to. I pulled out a grenade and pressed the thumb compressor down. I tossed it into the remaining wolves and took cover against the wall.

      The wall might be enough to stop the blast. At the last second, I made a decision to throw myself through the doorway. I hit the ground hard, and the world erupted in flames behind me. Howls of pain echoed into the hallway from the room in front of me. At least if I died now, I took a few of those bastards with me.

      Crawling forward I managed to prop myself against the wall and pull myself back to my feet. I continued to shuffle backwards down the hallway. A wolf appeared in the doorway, and I started to fire my rifle. My hands were shaking so badly that I couldn’t hit a damn thing. The wolf moved into the hallway and slowly stalked towards me.

      Its muzzle was coated in blood, and the plates on its right leg had been badly damaged. It continued stalking slowly towards me and a growl issued from low in its throat. It was a deep sound that reminded me more of a male lion than a wolf. The snarl moved across the creature’s muzzle, and bright white teeth seemed to reflect the light filtering in from above. It snarled and barked before charging towards me.

      I tried to fire again, but I was out of ammo. I had wasted it all before it could make a difference. I tried to grab a clip from my belt but fumbled it to the floor. The alien’s tail rose above it darting around. It brought to mind the thought of the snake charmer I had seen in one of the ports. I had to watch the tail. The hot breath on my neck forced me to look down. The wolf's face was inches from my own. It rancid breath rolled over me in waves.

      Somehow I managed to pull out my service dagger. I slammed it into the wolf’s neck and screamed. “Lock down the reactor room.” Its jaws opened and it lunged for my neck. I couldn’t feel anything because of the drugs my suit had pumped into my system. I watched the beast shake it’s head back and forth as I stabbed it again and again. Finally, its muzzle ripped free, and I saw the blood spatter against the wall. It was almost as if it happened to someone else. I hoped they heard my final order or all of them would be dead.

      I love you, mom.
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      There had been a lot of yelling when I told the rest of the crew the plan, and that I wanted them to wait onboard the Talon. They all thought they could be of use on the ground, and frankly they were right. But it didn’t change a damn thing. I wasn’t risking their lives against an unknown alien species.

      I had a will drawn up once the crew had been with me long enough. God knows you couldn’t rely on the lawyers to get the funds to the right people on their own. The ship would pass to Maze in the event of my death, then Ice, then Kyra, and finally Gabe. The ship came with access to both my personal and the ship’s credit accounts. “Let’s just hope it never comes to that,” I mumbled.

      “Did you say something, Captain?” Maze asked with a grin.

      “Nothing important.”

      “Mumbling about who inherits your ship again.”

      Damn it all to hell. Maze was super observant and maybe her ears were just a little too good. That also meant I had done this more than once. It might even be possible that after a few drinks I had told Maze about my will. “It’s just a pre-fly-into-certain-death, prayer that I like to say.”

      Maze ran her hand over the cargobay ramp controls of the Talon. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her, Captain.”

      “If it comes to that.” I shook my head clearing away the thought. “Come on, we have to meet the troops.” Maze just smiled at me as I turned around. She knew how to push my buttons. No one was getting my fucking ship. Over my dead body. I let out a little snicker. I guess that was kind of the point.

      The marines were split into two groups of thirty. Each team had a support staff of five. Three comm techs, one gunnery sergeant, and a pilot. The sergeants snapped their men to attention as Maze and I approached. The men and woman standing in front of me looked tough, and they should be. The space marines of the N.E.A. were legendary, the best of the best. I should know. I used to be one.

      “At ease,” I said strolling up to the small podium. I took the microphone down and moved to stand in front of it. “You’ll find out rather quickly I’m not one to stand on ceremony.”

      “Sir, yes, sir.” They chorused.

      “You’ll also recognize that I’m not enlisted, so can the sir, crap.” A few of them looked offended, but I caught more of them cracking a smile. “I’m sure all of you have seen the footage of the enemy.” I waited until I made eye contact with a few of them before continuing. “Then you know we are up for one hell of a fight.”

      “Ooh Rah!”

      “I knew it wouldn’t be anything the best in the rim couldn’t handle.” That earned me a few chuckles and a few stern looks from the more senior members of the team. “We can’t count on any support from inside the facility. The fact of the matter is everyone down there might already be dead. Our primary goal is to wipe out the enemy and stabilize the power core. Any questions?”

      “Sir, did you just say that the powercore was unstable?”

      “I did. We don’t have any way of knowing just how unstable it is because the station isn’t transmitting any information. That brings us to our secondary objectives. First, we need to restore communications. After communications are restored we can begin the search for survivors. I’ve also petitioned the admiral to send a few fighters down to lay down some heavy fire along the perimeter of the facility. They need to know we aren’t playing around.” I tossed the mic behind me and Maze snatched it out of the air with one hand.

      She spoke with calm authority. “Alpha team will secure the perimeter. Beta team will be coming with the captain and myself. We will leave half of the squad in the main barracks, and the other half will push forward with us until we reach the core. Once we are there the remaining members of Beta will defend the core until we can stabilize it.”

      She tapped me on the shoulder with the mic. I took it back from here and continued the briefing. “At that point, if the facility is secure, we will push into the other buildings to make sure they are clear of the infestation. If the landing zone is still hot, we will stay put until we can request a larger force to be sent down for retrieval. I won’t risk the lives of any survivors in a hot LZ.”

      “Sir, we never retreat.”

      “Then think of it as taking a small break.” A few snickers rolled through the room. More than a few of the marines looked pissed. “Gentleman, we have a job to do. If anyone has an ego too big to follow orders you can stay on the ship.”

      One of the gunnery sergeants stepped forward. “That won’t be a problem, Sir. Will it marines?”

      “No, Sir!” They shouted as one.

      “Good, now let’s get down there and kick some alien ass.” I tried to drop the mic and stride towards one of the ships like a badass, but Maze caught it before it could hit the ground. Turning around I was just in time to see her put the microphone back in place. She shrugged when I caught her eye. It really didn’t matter, but I had wanted to show off a little bit. How often was it you got to be the baddest person in a room full of marines. Not very often is the answer you’re looking for.

      The inside of our transport ship was spotless. It made me think of asking the admiral to spare a few men to clean the Talon. When I say clean, I mean spotless clean, like I could eat my dinner off the floor. Maybe they had some kind of robotic assistance. Thinking back on our first holo call I doubted it. That guy was just the kind of prick that would have someone in here with a toothbrush scrubbing for sixteen hours because the farted in the mess hall.

      Everyone loaded into the ship. The weapons were stored away. They would be distributed after we burned through atmo. I had my favorite pistols with me, and Maze had her trusty rifle. I was looking forward to getting my hands back on a marine issued gun. They fired rounds that were just slightly larger than your standard slug, and this time they were loaded with tracer rounds. It almost made me wish we were going in at night. Almost.

      The ship shook violently as we broke through the atmosphere. The gear didn’t even budge an inch, military efficiency at its best. For the next three minutes, the ship rattled, and then almost instantly it evened out. The marines sprang into motion and started to put on the rest of their gear. As soon as they had their armor on, they started to spread out their weapons.

      A marine stepped in front of me and handed me a rifle, and four extra clips. “Can you get me four more clips and a couple of those grenades?”

      “Sure thing, Captain Drake.” I was surprised that he actually used my name, but it was a welcome reprieve from being called sir. He came back a few moments later. He watched as I tucked the other clips away. He had a smirk on his face. “It’s always better to have more ammo than you need. Remember that, soldier.”

      “Yes, Sir.” I knew it was too good to last.

      I watched him walk back to the armory and slip a few more clips into his bag. That was a good man there. You could afford to carry the extra three pounds. You couldn’t afford to run out of ammo with one of those wolves bearing down on you. The ship turned, and I looked at Maze. She had her game face on and was ready to roll. I checked the rifle and made sure everything felt right. As soon as I adjusted everything to my liking, the ship started to bank.

      The pilot came over the loudspeaker. “Three minutes until we hit the LZ.”

      The marines moved into formation. They were ready to roll. The gunnery sergeant stood in the middle of the troops ready to deploy them when we landed. Maze and I stayed behind them. We weren’t going to get in the middle of the initial combat. That was where most of the people were going to die. I was more than happy to stand back and let them do their job. Maze nodded once as the ship landed on the ground and the ramp opened up. The marines streamed from the cargo hold and over the landscape as if a dam had broken up a river and flooded the area below. They moved as one covering the area behind the ship, and their gunfire was rapid and echoing, just like rain hitting a tin roof.
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      The marines were still laying down heavy cover fire as we exited the ship. The wolves were falling but not fast enough to make a real dent in their numbers. Beta broke off from the assault and started moving towards the facility. Anything that was in front of them fell dead before we reached it. A quick glance over my shoulder showed that Alpha was holding their own, but the press of wolves was growing closer.

      “Maze, we’re not going to have a lot of time.” She only nodded. Her shoulders were tense, and she was walking on the balls of her feet. She was ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. I had the exact same feeling. If there wasn’t a possibility that my parents were alive in there, I would have stayed on the ship in a heartbeat. Two million credits didn’t mean much if we died before we could spend it. Guess it would be a nice payday for Ice.

      Beta moved into the building and Alpha was quickly falling back towards our position. Damn these things were tough and they just kept coming at us in waves. The door to the facility had been ripped from its hinges. Claw marks had ripped through a lot of the metal plating. Here and there around the door, I could see holes punched into the solid steel surface. I could only imagine that the wolves had been able to do that with their tails. What kind of animal had natural armor and could hit a solid steel door hard enough to shred it?

      Maze and I waited in the doorway for Beta to signal the all clear. Alpha continued to fall back until they were inside of the makeshift perimeter around the door. Three grenades flew over the top of the wolf pack landing slightly behind them. I pulled Maze inside of the door and covered her against the blast.

      Looking back out of the door I noticed the total devastation the three grenades had caused. Almost all of the small pack was down. Alpha was moving through the injured wolves and putting them down quickly. It looked like the area was finally secure. Now we just needed Beta to hurry up and get us inside of the building.

      “Uh, Captain.” Maze said clearing her throat.

      It took me a moment to figure out why she was acting so weird and then I realized that I was still holding her in my arms. I looked down into her rich brown eyes and brushed a piece of hair back from her forehead. She smiled up at me and something inside of me changed. I’d been ignoring the feelings I had for her for too long. Mostly because she was one of my crew, and mixing work and pleasure never worked for long. Although at the moment I had no idea why I felt that way.

      The elbow to my ribs caught me by surprise and snapped me out of my daydream. I coughed and backed up. Maybe this is why workplace romances didn’t work. They inevitably lead to violence. Maze still had the same smile tugging at the corners of her lips, but now it had quirked up on one side making it more of a smirk. Her eyes dared me to say something witty.

      “Damn Maze, can’t a guy do the chivalrous thing around you?”

      “Captain, I’ve seen you be chivalrous with a lot of women, I don’t plan on being one of them.”

      Ah, the game begins. “Guess we better see what is taking Beta so long?”

      “Gee, Captain, I’m a little disappointed that you didn’t have a smooth line all prepared. I mean those ladies don’t just throw themselves at you for your good looks. Right?”

      “Well to be fair, most of them also don’t know how to break a man’s ribs with their elbow. A hit like that tends to rearrange your priorities a little bit.” Or maybe it makes you fall just a little bit harder.

      She smirked at me again. Jesus, what had I even been thinking? We’d been together on my ship for almost ten years, if it hadn’t happened by now, it probably never would. I thought about slapping my face to get focused. Instead, I just rubbed my side where Maze had hit me. Damn, she was fierce. Before moving forward, I checked my rifle and made sure I was ready to go. We were so close I couldn’t afford a mistake now.

      Beta still hadn’t signaled us, and there was no gunfire coming from inside of the building. Just what in the hell were these guys up to? I nodded once to Maze and started to move forward. I didn’t wait to see her smirk again. Instead, I just turned and started moving. No matter what happened between us, I knew she would always have my back.

      The shooting started behind us again. I didn’t even want to know what was going on out there. I just wanted to get to the core, find out if my parents were still alive, and get the fuck off of this rock. God, I missed space sometimes. You could get lost out in the black. Everything down here just seemed so final.

      We moved quickly through the hallways, each of us clearing doors on the opposite sides of the corridor. So far there was no sign of the wolves except for the ripped apart structure. Claw marks and holes dotted the walls, floor, and roof of the building. The damn things had really done a number on this place. It would take a team of engineers months to get it back in order. Where was everyone?

      We moved quickly approaching the large recreation room and cafeteria. Just as we cleared the door, and gunfire erupted in front of us. I heard one man scream and everything fell quiet. I knelt down trying to remain hidden in the doorway. I kept scanning the room from side to side, but there didn’t seem to be anything there.

      It was obvious that a battle had taken place here. Blast marks from a grenade scorched the floor. Bullet holes riddled the walls and blood was smeared all over the floor. What I really found interesting was that there were no bodies. Come to think of it. I hadn’t seen any corpses outside either. Were the wolves dragging away their dead or was someone else doing it? If someone was removing their corpses, then we had a bigger problem on our hands.

      “Alpha one, this is Captain Drake.”

      “Go ahead, Captain.” The comms officer replied.

      “Tell the team to keep an eye out for armed insurgents.”

      “What evidence do you have?”

      I knew he was asking because his alpha’s team leader wouldn’t take my word for it. Something about that just rubbed me the wrong way but now wasn’t the time to press the issue. “It’s just a feeling for now. If he questions it, ask him when was the last time he saw an animal carry their dead away.” The answer was never. Even a dumbass marine should be able to grasp that.

      “I’m relaying the information to him now, Sir.”

      I hadn’t felt Maze move up behind me while I had been on the call, but she was there now. Her legs pressed into my back, and her rifle pointed over my head as she scanned the room. I leaned back against her legs for a second before I caught myself and straightened up. That was the kind of thing that would get me a knee cracked into my back. I already had one bruise too many from my second in command. I didn’t plan on adding another one.

      I started to stand up, and a hand on my shoulder shoved me back down.

      “Something isn’t right in there, Captain. I’m receiving some kind of interference in my cybernetics.”

      “Can you pinpoint the location?”

      She pointed towards one side of the rec room. I couldn’t make anything out from here. “Let’s find it.”

      We moved into the room slowly. I stayed in a low crouch and skirted the outer wall. Beta was still in the wind, which wasn’t making me feel any better. By now they would have been at the core. It didn’t make sense for them to go that far ahead. We were supposed to secure this room and then move on in groups. Nothing was moving, and the silence was stifling.

      Maze stopped and pointed to an area on the wall. It took me a few minutes of searching, but I found a small transmitter under what remained of a poster. Seriously what was with cafeterias and posters of food? I mean I was already there, and I had to eat, right? I turned my rifle around and slammed the butt of it against the small chip. The noise of the hit echoed through the room, and both of us froze.

      “Better?”

      “The interference is gone.”

      “So it worked.”

      “Let’s see what shows up after you beat the dinner-gong and then we will decide if it worked.”

      Three of the huge wolves launched themselves into the room from a hole in the floor I hadn’t noticed until now. They scanned the room for a moment their eyes resting on us. One of them howled. I felt Maze raise her rifle, and I pushed it back down. “Not yet.”

      “If they move any closer it will be too late.”

      I kept my hand on her rifle and motioned for her to be quite. The animals looked around for a moment as if trying to get their bearings and then took off down the hallway. “Alpha Team, I have incoming hostiles from behind you. It looks as if they are retreating. I’d make a path and let them go.”

      No response, but with the way Beta was working that wasn’t a big surprise. I let go of Maze’s rifle and lifted my own. Lowering back into a crouch I started to move across the center of the room. We still needed to get to the core so that we could get the hell out of here. We cleared the room and made it into the hallway without an incident.

      There was fresh blood in the hallway and lots of it. Body parts as well. Some of this had to have been Beta, what in the hell had happened to them? I started to move forward, and Maze stopped me again. This time, she moved forward and dropped to her knees. She moved a finger under a small wire I hadn’t noticed. She slipped a pair of scissors from somewhere and snipped it. Moving forward past the trap she turned and examined the wall. She pulled out what looked to be a homemade explosive.

      Damn, if Beta had missed one of those it would explain the carnage we were witnessing now. Maze moved in front of me, and I had the sense not to argue. With the interference gone her cybernetics would pick up a lot more than my regular eyes ever could. It was funny in all the years I had known her I had never thought to ask where she got such an expensive implant.

      She disarmed three more traps as we moved into the final corridor. It’s a good thing she was here because apparently, Beta thought it was ok to leave armed explosives behind them as they cleared the building. My anger was just starting to bubble over when I noticed the trail of blood. It didn’t look like the rest of Beta had made it out without some injuries. Still, they hadn’t reported, and that was a problem.

      Maze continued to rove in front, and I followed keeping an eye out behind us. The broken wires and dripping water from the ceiling gave the corridor an eerie vibe that did just enough to keep me on edge. At least in here the floor seemed to be intact, but that only continued to draw my eyes to the streaks of blood.

      Maze let out a slight hiss of air before she went silent. I turned around to see the remains of Beta Team strewn around the room. I couldn’t tell from the carnage if any of them had made it. After the explosives, it seemed that they pushed forward and were taken out by a pack of wolves. Paw prints outlined in blood led away from the destroyed bodies. Why hadn’t the marines notified us? We could have just walked into a trap, and that would have meant the end of this facility.

      “Beta Team appears to be down,” I spoke into my comm.

      “Repeat, Captain Drake. Did you say Beta Team was down?”

      “I can’t tell the exact number of fatalities, but yes the team appears to be down.”

      “Do you need support?”

      “As of right now we are ok. You might want to ask the admiral to deploy another team to secure Alpha’s position. Also, be aware the inside of the building has been rigged with booby traps.”

      “I’ll pass the information to Alpha, and relay your request to the admiral.”

      We moved slowly through the bodies making our way towards the door to the core. It was hard not to look at the faces of the men and women we were stepping over. They had been torn apart in seconds. Most of them were so young. The feeling that someone was behind this attack was starting to take root inside of me. I could feel it festering like an open wound, or an itch that just needed to be scratched.

      We reached the door to the core of the facility and scanned our badge on the reader. Nothing happened. I stepped back, and Maze tried, and again we got nothing. She raised her rifle to pound on the door, and I smiled as the first thud echoed in the hallway. I looked at her and mouth the words. Dinner gong.

      She stepped away, and I rapped my knuckles against the door. “This is Captain Drake of the Star Talon. If you can hear me it’s time to go.” The door slid open, and a slightly pudgy and just a shade on the other side of middle aged woman was standing there. A haggard face smeared with dirt looked up at me. Her eyes radiated warmth and almost seemed to glow with happiness. It took a moment for it to settle in just who I was looking at. “Hi, Mom.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Captain Drake

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t matter to me that she was covered in filth and hadn’t showered in at least a week. All that mattered was that she was alive. When I pulled back from her embrace, I noticed the streaks on her face from the tears. She read my eyes, smiled, and pointed behind her. She gently took my arm in hers and turned around leading me further into the room.

      “He’s safe too.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I squeezed her against me as we started to walk. “It’s good to see you.”

      Maze followed behind us. She didn’t say a word letting us enjoy our moment together. Of course, dad was exactly where I expected him to be. At the control panel for the reactor. His face was set in a scowl of concentration as he worked at the controls. We stood silently next to him for a few moments. He didn’t even realize I was there.

      “Martha, I don’t know how much longer I can screw with the core before it becomes too unstable to fix it again.”

      “I see the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” Maze said from behind us.

      “Martha, who is that?” He said still working on the controls.

      “I don’t know. Drake, tell us who your friend is.”

      My dad finally looked up as I turned towards Maze. “First, I want to know what she meant by the apple and the tree thing.”

      Maze let out a laugh. “I don’t know how you don’t see it Captain, but only someone in your family would be crazy enough to muck up a perfectly good reactor.”

      He turned to face Maze. “Seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

      “Sounds like someone I know.” Maze said, her smile lit up from ear to ear.

      “Damn it, Maze. It’s a decent idea. The only way to get the corporation to take notice is to screw with their multi-billion dollar machine.”

      “That was exactly what we were trying to do.” My mom said.

      “Like I said, apple and the tree.”

      Maze only laughed harder when I glared at her. Damn it if she wasn’t right. As much as I hated to admit it, I was a lot like my parents. Granted my morale code was a little bit looser, and my adherence to the law as iffy at best. I was also pretty sure neither of them had killed someone, but that wasn’t something to brag about.

      “Dad, why don’t you stabilize that thing so we can get out of here.”

      “We can’t leave. At least not until we have transport for all of these people. Unless your ship got a lot bigger they won’t all fit.”

      “I didn’t come on the Talon. I’m here with the marines. They have a battleship outside. Mom start rounding them up, and I’ll call in for transport.”

      Dad didn’t hesitate. I watched as his hands flew over the controls and the reactor started to stabilize. Maze went with my mom to start rounding up the remaining civilians and guards. That just left me with a job to do.

      “This is Captain Drake,” I spoke into my comm unit. “I’m working to stabilize the reactor now.” My dad looked over and frowned as I said those words.” I mouthed to him how many people. He held up one finger, then two, and finally seven. “I’m going to need transport ships down here for one hundred and twenty-seven survivors.”

      “Drake repeat, did you say you would be able to stabilize the reactor?”

      “I did.”

      “Thank you, Captain. That’s the best news we’ve had all day. There are several transport ships and another squad coming down to assist. The admiral has been made aware of your suspicions and also has fighters sweeping the area. For now, your position remains secure.”

      “Was anyone able to track the wolves when they fled?”

      “We tried, but they blend in with the snow. Whatever that plating is, it keeps their heat signatures from showing up on thermal. Damn things disappeared like ghosts.”

      “Alpha should set up sentry weapons on the perimeter, at least until we get out of here.”

      “I’ve relayed your command to Alpha. The team commander says they have the situation under control.”

      “Tell alpha squad leader if he doesn’t start to follow orders I’ll have him reprimanded.”

      “Sir, I’d prefer if you told him that yourself. Connecting you now.”

      Shit, this was the last thing I had time for. Getting into a pissing match with a squad leader wasn’t something I wanted to do. “Alpha, this is Captain Drake. I need you to deploy sentry guns along the perimeter.”

      “Negative Captain, the area is secure.”

      “I’m down here with full operational authority. Get those guns deployed now.”

      “With all due respect Captain, we have the situation under control. It’s a waste of time.”

      “If anything happens to these people because you were too busy measuring your dick, I’m going to see you brought up on charges.”

      “I guess I’m lucky that my commanding officer hates you then.”

      “Even he won’t be able to shield you from this kind of screw up. In fact, I’d bet dollar to doughnuts that he leaves you hanging out to dry.”

      “Thank you for your input Captain, Alpha over and out.”

      Maybe if Beta had followed orders, they would still be alive. I knew firsthand what it felt like as a marine to have to take orders from someone outside of your command structure. It sucked. It made you feel more like a mercenary for hire than part of the armed forces. Never in my life would I have ignored such an order, especially when all it took was a few men and some time to secure the site properly.

      “Officer, get the admiral on the line, and have him relay my order to Alpha personally.”

      “I’ll do what I can sir.”

      “I guess that will have to be enough.”

      My dad walked over and put a calming hand on my shoulder. “Still causing trouble, I see.”

      “Well, sometimes you have to stick with what you’re good at.” I let a little grin slide across my face, even though I was feeling anything but relaxed. “Seems like you’ve been getting up to a little bit of trouble on your own.”

      “I heard you say that you were fixing the reactor.”

      “Yeah, about that.” I ran a hand through my hair and looked him right in the eyes. “I think it would be best if we kept the fact that you made the reactor unstable to ourselves.”

      “If you think I’m dumb enough to tell Alphamerix about what I did down here, then you are out of your mind.”

      He kept his eyes on mine, and I could see the twitch of a smile trying to form at the corner of his mouth. I reached out and pulled him into a hug. “Let’s go get mom, and once we get out of here, maybe we can find you a shower.”

      He responded by pulling me tighter against him. “Are you trying to say I smell?”

      I shoved him away. “Like a garbage dump soaked in sweat.”

      “Well, it hasn’t exactly been easy living down here.”

      “When we get back to the ship, you’re going to have to tell me about it.”

      Maze and my mom had everyone rounded up and ready to go. No one had any personal possessions. There must not have been time to collect them before they moved into this room. There sure as hell wasn’t time for them to go back to their rooms and get them now. I scanned the faces in the crowd some of them were happy, but more than a few looked scared and anxious. I’d seen this before after a terrorist attack. People seemed to cling to the idea that finally being safe was too good to be true. A psychologist would tell you it wasn’t healthy. Me personally, I found those kind of people tended to live longer than the rest.

      “I’m Captain Drake, and this is my second in command.” I pointed at Maze. “We are going to lead you out of here. Maze and I will take the front, any armed security personnel you have left will bring up the rear.”

      “I thought you were here with the marines?” Someone shouted out.

      “The marines are outside securing the perimeter. Everything between us and the door is smooth sailing. I’m going to ask you just to keep moving forward no matter what you see along the way. In ten minutes you’ll be off this planet and safe on the Arc of Judgement.”

      I didn’t wait for anyone to ask a question, I just turned and headed back towards the door. Maze walked beside me, my parents directly behind. The rest of them could come or stay. Personally, I felt like my job was done here. If they were too scared to follow then they could find their own way off this damn rock. There were only two of us and a hundred and twenty-seven of them, so they wouldn’t be getting any kind of special attention. I couldn’t babysit all of them. They needed to man up.

      The reactor was safe, and we were about to get back to the Talon and a two million credit payday. That kind of score was going to go a long way towards keeping us in the black. It almost seemed too easy. One quick glance at Maze confirmed she felt the same way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Captain Drake

        

      

    

    
      We worked our way through the remains of Beta. It didn’t do anything to help the confidence of our scientists. Thankfully some of the remaining security personnel took charge and kept people moving. Maze ranged ahead of me to sweep the area again for traps. While she did, I held up a fist signaling everyone to stop.

      “I never thought I’d see the day you sat back while a woman took the risks.” My dad said.

      “Maze has a cybernetic eye. She’s used it save my life more than once. Did you see the bodies back there? That could have just as easily been us.”

      I felt more my mom shift behind me and my dad let out a little grunt. When she spoke it was softly but with conviction. “As if a woman can’t do everything a man can.”

      Now I turned to see her glaring at my dad. “Mom, you have no idea.”

      She looked up at me. “Ah, so you have a thing for her.”

      I almost choked when I swallowed. A thing for Maze, well yeah every man in the verse had a thing for Maze. She was as sexy as she was deadly. That didn’t mean I would ever act on those feelings. She was one of my crew, and I know I didn’t forget to mention the deadly part.

      I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I almost missed the all clear signal. I only caught it because this time, it was me my mom elbowed in the ribs. Jesus, what was with that woman and her rib gouging? When I looked back down at her, the anger bled away. She gave me a knowing look and then turned back to my dad and took his hand into her own. I lowered my hand and started moving us forward again.

      We made it through the worst part of the gore with only a couple of incidents. A few people vomited at the site of the corridor, and one man passed out. The explosives had been a really good idea. The hallway created a chokepoint, and animals wouldn’t have been looking for trip wires. The marines should have been. As an infiltration unit, they should have known better. Just what in the hell had pushed Beta forward so hard.

      The large central building came and went, and we moved into the last corridor leading towards the outside. The sunlight was streaming in the door. The glare was pretty bad as the light reflected off the snow. I could see a few members from Alpha as we continued to move forward.

      Finally, we stepped back into the open, and I took a breath of fresh air. It helped to wash away the scent of death and one hundred and twenty-seven unwashed bodies. It felt good to be out of that place. Now all we had to do was load these people up and get the hell out of here. The first two transport ships swept in and landed. Each of them would be able to take about twenty people aboard.

      Two of the soldiers from Alpha moved forward. “Get these people onto the shuttles.”

      They nodded and started breaking up the people into groups so they could load them into the shuttles quickly as they continued to land. The first two groups of twenty made it into the shuttles, and they launched into the air. Two more shuttles swooped in to take their place. The marines started herding the next group of scientists towards them.

      Alpha’s drop ship loomed behind the two transport vessels. It was twice as large as they were. Tucked behind it was the other drop ship, men were standing around it chatting as if nothing could go wrong. Not only was their commanding officer an asshole, but he also happened to have the worst trained squad of marines I had ever laid eyes on. Unless they had received separate orders this was a hot zone, sitting around and talking wasn’t in the manual.

      I pulled one of the soldiers aside. “Did you get the stationary guns set up along the perimeter?”

      “What are you talking about, Sir?”

      Well, that was answer enough. I still couldn’t believe that their commander was willing to put his own ego in front of the security of this operation. I looked back towards the remaining group of people. Two more shuttles and it wouldn’t be my problem anymore. I had a new problem now.

      Maze was laughing and talking with my parents. Why hadn’t they gotten on one of the first two shuttles? If they were all laughing and smiling, chances were Maze was talking about me. That wouldn’t do at all. The shuttles started to power up behind me. I heard them lift into the sky and start to fly away.

      The snow turned orange around me moments before the noise reached my ears. The next thing I knew I was flying through the air. Thank God for the softer snow on the ground. Rolling onto my back, I looked up into the sky to see the remains of one of the shuttles falling back towards the ground. The sound of gunfire erupted around us as Alpha started to engage the threat.

      Well, it wasn’t the wolves this time. Last time I checked animals couldn’t fire ground to air missiles. If the sentry guns had been deployed, we would have at least gotten a little warning. Things were turning sideways fast. We needed to get out of the open and find a way to ambush these guys.

      The remaining security guards looked a little frazzled but confident. People they could deal with, mutant wolves not so much. They had already started moving the remaining scientists back inside. Thankfully there weren’t too many left, the security team had only sent one man with each of the first four groups.

      “Everyone back inside,” I shouted over the sound of gunfire. Maze started to lead my parents inside, and I started to jog to catch up with them. As we ducked in the door, I could see alpha falling back. Alpha’s back up squad had taken a beating and were loading back into their drop ship to leave when it exploded. Alpha was far enough away that they were safe, but their ship took the brunt of the damage.

      They rounded up whoever they could and started falling back towards the door. I thought about sealing the commander outside to deal with his folly, but I couldn’t do that to the rest of his men. Whoever wanted this facility wanted it bad enough to send a strike team against fleet marines. If they were caught, it would be considered an act of war. Just what made this planet so important?

      Winter resort my ass. I thought spinning back into the facility and continuing to run. We should fall back towards the core again. After everyone was back inside, maybe Maze and I could rig a few of the booby-traps again. Anything that would help slow them down was a plus. We reached the core room, and the remaining members of Alpha started to file in around us.

      One of the marines walked towards me. His head was held high. Chin up in the air like some arrogant bird. Shoulders thrust back, and his steps were full of attitude. “I want to know how in the hell you knew they were going to attack, Captain Drake. I want to know right now!” Spittle flew from his lips as he screamed the words. I was about to shrug him off and get back to work when he pulled out his sidearm. “Don’t turn your back on me!”

      I held my hands up. I didn’t need a weapon, Maze would have him covered. I didn’t like our chances if everything went to shit. Maze and I with a handful of security guards against twenty marines that had just seen their friends shot. It wasn’t exactly what you could call a winning combination.

      Something about having a gun pointed at me always brought the worst out of me. I lowered my hands and stepped forward. “Listen up, Gunny. I told you to set up the guns, and you ignored a direct order. I believe I might have also mentioned that we could have hostiles inbound. Let me guess, you didn’t tell your squad.”

      “This isn’t about me, Drake. This is about you. How did you know?”

      “If you’d been in as many shit storms as I have then you would have learned to trust your gut. That’s how I know. Those wolves weren’t native. They were brought in to soften the facility up before they attacked. But even an idiot like you should have been able to follow a simple order.”

      His hand started to shake for a second I thought that just maybe I had pushed him too far. Then he lowered the gun. “So what do we do now, Captain?”

      “First I need to know how many men they had.”

      The gunnery sergeant looked over his men and then turned back to me. “I’d say one hundred at least, and well-armed by how easily they took out our ships.”

      “Can we expect any help from the admiral?”

      “Probably not, this entire mission has turned into an expensive nightmare for him. I doubt he would risk more ships. He’s lost enough face as it is.”

      “So that leaves us with twenty armed marines and about fifteen armed guards.”

      Everyone was watching me think, and most of them held grim expressions on their faces. They were right to be worried. The enemy had us outnumbered at least two to one. That didn’t leave a lot of wiggle room for us if we were going to survive. To win this, we were going to have to get creative.

      Looking around the room wasn’t helping, so I closed my eyes. We needed a way to cut their numbers before they could reach us. We had two long hallways to work with. The recreation room would be a killing floor we had to avoid. I wondered about the hole in the ground, had the wolves been moving under the floor. We could use that, and maybe the ducts as well.

      My hands found their way into my hair, as they always did when I was worried. It was a habit I had tried to break but just couldn’t do it. This wasn’t going to end well, and I wasn’t about to die without my credits. The anger started to cloud my judgment, and as much as I tried to ignore it, the feeling wouldn’t go away.

      I still had my eyes closed when two warm hands found the sides of my face. Opening my eyes revealed the one person that didn’t look worried. She held my gaze until I pulled myself back together. Then she smiled. I knew that she believed in me. We had found our way out of tougher positions than this.

      She let her hands linger for a few more moments before stepping away. “What are your orders, Captain?”

      “I have a feeling these guys are going to come at us hard and fast. That means they are going to be sloppy. We can use that to our advantage. Maze do you think we could re-rig a few of those explosives?”

      “Anywhere you want, Captain.”

      “Good. I’m also going to need a few marines that don’t mind getting dirty.”

      Four men stepped forward. I pulled up a schematic of the plans on my arm. “This is going to be risky. You four are going to be right in the thick of it.” Each one of them met my eyes without flinching. I definitely had the right four men for the job. They nodded one at a time while I explained the plan and pointed on the map to where I wanted them stationed. “You’re going to hit them fast and then retreat. I don’t want any of you in a prolonged engagement.”

      All of them looked like they understood, but I had my doubts. “No heroes. I want you back here and alive.” I pointed a group of five other marines. “You guys are going to be our token resistance. Your job will be to lead them back to us once they breach the second set of doors.”

      For the next three minutes, we ironed out as many of the details as we could. If we waited any longer, we might not be able to get into position before they breached the door. We were lucky that they had taken their time securing the outside of the building before coming in. It was too bad for us that they weren’t running a shit show like we were, but if this worked we had a chance. Everyone knew their jobs, it was time to get to work.
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      Everything was in place. Maze and I were at the end of the first corridor waiting for them to cut the door open. We had one grenade and then it was our job to lead them into the traps. I still wasn’t sure exactly when we had been volunteered to be the bait, but if you wanted something done right sometimes you had to let people shoot at you.

      The sparks from the torch glowed orange as the enemy cut through the door. It wouldn’t be much longer now. I flexed my finger alongside my rifle. Something about this situation felt almost familiar. There was a reason I left the military. It was to avoid shit like this. Sure sometimes we still got into tough situations but nothing like this. If it weren't for my parents, I would have run from this job the credits be damned.

      Maze tensed beside me as the door fell to the ground. Two men rushed in, and I dropped them with a quick burst from my rifle. We were forced to duck out of the way as the strike team opened fire down the hallway. We waited until we could hear boots shuffling in and Maze rolled the grenade down towards them. My rifle felt warm in my hands from the quick burst I had already fired. It was time to heat it up again.

      Ducking around the corner, I sprayed the hallway with bullets. The men didn’t even flinch. They just kept pushing forward. The front two had ballistic shields up. The shields stopped my bullets, but it also countered the sound of Maze’s grenade. Maze and I both fired another series of shots into the shields, making sure to keep them occupied.

      Both of us seemed to duck back around the corner at the same time. A second later the grenade went off. In the compressed space, the damage would have been catastrophic. We both slipped back around the corner and started to fire into space. We didn’t stop until our clips were empty and then we started to slowly back away while we reloaded. We made it out of the hallway and into the common room. I signaled to the marines we had in place and then retreated into the hallway beyond.

      I gave Maze a quick look, and her smile was tight. That was a feeling I could understand. We had done our part to draw them in and make them angry. Now we just had to hope the rest of the plan worked. It was quiet now, almost too quiet. In a battle like this, that never meant anything good. We waited in the near perfect silence, to see what they had planned for us.

      What I didn’t expect was to hear the heavy footsteps of an automated mech coming our way. Jesus, a fucking mech. You had to be kidding me. Six hundred pounds of death armed to the teeth with automatic weapons. I’d seen these deployed while I was in the military, The machines could cut through armored soldiers like they were paper. Just how well funded were these guys? No one would spend this kind of money and manpower just to take over a terraforming operation. Something bigger was going on here.

      “Maze, you’re going to have to take it out.”

      “Well, that’s awfully brave of you, Captain.” She said giving me a look that said she would rather be doing anything but this.

      “You’re the only one with a gun strong enough to do it.” She held out the gun towards me. She was joking. At least I was pretty sure she was joking. “Hey, just be happy you’re not going to be the distraction.”

      “Captain, don’t go getting yourself riddled with holes on my account.”

      “You’re going to need to be able to line up a clear shot.”

      “Probably more than one.”

      I could see the nervous look on her face. I knew she was just thinking about what would happen if that thing turned on her, but I was going to pretend that all of that look was concern for my wellbeing. “How long do you think you’ll need?”

      “Five or ten seconds if everything goes perfectly. Longer if it doesn’t.”

      “Try and make it perfect then. This shield is only going to take so much.”

      The mech entered the large open room. Its head swiveled from side to side scanning for something to shoot. It was almost shaped like a man. The main difference was that instead of arms, it had two massive six-cylindered guns mounted on independent swivels. The other difference was that it was covered in armor thicker than my leg. The mech took two more steps into the room and continued to scan.

      “You ready.”

      “Captain….”

      “Yeah, I know you love me.”

      “Actually, I was just going to say, thank you for the ship.”

      That was the Maze that I loved. She would never back down from a fight, and didn’t take lip from anyone. That was the attitude I needed right now. “See you on the other side.”

      I darted around the corner while the mech’s head was turned in the other direction. I hit it with a burst from my rifle. I’d love to say it did more than scratch the paint, but that just wasn’t the case. One of its guns was on me before it even turned its head. The damn thing had some tracking upgrades that weren’t in place the last time I saw one of them in action.

      The shield on my wrist flared to life just in time to deflect the first round of bullets. Already the fucking shield was pulsing. They didn’t make them like they used to. The energy source it used to generate the shield was almost gone.

      I slid behind a metal pillar, and the gun turned off. Damn things were smart I had to give them that. Whoever programmed the killing machines had taught them not to waste ammo. I wouldn’t mind having a couple of these things on our side to even the odds.

      Mazes rifle sounded, and the mech started to turn away from me. I broke cover from behind the pillar and started to pepper it with my rifle. One of the guns swiveled back towards me as Maze hit it again. Then it started to unload in her direction. This wasn’t going to work she need to be free to shoot at the damned thing. There was only one thing left that I could think of, and it was probably the worst decision I had ever made in my life. After living long enough in the black sometimes you learned just to go with it. Fate would do what it needed to.

      I had a flare in my gear, standard military loadout. I popped the flare and started running towards the mech. My shield was up, but it wouldn’t save me if Maze couldn’t bring this bastard down. Both barrels focused on me, and I threw the flare into the air. The mechs program tracked it and blasted it to pieces before refocusing on me. Maze’s rifle rang out again. The mech started to fire, my shield started to waver. I ducked behind a table, and it was blown to pieces in seconds. Maze’s rifle boomed again, and the mech started to turn away from me.

      I stood up my shield was gone, and the damn thing was still ticking. If it didn’t go down now, both of us were dead. One gun started to swivel back towards me, and then the mech’s head exploded in a shower of sparks. Slowly it fell forward onto its knees, and finally its face. That was a couple million dollar mistake someone had just made.

      There wasn’t any time to celebrate. I sprinted across the room back towards Maze. As I slid into place on the other side of the doorway, I couldn’t help but smile. “What took you so long?”

      “I had to hit in the same spot five times, Captain. They must have modified their armor since the last time we’ve seen one.”

      “Still, we got the bastard, didn’t we?”

      “Let’s just hope that they don’t have another one.”

      Well, that was a sobering thought. Poking my head around the corner, I saw the first of the soldiers entering the room. They would be coming in smaller groups now. That wasn’t ideal, but we could make it work. The first five men spread out covering the room with their guns. The next group of five moved forward into the room. I could just make out the shadows of more men waiting for the all clear. This was it. Live or die time. We were going to give it our best shot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Captain Drake

        

      

    

    
      Four groups of five men each fanned out across the room. Each group was shielded by one of the men. This was the part of the plan I liked the least, at least before the unexpected surprise of the mech. Now we were just pushing our luck. Maze met my eye and gave me a curt nod. I returned the nod tightening my grip on the automatic rifle.

      She leaned out in one smooth motion and fired two shots. Two of the men dropped, and the shields all swiveled towards us. I leaned out and peppered their shields with a blast from my rifle. It didn’t cause any damage but had the effect we were looking for. The men started to move forward further into the room.

      They crept along slowly keeping their shield wall intact from the front and the sides. I kept them interested enough by continuing to spray them with gunfire. Maze broke from our position and headed further into the facility. Now it was just a game, could I move them into position before they figured out what was going to happen?

      They had to be feeling confident now. It seemed as though with each step they were moving forward faster. After their initial loss of men, they had really only met a token resistance from the two of us. It would have made them feel invincible. They only needed to take a few more steps, and then we could spring our trap. All I had to do was keep them shuffling forward.

      They made it where I need them to be and just as I was about to fire, another group of men started to enter the room. Just how many fucking men had these guys come with? When did a group of people stop being hired thugs and start to count as a small army? All we could do now is stick with the plan, and hope that our guys made it out of there. The second group of men moved into the room and secured the entrance, and my group started to inch forward again.

      It was now our nothing. I let out a deep breath and leaned out around the corner. The gun bucked against my shoulder and then the explosion tore their group apart. The blast slammed into their shields sending men flying in all directions. Two of the marines popped up from the gaping hole in the floor and started shooting. I continued to fire until I ran out of ammo. The eighteen men that had been moving towards me had been effectively eliminated. A few of them were crying out, but none of them were in shape to move.

      The entire sequence had taken less than thirty seconds. The bomb went off, and the four of us fired into the disarmed crowd, and now we had a real chance. A small smile twitched onto my lips as the marines let out a battle cry before slipping out of sight. Their job was to fall back to the group and to make sure they weren’t followed.

      Just as I finished patting myself on the back, an object flew through the air towards the hole. It had to be a grenade. The only hope for the two men inside was that they made it far enough back that the blast wouldn’t catch them. I had my doubts that they made it as the explosion rocked the room.

      It hadn’t been an ordinary grenade. The damn thing made the entire building shake when it went off. It was like the world just spun slightly off its axis for a moment. My vision swam for a second, and my ears were ringing. A group of men moved towards the edge of the hole and then started firing down into it. I hoped my boys weren’t down there still.

      When I leaned out of the doorway to fire, my shots were erratic at best. I still hit the massive shields but failed to hit the two men standing in the open. I saw a man reach behind him as if to throw something. Without hesitation, I turned and ran down the hallway. There was a time to fight and a time not to die. This was the second kind. I couldn’t hear a thing, but the countdown in my head was going down quickly. As it hit one, I dove forward, twisting to land on my back. I hit the button for my shield, and it flickered briefly to life.

      The blast washed over me, and my shield failed. What I wouldn’t have given to have one that recharged just a little bit faster. If I made it out of here alive, I’d be able to afford one. The shield had done just enough to move most of the debris away before it gave out. I was alive. Reaching out I patted down my body. Everything was still there. I started to laugh, but it cut off abruptly as two shadows moved into the doorway. I struggled to get my rifle around and in front of me. There was no way I was going to get a shot off in time. This was how it was all going to end, killed in some goddamned terraforming unit as if I never left home in the first place.

      The first man stepped into the entrance of the hall. His rifle moved up into place. His eyes widened slightly at the sight of me struggling on the floor and then he flew backwards. The second man didn’t last much longer. I leaned back and smiled looking up at the ravaged ceiling above me, and wishing it was the stars instead of a mess of broken tiles and electrical wires. I let out a sigh, and when I tilted my head even further back, I saw an angel. Maze was standing in the doorway the light shining into the room from behind her.

      She smiled at me, and one of her eyebrows rose up as a smirk spread onto her face. “Captain, now might not be the best time for a nap.”

      A growl escaped my throat as I found my way onto my feet and started to shuffle towards her. “You know you just cost yourself a ship.”

      She moved past me into the hall setting up the trip wires, before following behind me. “I just wasn’t ready to be called Captain yet. You know it seems so damned demanding. Everyone is always looking to you for a direction to go in. I kinda like just being able to shoot.”

      “Plus the hat wouldn’t look too good on you.”

      “If you think I’m wearing that disgusting thing when you die, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “Can’t be a captain without a hat, Maze.”

      She finished setting up the last of the trip wires, and we moved further down the hall. They might not work at all, but it was worth a shot. What I wouldn’t have given to have some explosives with a detonator, but we just weren’t that lucky. If they made it through that hallway, we had two traps left for them and then it was going to be like the O.K. Corral. At some point they just had to give up, right?

      They couldn’t move in more troops with the Arc of Judgment guarding the space around the planet. It would have been pretty hard to hide too many men on the ground for a long period of time. Granted cornered men do stupid things like fight until every last one of them had been killed. I had the feeling they weren’t going to make it easy on us.

      The comms were still down, and that made this even more difficult. We wouldn’t be able to adjust anything on the fly. We had the hallway and then two more surprises before we were in serious trouble. It had to be enough. I wanted to at least see how nice two million credits looked in the account. Maybe take a picture so I could remember it after it was all gone.

      My ears had finally stopped ringing, and the room had stopped spinning. I checked my rifle and found that I had already changed the clip when I was dazed. At least my instincts were still working to keep me alive. I gave Maze a nod, and she fired out into the hallway. Peeking around the corner, I saw her bullet deflected by the energy shield. My shots didn’t fare much better, and the men continued to slowly march forward.

      I’d never seen trained mercenaries act like this before. Normally if this many of their men had been slaughtered, they would have been off this rock and out of the system before you could take a breath. Something was driving these men forward, and until we figured out what, they would keep coming until they met their objective.

      Shooting through the doorway bought Maze enough time to retreat into the next hallway. I sprayed a few more shots over their shield before I joined her. The sound of the first bomb going off filled me with hope. We were going to make it. Then bombs two and three went off almost simultaneously. Either they had figured out how to set them off safely, or we had rigged them too close together.

      We ran past two doors before ducking into the doorway to the core. We would find out soon enough just how well our trap worked, if at all. Then they would get a few more surprises before we held our desperate last stand.

      When I looked up from checking my rifle Maze was squatting on the ground right next to me. She leaned her shoulder into mine and smiled. “It’s been a pleasure working with you Captain.”

      “I’m not done with you yet.”

      “Well it isn’t looking too good is it?”

      “If it was that bad I’d be trying to steal a kiss instead of realigning the sights on this rifle.”

      When her lips found my cheek, I almost couldn’t believe it. We had come close a couple of times but never crossed the line. It happened when you worked in a life and death business. Those kind of extreme situations were bound to push you closer together. If I’d been the kind of man that was going to settle down, I would have clung to those desperate moments. Instead I tried my hardest to forget about them. Life was too hard for us to take it that seriously.

      “Maze, if you’re going to give a man a kiss when death is on the line, you should at least find his lips.”

      She gave me a dirty look. She had bared her soul to me with that kiss, and here I was, being an asshole. I moved forward before she could stop and planted one right on her lips. They spread welcoming me in, and our tongues found each other’s for a moment. I pulled away and flashed her my biggest grin.

      “Asshole.“ She said flatly.

      “That’s Captain Asshole, to you.”

      She was about to say something else when I leaned around the corner and fired my rifle, her words were drowned out by the sound of automatic gunfire. At least a few of the men had survived. I could clearly make out at least five of them moving forward behind their shield wall. Just keep coming you crazy bastards.

      I kept up a stream of bullets even though they didn’t do any good. When one rifle ran out, I reached back and Maze handed me a new one. They just had to keep coming towards us. I figured as long as I was shooting they wouldn’t try to throw another grenade at me. God, I hoped they didn’t try that again.

      The mercinaries passed the first kill room and nothing happened. Damn it marines, we need you now. When they passed the second doorway, it burst open and one of the marines unloaded his rifle into their backs. The five men fell in seconds. The marine looked towards us, and gave us a saucy wave and wink, before ducking back inside of the door.

      The next group of men started to push forward. The crazy bastards just kept coming. They had their shields angled for the second door. Something shot out of the group and hit the door our marine had just closed. All of them ducked back behind the shields and the door exploded in a hail of shrapnel. There was no way our man had survived that blast. I leaned out and peppered their shield again.

      Our second marine opened his door and repeated what the first had done. All five of the men were down in seconds. I looked back towards Maze and smiled. “It looks like we’re going to make it.”

      “Not a fucking word about that kiss. Do you understand me?”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      When she hit me in the shoulder, I could only laugh. She wouldn’t be able to tell, but I would cherish that moment. It was one of the things I would be able to look back on and think about when times got rough. It was a perfect moment.

      The comms cut in with some static, snapping me out of my reverie. Ice’s beautiful voice came over the line. She must have found a way to break their jamming signal. “Captain, two more squads of marines, have landed outside. They have the perimeter secure, how are you fairing inside.”

      “Better now that I can hear your voice.” Maze hit me again. “I wouldn’t be angry at you if you sent some of those soldiers in our direction though.”

      “I’m relaying your commands now, Captain.”

      “See you soon, Ice.”

      Maze was looking up at me when I turned around. “See, nothing to worry about. Just like I said, easy credits.”

      She just shook her head and smiled. We weren’t out of here yet. But I had no doubt that if a few of those men were left behind us that we could hold them off until the marines arrived. I wasn’t sure we would ever find out just what had happened here or why they wanted the planet so badly. As much as I wanted answers to those questions, I didn’t get paid to be curious. The job was done, and those credits were mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Captain Drake

        

      

    

    
      The dirt and blood that washed off of me swirled and disappeared down the drain. There really wasn’t anything more restorative than a good hot shower. Well outside of having someone join me in the shower that is. Unfortunately this time, I found myself all alone. So I let the hard jets of water do the work, and the filth of the job washed away. It had been a close one out there today. For the first time in a long time, I wondered if I might not make it back.

      There was some good that came out of it. That kiss had been something else. It almost made me laugh thinking about how it had happened. We thought the end was coming, and we didn’t even get close to dying. I tried to shove the thoughts of it away, but her soft lips kept floating back to the surface of my mind. I’d have to play it cool from here, the last thing I wanted to do was make her feel uncomfortable. But damn that was some kiss.

      My clothes had been ruined, but there was a pair of washed out fatigues waiting for me on the counter. That was the least of my worries, all of my gear had been trashed. While two million credits could buy you a lot of gear, I planned on seeing if I could liberate a few things from the ship before we left. It seemed like the least they could do.

      I cut the water and quickly dried off. Stepping into the fatigues brought a few memories to the surface that I would have preferred to leave behind. My time in the military hadn’t all been bad, even today I still had a few friends. I spent more time running away from the past than I liked to admit. There were just some things I wouldn’t ever be able to forget.

      My hair was longer now, and that helped pull me back into the present. Plus I had my own ship, and a crew I would die for. The haunted look in my eyes had been replaced with something that almost made me feel normal again. It was going to be good to get back onto my ship, and back with my crew. First I had to debrief with the admiral, and hopefully I would be allowed spend a few minutes with my folks before I had to go.

      Stepping into the hallway, I was brought up short by the sight of Maze in military fatigues. Her clothes hadn’t been nearly as battered as mine, but who wanted to take a shower and then slip back into grimy blood-soaked clothes. She smiled when our eyes met; it was playful, and exactly the reaction I had been hoping for. I could already tell things between us were going to be fine. We wouldn’t devolve into the awkward mess that I had been fearing.

      “Captain, you almost look like a proper marine. I bet you had all the ladies swooning when your ship docked into port.”

      “Don’t forget about the men, Maze. I’m an equal opportunity swooner.”

      “Well, that explains a lot.” She said, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes.

      “Damn it Maze! I said they swooned. I didn’t say that I took them up on their offer.”

      “Don’t ask, don’t tell, Captain.”

      I’m not even sure what I said next, but it came out in a growl. Maze only smiled, and it dawned on me that she had just been pushing my buttons. Seriously, it’s not my fault everyone thought I was good looking. Granted back then it was the uniform that did the talking. Now it was just that I managed to age into ruggedly handsome. I slipped an arm around Maze’s shoulders and started to lead her down the hall.

      “I should tell you about this one time our ship docked on the south side of the moon above Frenska Seven.” My arm dropped as her elbow found my ribs. The air whooshed out of my lungs, and I struggled to laugh and breathe at the same time. Yep, I still had it. “Easy on the goods, Maze. You don’t want to bruise the merchandise too much.”

      “Oh, there are a few things that might still need to be bruised. One of them is your massive ego.”

      I slipped my arm back around her shoulders. “That’s why I keep you around. No one enjoys reminding me of my faults more than you.”

      “Well someone has to do it.” She smiled and this time, my ribs didn’t hurt quite as much when she hit me.

      I dropped my arm from her shoulders before we entered the conference room. The admiral was there, and so was Flinn. They broke off their conversation as we entered the room. Only Flinn looked happy to see us. I received the distinct impression that the admiral didn’t feel the same way. He had probably been trying to convince Flinn to hang us out to dry. With losses like this, he would need a scapegoat to hang them on.

      “Captain Drake, our conquering hero.” Flinn walked forward with his hand extended. “I have to say the boys back at the office didn’t think you would be able to pull it off, but I told them I had no doubts about your abilities.”

      Shaking his hand I said, “Thank you.” Were you supposed to thank someone when they insulted you and complimented you in the same breath?

      He moved to shake hands with Maze and she did it, but her face scrunched up as if she was completing a task she didn’t want to do. It was the kind of face you made when you had to take out the garbage or clean the toilet. I almost smiled as I watched, but I could feel the admiral’s eyes on me. There was no way I was giving that man an inch. Flinn moved back around the table and took a seat by the admiral. By the smile on his face, you would have thought everything had gone exactly to plan.

      “Please take a seat.” Flinn waved his hand indicating the two open seats. The admiral’s face twisted into a slight sneer but quickly went blank after a look from Flinn. “I want to keep this meeting short. We’ve received the reports from the men on the ground, well the ones that lived anyway. All of them said without you, the situation would have been a total loss.”

      “I think the men are giving us far too much credit.”

      “And he is humble as well,” Flinn said.

      “That’s one way of putting it.” Maze said with a smirk.

      “I told you already Flinn. The reports are being overly generous to an outside contractor. Our men.” He paused to scowl at me. “You know the enlisted marines, are the real heroes of the day.”

      “Anything you care to add, Captain Drake?”

      “Everyone did their part. Frankly, I don’t care who gets the credit. I just want to see my folks, get paid, and head back into the black.”

      “Thank you for your candor,” Flinn said smiling. “There is one thing we have to address then before you are allowed to leave the ship.”

      Maze stiffened beside me. Allowed to leave the ship, as if they could stop us. Ice could deploy her little virus, and before they could get back online we would have punched it into FTL. The last thing we needed though was an enemy like fleet, and Alphamerix coming after us. Life was hard enough out here, having two of the biggest players in the verse on our asses wouldn’t make things any easier.

      I tapped Maze on the leg signaling for her to relax. Her posture changed, and her face went blank, but she was still coiled to spring into action. I sat back and took off my hat and crossed one leg over the other. I kept my eyes fixed on Flinn. I wanted him to know he couldn’t intimidate me that easily.

      Flinn smiled and spread his hands out in a gesture of pacification. “Try not to look so serious, Captain.” He looked over at the admiral and the man gave him a curt nod before standing and exiting the room. Flinn turned his eyes back to me. “You were never here. This was a military run operation, using only military assets. You will be provided with a nondisclosure agreement. Once the document is signed by all members of your crew, a bonus will be paid into your accounts. The full payment for the job has already been sent to the account you requested.”

      I shot Maze a look. She nodded to me a slight smile spreading across her lips. I took that look as verification that the funds were in our account. I stood up and extended my hand. “Get us your agreement and we will sign it. It’s been a pleasure working with you again.”

      Flinn reached out and clasped my hand. “Trust me when I say this, the pleasure was all mine. Watching you in action was a real treat.”

      Maze stood and walked out of the room. I followed behind her, my thoughts already wandering to what I could find in the armory to replace my gear on the way to my parent’s quarters.

      I was almost out the door when Flinn’s voice called out. “How does it feel to be one of the richest men in the business?”

      “The same as it did yesterday.” I tipped my hat and continued out the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We loaded up enough gear to make the stop by the armory worth it. Maze talked a few of the marines into bringing it back to our ship, giving me the time to sneak away to visit my folks. When I entered their quarters, it was just like old times. They had the sites blueprints out in front of them, and they were working on solutions to try and make up the time they lost when the plant was under siege. It didn’t really matter what the situation was, their minds always turned back to work. It was just who they were.

      “Already back at it,” I said with a smile, breaking them from their discussion.

      “Well, the planet won’t fix itself, son.”

      “It’s going to take us months to get everything cleaned up and back to habitable, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still be working.” Mom said with a smile.

      “And you’re sure that you are going to be safe down there.”

      “Mr. Flinn assured us that we will have a full security detail and that the marines will be posted at a perimeter base.” Mom continued.

      “He didn’t happen to tell you why this planet is so important, did he?”

      “Son, you know we don’t ask questions like that. Our job is to terraform the planet to the company’s specifications. Then we move on.”

      “And you never wonder about why?”

      “Son I get to do something I’m good at with the woman that I love by my side. I couldn’t ask for more.”

      I was about to say something when my mom interrupted. “So who was that young lady you had with you. She sure seemed nice.”

      Did mom mean Maze? She seemed nice. She obviously hadn’t seen Maze kill anything before, and she definitely hadn’t felt one of her elbows to the ribs. Of course, I knew what was going to come next before it even happened.

      “Isn’t it time you found a nice girl and settled down.”

      “I’m still looking.”

      “Well, you could do worse than that girl by your side. There is something about her that I like.”

      “Maybe we can shelf that talk for another time.”

      “I’ll let it go for now, as long as you promise to call us more.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      She pulled me into a fierce hug, but I knew her mind was already focused back on work. Dad shook my hand before turning back to the prints and asking my mother something about the hyperthreading ratios. I smiled to myself as I walked out of the door. They had been trapped in that place for over a month, with death around every corner. Somehow after a few hot meals and a shower they were ready to go back. I couldn’t understand it.

      Walking back to the ship gave me time to think about our family. We had never been as close as the other families around us. My parents moved from one problem to the next and treated life the same way. I knew they loved me in their way, but it always made me wonder if that was why I had problems forming deeper connections with people. I shook my head and pushed those thoughts to the side. There would be time to worry about self-reflection later. For now, I was looking forward to spending some of these credits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Doctor Monroe

        

      

    

    
      “As you can see gentleman, operation Arctic One was a complete success. We were able to deploy the wolves, and they performed better than expected.”

      “Doctor, some people would call the loss of half of our test subjects and a large percentage of our security personnel a catastrophic failure.”

      “I think that would be short-sighted director. We accomplished the goals outlined for us at the project's onset. Our resources were deployed and performed admirably. The fact that the men failed to secure the building wasn’t a failure for our division.”

      “But it was a failure none the less, and a larger setback than we had anticipated. We will need to reduce funding to certain programs to compensate for the losses.”

      “I hope you’re taking the funding from the human project, and not our successful endeavor.”

      “Unfortunately doc, you have become a victim of your own success. While your project will continue to be funded, it will do so at half of its current rate.”

      “Well, that is simply preposterous.”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about it doctor. We are offering you a promotion. Your success on this project has made you the perfect candidate to take over the human research project. We will be sending one of our men to pick you up shortly.”

      “I, uh. Well, thank you, sir. I hope that I can help make that team as successful as this one.”

      “We’re expecting great things from you, Doctor.”

      The video screen went blank.

      Thank god for small favors. I needed a hit, and I needed it bad. Especially if a company man was coming to collect me. God, they could be so tedious. Sign this, do that, we’re not going to be on time. I was tired of it all. I just wanted to create and be able to work unmolested. If I had wanted to be beholden to someone, I would have stayed with the university.

      I probably had a few minutes before they burst into my office and took over my life. I’d need to secure my stash before they got here. That might also give me enough time to come down from my last injection. Only a few more feet stood between me and my desk, as soon as I reached it I would be swimming in bliss. Maybe this wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all. Maybe it would be good for me to work on a new project.

      The injector felt right in my hand like it was meant to be there. A wave of anticipation rolled over my skin as the cold surface touched the side of my neck. I leaned back in my chair savoring the feeling for a moment before I hit the plunger. Molten hot liquid flowed through my veins and exploded across my body. Just as soon as it had hit me, it was gone. Now everything was as peaceful as it could get. It felt like I was floating, and it felt like this every time.

      How much time had passed before the man from corporate showed up? There was no way to be sure. We worked in an underground lab, and the narcotics had me wondering what day it was. They wouldn’t get rid of me, though. I lead the team that had the largest breakthrough in organic cybernetic history. The one team that had succeeded where all other research projects had failed. We had created something beautiful, hadn’t we?

      It dawned on me that the man in front of me had been talking, but I hadn’t heard a word he said. “What was that?” I’m pretty sure it came out as a slur, but I didn’t have to impress anyone. All they cared about were results.

      “Dr. Monroe, I need you to come with me. We have a ship waiting to take you to your new project.”

      What did I tell you, the damn guys were always running late. “We have real food on the ship, none of that everything bar shit, right?”

      “Yes sir, it’s a luxury vessel. It also includes private quarters for you and a shower.” As he said the last part, he wrinkled his nose.

      There was no way I smelled that bad I’d only been in here for a few minutes. Wait what day was it again? Leaning over I gave my armpit a sniff and pulled back in horror. When was the last time I showered? Did it even matter anymore?

      “I’d like to get cleaned up before we disembark.” I gave him my best no bullshit face. “As long as that is ok with you?”

      “Actually, all of your personal effects have already been moved to the ship. It might just be more efficient if you got cleaned up there.”

      Was he really trying to tell me what to do, the company’s top scientist? The best project leader they had seen in years. The only one to successfully create a new species. Did he not realize that I had just been promoted to one of the highest ranking positions in the company?

      “Sir.” He held out his hand.

      As if I needed help getting up. I slapped his hand away and stood. My legs wobbled for a moment and then they were fine. I really did need to eat something. Jesus, that new batch must have been pretty potent if I was still feeling like this. “Lead the way, minion.” I chuckled to myself. Had I really said that out loud?

      The man made another face but turned smartly and headed towards the door. I waited for him to pop out of sight before grabbing my injector and the rest of my vials. It was going to be a long trip, and I needed my medicine.

      The ship was nicer than I had anticipated. Nothing but the best for their top scientist. It truly did feel wonderful to be appreciated. The man who came to my office held a door open for me. It had to be for my private quarters. I couldn’t wait to get in the shower, and then I was going to need some food.

      Walking into the room I heard the door close behind me, and then it locked. Why would the lock be on the outside of the door? Before I could focus on anything, two men rushed forward and grabbed me. They forced me across the room and into a chair. One of them held me down, while the other started to strap me in. The engines revved up underneath us, and the ship started to move. What in the hell was happening?

      “Dr. Monroe, it’s so kind of you to join us.”

      The man who spoke walked into the light from the back of the room. He was dressed in a beautifully detailed red and black three piece suit. His eyes sparkled with the wrong kind of mischief. When he smiled, it reminded me more of a shark than an actual person. He fixed the cufflinks on his jacket while he stared at me. One of the men brought him a chair, and then he sat down facing me.

      “I don’t know who in the hell you think you are, but when my employer hears about this, you’ll be lucky to live through the night.”

      “Tisk tisk, Doctor.” He brushed an imaginary speck of dirt off of his lapel. “And I thought we were going to be friends. You do know it’s rude to threaten someone’s life when they just told you they are happy to see you, don’t you?” He tilted his head as if examining me while waiting for an answer.

      “Rude or not, if you take me back now I can guarantee no harm will come to you or your families.” He smiled. I just threatened the lives of everyone he knew, and the man fucking smiled.

      “I think you’ve misunderstood what’s happening here, Dr. Monroe. It’s your job to tell me what I want to know, or it will be your family that suffers.”

      “You can’t touch them. No one has that kind of pull.”

      “You mean the same kind it would have taken to fly into a classified facility and walk their top asset out of the building without being caught.”

      The bastard had a point. If he could get to me, then he could get to Jenny and the kids. There was no way I could let that happen. Whatever it cost me they had to be safe.

      “I need your assurance they will be safe. If you can do that, I’ll tell you anything.”

      “It seems we have gotten slightly off topic. It’s been rude of me not to introduce myself. My name is Flinn. The reason I am here today is that your wolves attacked a facility of mine.”

      “You’re that Flinn.” This wasn’t going to be good. I had heard stories about people going missing. They always came back to one name. Flinn.

      “Indeed I am.” He stepped forward and grabbed my index finger. There was nothing I could do as he attached the pliers to it and ripped the nail off. “You see, I find it’s easier to make sure the information I am getting is correct when you have some additional motivation.”

      I already told you, as long as you leave my family out of it I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      “Yes. Yes, you will.”

      He pulled a small pin from a case in his pocket. It was nothing bigger than what you would use to repair a small tear in some fabric. He started to heat up the end of the pin, and it dawned on me what he planned to do. I managed to rock the chair back and forth until it fell over. It didn’t do any good. The two goons just moved forward and sat me back down. This time, one moved behind me to ensure I couldn’t do the same thing again.

      Flinn smiled as the tip of the pin burned bright orange. “Shall we get started?” He moved lightening quick grabbing my wrist. He held it firmly in place until one of his goons took over for him. Then he worked on freeing my index finger from the closed fist I was trying to maintain. He hovered the pin just above it. I could feel the heat from it against my unprotected flesh. When the tip slipped into my skin, I didn’t feel anything at first, and then my world exploded in pain. “Now, that we understand each other, Doctor, I have some questions for you.”
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      We had been on the space station Fortuna for over a month, and my legs were starting to get itchy. I needed to be out in the black. Staying grounded for so long always made me restless, and this time it was no exception. We had at least another week of repairs before we could leave, but when we did the Talon was going to be in tip top shape.

      Kyra still had a lot of work to do, but it would all be worth it in the end. Talon had received new engines, an upgraded FTL drive, and a new weapons loadout. It would be harder for us to pass ourselves off as a cargo vessel with the weapons, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

      Ice had upgraded all of the ship’s internal systems, and as a thank you I had all of her wires hidden under the floor, making the bridge slightly more habitable again. We also upgraded her rig to include the newest tech.

      The doctor had been able to stock the medbay with some much-needed equipment. I hoped we never needed it, but again, it was always better to have it. Just in case. The doctor seemed happy in his new role. I hoped that he decided to stick around for a little bit longer.

      Maze had restocked the armory and picked up a few special items. I didn’t ask too many questions. It was easier to justify the expense when you were sitting on a pile of credits a mile high. Maze assured me that I would approve of everything she bought. Who was I kidding if she had spent all the money, I’d be ok with it as long as I got one more kiss.

      Gabe was the easy one. He just did his part lugging back the items Kyra had purchased and stowed the gear Maze brought back. It was nice to have someone on the crew that pitched in where they could. He was doing it with a smile on his face. Gabe loved the credits, and because he wasn’t getting anything too shiny out of it, I gave him the other half of the doctor’s payment. He was sitting flush with a hundred and fifty thousand credits to his name. Maybe a few less after a month of drinking and girls on the station.

      Fortuna was its own beast. The station had gotten the name originally because it was the last stop between old earth and the new. It sat right in the center of the midrim. People had said it was your last stop before making your fortune in the stars. Funnily enough, more fortunes had been lost here than won. The station had become one of the biggest gambling hubs in the black.

      That was why we docked here for repairs. Sure it cost us more to be docked here then it would to be back on Zimmora, but the tech you could find here was better, and cheaper. People sold all kinds of things to cover their debts here. That meant we could outfit the ship with the best tech money could buy for half the price. People needed the credits to get back in the game, and we were happy to supply them for a price.

      As a young officer, I had spent my fair share of time gambling away paychecks here. Once I left the marines I had gambled away a few small fortunes and left with a few more. This time, I wouldn’t be touching the tables. We had too much to lose to risk it. That didn’t mean I couldn’t pick up a few luxury items of my own. A couple of bottles of whiskey and a few new coats had already found their way into my quarters.

      Tonight was going to be different I was taking Maze out for dinner. We normally caught at least a few meals together when we were docked just to work out where we were headed next, but tonight I wanted more. I knew she didn’t go for the fancy stuff, but I had a table waiting for us at one of the station’s best restaurants. It had real fresh beef, none of that pink squeezed from a bag crap that you got everywhere else.

      When I left my quarters, I almost bumped into my greasy mechanic. “Sorry Kyra.”

      “Where are you off to, looking so nice?”

      “Just dinner with Maze.”

      “Just dinner with Maze he says.” She put a hand on her hip and gave me a stern look. “You too finally going to knock boots or what? The tension radiating off you two has been screwing with my sensors for a week.”

      “Damn it Kyra! It’s just dinner. Like we have every time we dock.”

      “Then why aren’t you half drunk and dressed like shit?”

      “I’m just working up to it.”

      “Whatever you say, Captain.”

      “Make sure you get some relaxation in Kyra; you never know how long it might be until we make port again.” She just waved over her shoulder and continued into the engine room. I swear that girl and this ship had something going on. She cared for the Talon even more than I did. She knew every inch of this ship and could probably tear her down and put her back together again blindfolded.

      Maze was waiting for me in the cargo bay. When I saw her, my eyes nearly popped out of my head, and I had to pick my jaw up from the floor. I think I managed to get everything back in the right places before she turned around. She gave me a quick smile as I walked forward to meet her.

      “You look incredible.”

      “Well, thank you, Captain.”

      I couldn’t stop staring at her. Maze never wore dresses. Might have seen her in one once, and I’m pretty sure it was just undercover work for a job we had. The dress hugged her in all the right places and then some. It was hard to reconcile my perception of her with the beauty in front of me.

      She tilted my chin back up, so we were looking in the eyes. “See something you like?”

      “More than one something.”

      She hit me in the chest. “With a mouth like that, it’s a wonder that you ever get laid.”

      “It’s just that you look phenomenal Maze. You’re the most beautiful woman on this station.”

      “Good, now you’re getting the hang of it.” She slipped on a small coat, and I could just make out the bulge in the back where her pistol was. So maybe things weren’t so different after all. She held out her arm, and I laced mine through it. I had been looking forward to this for so long; the fact that actually doing it still felt this great spoke volumes about how much she meant to me.

      “Your dinner awaits, milady.”

      She hit me on the shoulder again, and a smile lit up her face. I was in heaven.
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            Forced Compliance Chapter One

          

          Captain Drake, A.E. 3124

        

      

    

    
      I hated this damn moon, almost as much as I hated waiting for our wayward contact to show up. It didn’t help that the whiskey in this dump was watered down, and cost twice as much as anywhere else in the damn verse. That and I’m pretty sure the half a burger I managed to squeeze down wasn’t made out of beef. I didn’t want to hazard a guess as to what it was made out of. I just hoped it wasn’t one of the big rats I’d seen crawling around the alley outside. The plate clattered against the bar as I pushed it away in disgust. I fucking hated this moon.

      This run down hole in the wall was the last place I wanted to be. You know the kind of place where they turn down the lights and have tables packed to the door. It always seemed like you had a fifty-fifty shot at finding a good place when you entered a dive bar. The Star Shine wasn’t one of them. The back left corner was surrounded by booths and a few holo tables flickered weakly to the right of the bar. Your guess was as good as mine if the tables would even be able to make it through a game of pool. Three hours stuck in this run down shithole, and my nerves were starting to jangle. “Any sign of him?” I frowned as I spoke into my comm. If Christof was actually going to show, I was pretty sure he would have done it by now.

      “Negative, Captain,” Gabe said.

      I heard the tension in his voice. All of us were feeling the strain. We needed to find where our missing girl was and this meeting with Christof was the only chance we had at catching a solid lead. It didn’t bode well that Gabe hadn’t picked up any sign of him. I’d grown tired of playing the part of the out of town yokel. Time was slipping through our fingers faster than it should have been. If anything happened to Kyra because Christof didn’t show up, I’d shoot the bastard myself.

      I downed the rest of my drink and cursed silently, eyes pointed towards the heavens. He had to show up, no one dangled a nugget like that in front of you and didn’t show up for their payday. He knew where Kyra was and he was the only one that did. If Christof thought I was going to let anyone screw with my crew and get away with it, he was going to have a lot of collateral damage to clean up.

      Gabe was my defacto public relations manager. You know the person you put in charge of breaking arms to smooth out any intense situation. He also hunted bounties and enforced a little justice out on the rim, making him a skilled tracker that could handle himself in a fight. Gabe was the kind of guy you glance over in a crowd. Sure he was in shape but not overly so, and his looks were fair to middling. It helped him blend in, and that was where he did most of his damage. He was good man to have on your side in a pinch and he could also read a crowd faster than any digital program I’d been able to track down. If Gabe hadn’t seen him, Christof wasn’t outside.

      When I’d first heard the name Star Shine, I should have realized that the place was going to push my buttons, but I’d go damned near anywhere to get Kyra back. If I was being honest with myself, I wasn’t a stranger to making money in shady places. Maybe the idea of bar called Star Shine when you couldn’t see a single star from inside of the city just rubbed me the wrong way. It reminded me of my one trip to old earth. We had stayed at a hotel call the Sea Breeze. The only way you would have smelled the ocean from that hotel was if they moved it a thousand miles to the west.

      The answer hit me like a bottle over the head, and I was surprised I hadn’t admitted it to myself sooner. Christof wasn’t coming so we had to change our approach. If Christof wasn’t going to come to us, we were going to have to go to him. I was done wasting time, Kyra’s life was on the line.

      The only chance we had left of this panning out was if Maze had picked up on something from her sniper’s position three blocks down the road. Maze was like my own guardian angel, one that rained holy fire down from above. She saved my ass more times than I could count and I was sure she wasn’t done yet. Maze just happened to be a former special forces sniper, and part of a failed military cybernetics program. How she ended up on my crew was pure luck, and I’ve been thanking the stars ever since.

      I opened a comm line. “How about it, Maze? Any sight of the target?”

      “I’ve got nothing. The back entrance is still clear.” She paused. “Damn it, Drake. We need to get her back.”

      Her report fed nicely into my already sour mood. Maze had a view of six city blocks from her vantage point on the roof three blocks away. She’d been scanning the crowd through the scope of her sniper rifle. If anything had moved or seemed out of place, she would have clocked it and reported in.

      It was time to finally put this fiasco of a meet behind us. All we were doing now was wasting time. We had to find another way to solve this problem. I hated knowing that another one of our contacts had been burned. After something like this, I wouldn’t be able to call on Christof again. That was how life worked out in the black, you were only as good as your word. Christof had either set us up, or been silenced by someone that didn’t want us monkeying around in their business. Just because we had conquered universes didn’t mean we had grown as a species. In fact, I’d say out on the rim, we had devolved a few levels.

      If I knew Ice, she was already doing her hacker thing. Besides having a penchant for cybercrimes, she was the best damn pilot in the verse. I’m not sure what I would even do without her. Since she had joined the crew, she had proved to be invaluable more than once. We were a small group of highly skilled, and well regarded operators. Well, at least as well regarded as a group of roguish outlaws could be.

      It wouldn’t be too much longer before Ice found our man. That was if she hadn’t already. It was time to kick the fusion converter and see if it sparked. When I finally got my hands on Christof, our conversation wasn’t going to be pleasant. He wasted three hours of time, time that we could have been out there searching for Kyra. I also wasn’t too fond of being introduced to the joys of eating my first rat burger.

      This search was eating into the time table for our next job. I blamed myself for letting Kyra get nabbed but that didn’t mean our prospective employer was going to give us a pass for being late. The people we worked for didn’t accept excuses. If we weren’t ready to get the job done then someone else was and that meant we didn’t get paid.

      We needed the credits to keep our ship in the air. I couldn’t imagine life without the Star Talon. I never wanted to be grounded again. Our reputation was all that was keeping us alive out here, and it was about to take a hit. I’d been careless, and Kyra was paying the price. Now I had to decide what was more important, the ship and our livelihood, or getting Kyra back. The choice was easy.

      “Ice, you’re up. Find out everything you can about Christof and have it ready for me by the time I get back to the ship.”

      “I’ll see what I can do, Captain.”

      I heard her finger moving before she even closed the channel. I had a feeling she would have already been scouring the Dnet for anything she could find about Kyra and our wayward contact. Kyra and Ice had developed something of a bond as of late, and no one on the crew was feeling her loss more than Ice was now.

      “Don’t hold back on me if you have it now. I know there is a good chance you pulled Christof’s data as soon as we left the ship.” I paused, knowing that I needed to say more. Kyra was like family to all of us. “Trust me when I say we will get her back, no matter what it takes,” I said it with confidence I didn’t feel, but that I wanted to be true. The fact was if you got snatched from a backwater berth like this you could have shuttled off to anywhere in the verse. This was just one of three major galaxies. The world had gotten a whole lot bigger, and with it came just as many new places to hide.

      “Actually, I’ve been playing Blitz since you left,” she said with a sarcastic tone.

      I decided to let the tone slide. All of us were feeling the strain of today’s events. “Tell me I didn’t spend a hundred thousand credits upgrading your system so you could play online games?”

      “Technically that upgrade to our Dnet connection benefits everybody.”

      There was no way in hell that she wasn’t just screwing with me. All of us handled stress differently and Ice’s default was to get just a shade more sarcastic than usual. At least she didn’t have to live with the guilt of letting Kyra visit the market without protection. I’d sent Kyra out there alone and now she was missing. This was on me, I had to fix this.

      I’d made the choice to upgrade Ice’s connection over a few minor repairs, and then a part fell off the goddamned ship. That just happened to have landed us in our current situation. So excuse me if her referencing playing games rubbed me the wrong fucking way. It wasn’t really fair to her, but unless I found someone to shoot it was going to be hard for me to rein in my anger. God, I fucking hated this fucking planet. A low growl escaped my lips, before I could stop it.

      “No need to get all growly, Captain.” Ice laughed over the comm. “You know how I get when I’m stressed and there’s no chocolate. I just can’t help myself.” I heard the pounding of keys again. “Christof’s last known address has been sent to your system.”

      “Jesus, Ice. Was it too hard to just send the fucking file without all the...” It took me a moment to realize I had stopped talking and was just waving my hands around in the air angrily. Fat lot of good it did me when Ice was back on the ship, and couldn’t see a damn thing I was doing. “talking?” I finished lamely.

      “I could have, but then I wouldn’t have gotten to listen to that sexy growl.”

      The snark never stopped, and it didn’t help I could hear Maze laughing on the line. The last thing I needed was for Ice to feel encouraged. At least the laughter broke the tension. That was something we sorely needed. After I got Kyra back, it might be time for a little chat with Ice about who paid her bills. Not that it would do any good, Ice had been on my ship for years and if anything, I had less control over her now than when she started.

      Really, I didn’t want her to change, but being jerked around by our contact had left me feeling like I had let everyone down. I hated being reminded that even the great Captain Drake could fail.

      “Maze, Gabe. New plan, meet me outside in ten, we’re going hunting.”

      They didn’t respond, but they didn’t need to. I knew both of them were already making their way to the front of the bar. All I had to do now was settle up my tab and hope I never had cause to come back to this shithole again.

      I waved down the waitress, and she turned in my direction. Her hips swayed like the Himalayas. Meaning they were as big as mountains, but she shook them with a certain kind of confidence. A little bit of extra heft didn’t bother me. Especially when it was in a few key places, but one look at her face washed away any of the thoughts I might have had a few seconds before. Too much makeup and a lot of hard years stood out there. Life in the black wasn’t easy for anyone, but it had taken its toll on her more than most.

      “Can I get you another, honey?”

      “Nope, just the bill.”

      She set her empty tray down and pulled out her datapad. She flicked through the screens a few times and then settled on one. She typed in a few things and then flipped it around for me to view and accept the charges. My mouth almost dropped when I saw the tab. It was too fucking much for rat burgers and watered down whiskey, that was for goddamned sure. I wasn’t some rube that got dropped off by the last shuttle, and I wasn’t going to be scammed over a few watered down drinks.

      “Problem, sugar?” Her voice oozed with a sickly sweetness.

      I pulled out a hundred credit chip and tossed it on the bartop. Standing, I grabbed my coat and shrugged it on before sliding my hat on. I felt better having my coat and the protection it offered in place. Something told me that things might be turning slightly more violent in a moment.

      The jacket wasn’t just a great looking duster, it had pretty decent armor value. It would be able to turn a few blaster bolts and even a few of the more traditional rounds. A knife wouldn’t be able to pierce it, but that didn’t stop the strikes from hurting like hell. The jacket was a gift, and I’d hate to scratch it in this backwater shithole, but things were about to get ugly. I wasn’t falling for their scam and they weren’t going to like it. I set the datapad down without accepting the charges and turned away from the bar.

      The waitress reached out grabbing my arm. The force of her grip turned me back towards the bar. She sized me up for a second before sweeping up the credit chip and her datapad. She placed one hand on her hip and hit me with her best indignant stare. “What are you some kind of deadbeat?”

      “I think we both know those credits are more than you deserve.”

      “What credits?” She gave me a smile that was all venom. “Kenny, this guy’s refusing to pay.”

      A man slid out of a booth at the back of the bar. His booth must have been custom built because there was no way he would have fit that much girth into any of the regular booths. He had a bat in his hand. Damned thing looked like a fucking kid’s toy in his giant mitts. Kenny took a few lumbering steps forward before the waitress spoke to me again.

      “You better just scan your print, pal. Kenny doesn’t like freeloaders.” She moved around the bar, holding up the datapad again. “It scans just as easy when you’re unconscious. Trust me when I tell you to take the easy way out.”

      That wasn’t going to happen. “Well, Kenny shouldn’t serve watered down piss and have the ugliest barkeep in the rim pocketing his credits.” Not my best line, but it would do.

      She tried to slap me but I ducked under the blow and as she stumbled into the bar, I snatched my hundred credit chip back out of the top of her bra. I wasn’t above hitting a woman that posed a real threat to me, anyone that thought otherwise was probably too stupid to live. Plasma bolts didn’t need to come from big, burly men to kill you. However, I didn't think this waitress posed a threat, so when she turned her back towards me, I backed away slowly. She smirked at me, reading the situation all wrong. I was going to have to let her have that one if I had any chance of getting out of here without a fight. “I’d prefer not to get into this right now, I’ve got places to be.”

      “Too late for that, honey,” she said, her voice dripping with sweetness.

      If she came at me now, I’d be forced to take her out quickly. The brute with the bat was going to be a problem. That and I had a feeling there were a few people in here that already had guns pointed in my direction. More than one of them was probably a woman. Once you were out on the rim, things like man or woman didn’t matter so much, it normally came down to who had the skills and the firepower. Anyone that believed different had probably gotten themselves spaced.

      The waitress turned her fiercest glare on me. She’d have to do better than that. I’d been glared at by some of the scariest mugs on the rim. I wiggled the hundred credit chip between my fingers and let a smile flicker across my face. She reached into her bra, and the look of shock and hatred on her face almost made me laugh. Probably would have too if the four hundred pound giant with the bat wasn’t still making his way towards me.

      I turned just in time to miss the first swing of his bat. Damned if the mountain hipped waitress wasn’t right, Kenny must have really hated freeloaders. That swing hadn’t been meant just to knock me out. If that bat connected, I would have been lucky not to have the police picking bits of my skull off the ground. The bat bounced off the bar, splintering the wood where it hit. Kenny only grunted and turned back towards me.

      The waitress screamed as she moved to cheer the giant on from behind. “Get him Kenny!”

      Kenny turned back towards me and smiled. His teeth were different colors. It took a moment or two to sink in that they had all been replaced with different kinds of metal. Damn, on this moon, they certainly had different ideas about what passed for good looks. Couldn’t he just get a bunch of tattoos and shave his head? That tended to be a universal sign of badassery.

      Kenny raised the bat again and started to bring it down. Jumping backward, I pulled out my gun and fired a bolt into the floor by his feet. I’d had just about enough of this shit to last a lifetime. Next time I thought a job was going to be easy money, I’d have to tell Maze to kick me in the balls to snap me out of it.

      Kenny paused, his eyes full of rage, the gun on my hip was an unexpected development.

      “You, pay!” He roared.

      “Sure thing, big guy,” I said still backing away from him. My blaster was firmly pointed at his chest. There was no way I could miss, he was just too damned big, and I was still too close to that bat for comfort.

      “These credits are going to have to cover it,” I said tossing him the hundred credit chip I nicked back from the waitress. He caught the chip in one of his massive hands, gave it a quick look and tucked it away. He tilted his head to the side in thought. I hoped that was a good sign.

      The waitress moved behind him and started to whisper something. Kenny shrugged her off his arm and stepped forward again. I fired another bolt at his feet, but he didn’t stop coming. The brute must have thought that I didn’t have the balls to actually shoot him. That was a mistake, he didn’t know the first fucking thing about me. I’d killed more men than I was proud of, but I tried to avoid it when possible. Nothing brought the heat down from the law faster than a trail of cold bodies.

      Kenny raised his bat in the air again, and this time I decided on trying something a little more dramatic. What was the point of being an outlaw if you couldn’t do something a little flashy every now and then? I rotated my pistol just enough that the next bolt slammed into the bat. The wood splintered, and Kenny ducked away from the splinters. The blast left the burning smell of wood in the air. Kenny looked at his disfigured bat and back towards me. I had a feeling the message I had been trying to convey was lost on him. Kenny looked at the remains of the bat again and then threw it at me before charging in my direction.

      The jagged remains of the bat flew at me, forcing me to duck out of the way. All I heard was a single roar, and he was nearly on me. Playtime was over. The hundred credits wouldn’t cover the damage I was about to cause, but he only had himself to blame. Kenny made it exactly four steps before he fell to the floor clutching the hole in his chest. I was actually kind of impressed. Not many men would have been able to move after taking that kind of hit. Somehow, he managed to howl in pain. He must have had a vest on. His men’s first priority would be to make sure he was safe. Never one to let an opportunity slip I turned and fled towards the door.

      Something slammed into my side as I started to run. Thank the stars I had put my coat back on. It had stopped the blade from ending up buried in my love handle, but it was still going to fucking hurt in the morning. Just because I didn’t have a fucking knife sticking out of me didn’t mean I was happy. The man that tried to stab me was holding his hand as blood dripped from between his fingers. His grip must have slid forward when the blade didn’t penetrate my coat. That was the thing with daggers, people thought you could just stab whatever you wanted, but you can’t. If the blade meets resistance and your hand slides off the grip, you get yourself a nasty cut. Now, he had a nasty plasma bolt through his foot, to go along with it.

      It was kind of funny looking at him rocking back and forth on the ground not knowing if he should be holding the cut on his hand or the hole in his foot. The smile that had been forming on my lips quickly fell away as four more men rose from their tables. At least three of them had blasters in their hands. That was my cue to leave.

      I ducked through the rows of tables and the few people that didn’t have the good sense to get out of my way as I headed to the door. Some of them finally came to the conclusion that blaster bolts weren’t good for their health and got the hell out of the way, and none too soon as red bolts of plasma slammed into the vacated tables, as I continued my mad dash towards the door. One of the bolts hit me square in the back, and I almost fell. Instead, I managed to turn my stumble into a flashy dive. I rolled through the entrance and darted to the side of the building.

      Maze and Gabe were running towards me as red blaster bolts continued to shoot through the open door.

      “Trouble, Captain?” Gabe asked, a little more calmly than I would have liked.

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” I said turning to fire my weapon back inside of the bar.

      “Do you always run away from trouble you can handle?” Maze asked with a smirk.

      “I wasn’t running. That was just a tactical decision. You know put a little room between me and the men with guns, so I could return fire at a leisurely pace until help arrived.”

      “Whatever you say, Captain.”

      “Let’s get the hell out of here. I doubt they’ll want to take the fight into the streets.”

      Just as the words left my mouth, two men burst through the door. Maze dropped both of them with shots to the chest. No one else came outside. The men were rolling back and forth on the ground, so at least they had some kind of kinetic armor on.

      “You were saying, Captain?”

      “Forget what I was saying. Let’s just get moving.” I turned and started to jog down the street.

      We didn’t need this kind of heat. I should have just paid the damn bill, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of giving those bastards three thousand credits for a few whiskeys and some kind of tainted burger.

      What in the hell had our contact been thinking, setting up a meet at a place like that? Sure it had been discreet and out of the way, but that didn’t make it safe. That little run in only made it more likely that I’d be wiping the smile off of that little bastard’s face when we met up. Three blocks and a few turns later, I spotted an autocar. We piled in, and the car started. An automated voice came over the speakers.

      “Destination, please.”

      I rattled off the address Ice had provided over the comms.

      “That will be one hundred and fifty credits. If the fare is acceptable, please place your finger on the screen.”

      “As if we have a choice,” I mumbled pushing my finger to the scanner.

      “Please sit back and enjoy the ride to your destination.”

      Enjoying the ride wasn’t on the top of my to-do list. My back was already starting to seize up from where the blaster bolt slammed into my coat, and my side was throbbing from the attempted stabbing. I found what I was looking for in the inner pocket of my jacket. I shook the plastic container. Damn, only two pills left. I was going to have to make them last.

      One of the little pink pills fell out into my hand, and I was reaching up to my mouth when Maze’s hand stopped the movement.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked with an edge of concern in her voice.

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure it’s a fucking terrible idea, but I’m not going to be able to walk around much longer without it.”

      She removed her hand, but the concern on her face stayed firmly in place. About thirty seconds after I swallowed the pill, I felt a rush of heat wash over my entire body. Then the pain slipped away as if it hadn’t been there in the first place. I could still do this. I was just going to have to take it easy for a few minutes first. Thankfully the autocar was the perfect place to sit back and relax.

      Maze’s hand slipped into mine and she gave it a brief squeeze. With her there by my side I knew it was going to be ok. We would find our contact and get the information from him. None of us were willing to let Kyra go. Whoever had taken her, had better hope that when we got to her, she was in one piece. If she wasn’t in mint condition, the amount of hell I was willing to unleash was going to be biblical.
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