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      The traveler opened her eyes.

      The sky was visible above her, a million stars shining down. Even after so many years, she looked on them with an edge of wonder and amazement. So many galaxies. So many worlds. A universe so large nobody would ever know every secret, and would never see every corner.

      A pressure in her head changed the thought against her will.  Did she even have a will of her own anymore? She fought the answer to that question and the strength of the voice behind it. It wasn’t true. Was it?

      The Relyeh would cross the entire universe. They would visit every world. They would find every intelligent race.

      And they would subdue it.

      That was their destiny. Their reason. Their purpose. Their hunger.

      The pressure in her head. Its name was Keshk. It was a Relyeh khoron, once called an Observer in the days before the trife came. Its kind hadn’t always been part of the Hunger. Many thousands of years before, they were one of the intelligent life forms the Relyeh discovered during their conquest of the stars. They lived on a water world, an aquatic parasitic species who used their long, thin tendrites to seize control of more powerful creatures and use them to do their will. Through this manipulation, they built vast underwater cities and a culture rich in history and philosophy. They were a peaceful race.

      Until the Relyeh came.

      They conquered the khoron. They took them from the sea. They manipulated them, breeding them in captivity. Changing them into Relyeh. Keeping the parts they could use and discarding the rest.

      There was no more history. No more philosophy. The great cities were all gone. All that remained was servitude to the great ancients. The offspring of the planet-sized Old One.

      All that remained was the hunger.

      Through Keshk, Grace knew these things to be true, though she couldn’t see its water world in her mind or any details about it. That information was stored in the Relyeh Collective. Accessible, but only with a distant view, like looking directly at the sun.

      “You’re awake,” Cain said.

      Grace turned her head to the side. Cain was still one of the largest men she had ever seen—over two meters tall and thick with muscle. He had a head of dense, curly hair that joined with a rough, full beard covering most of his face. He wore a heavy leather coat over a faded t-shirt with the letters AC/DC written across the chest, along with leather pants and huge boots handmade by Shurrath’s worshippers.

      He carried an old military pistol on his left hip, and a large hatchet on his right, though both looked diminutive against his frame. He was a terrifying presence wherever he went.

      Grace’s fear of him had kept her out of his reach for almost two years. She had traveled so much of the old United States in search of her father, looking for the place both he and Shurrath had chosen to call home. She had managed to stay one step ahead of the big man, always aware he was on her tail. Always ready to bolt away when he arrived.

      Until she couldn’t stay ahead of him another day.

      Until she got too close to the place she had spent the last ten years seeking.

      Until she had died.

      Dead and reborn. Her body resurrected by Keshk after Cain’s partner Dodge managed to get the drop on her. Remembering her father’s painful struggle to keep from breaking completely in the years following his subjugation to Shurrath—in the years when Shurrath was still finding his footing on this new world—she would have preferred to stay dead.

      The Relyeh ancient was an infant compared to his siblings and as such controlled very few planets. He had little to offer to the genetic pool or the Collective. Little to trade with his siblings to increase his supply to match his appetite. And he had arrived here almost by accident, after an embarrassing defeat at the hands of the Axon.

      The pressure on Grace’s mind increased. She wasn’t allowed to know more than that. The Relyeh’s secrets belonged to them, and she would never have more than a thousand-kilometer view.

      She didn’t need it. She recognized the threat the Relyeh presented to Earth, even after one of their number had already started the process of converting her. Humankind was hurting, broken and beaten, but not defeated. Not completely. There were still good people in the world. Good men who were standing up to Shurrath.

      She winced, the thought blocked by sudden, intense pain. She wasn’t allowed to think like that. She wasn’t allowed to resist.

      “Still trying to fight it?” Cain said, noticing her reaction. “You’re so damn stubborn, Grace.”

      “That’s how my daddy raised me,” she replied, angry at her inability to master herself.

      “Even your father serves Shurrath.”

      “My father is Shurrath,” she said.

      That was the rub of the whole situation. She had spent years looking for her father with the belief he had put her in stasis to save her life so that when she came out, she could find and kill him. She had maintained that belief for the last ten years, even as she became a wanderer and hunter. A Ronin. That’s what Graves had called her. She liked the title.

      But that truth was a lie. Shurrath wanted her where she was right now. Under his control. Older, smarter, stronger. A survivor. The Relyeh didn’t suffer the weak for anything but food. The strong became part of their vast armies, dozens of races working in unison through the Collective to continue the advance across the universe. She couldn’t imagine it, but she could feel it.

      I hunger.

      She growled softly, trying to fight that voice. It was steadily increasing in power, becoming harder to resist with each passing hour. The need to feed on fear and pain, to breathe in the pheromones of terror and replenish the strength of the khoron inside her. The Relyeh ancients had learned quickly that all living things shared a handful of basic emotions, and of them fear was the strongest. It was what they needed to survive, and with it they would live forever.

      “No. Your father was Shurrath.”

      “He still is. Shurrath may have left him, but his mark is still there. His alterations are still there. My father can never be the same.”

      “None of us can.”

      “How did he entice you?” Grace asked. “I always wondered, but I couldn’t exactly ask. A man your size is difficult to subdue.”

      “Not when you fall for the wrong woman,” Cain replied. “She was a follower of Shurrath. I didn’t know anything about it at the time. We had sex. I fell asleep. She placed Vorsk in the bed with me. We battled for weeks, the khoron and me. I was strong. He was stronger. Now we’re the strongest together.”

      “And you believe in Shurrath’s way?”

      “I do,” Cain said without hesitation. “The old world is dead. The one you grew up in is gone. I fought for my freedom. To continue taking advantage of the world as it is. But Shurrath offers so much more. I know you feel it by now. It’s better than sex.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had sex.”

      Cain laughed. “A woman like you? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It wasn’t important to me. I had bigger things to worry about.”

      “Finding your father.”

      “And killing him.”

      “One out of two isn’t bad. Killing him now wouldn’t help you, anyway.”

      “I know. Shurrath didn’t let me see him.”

      “What would be the point? He isn’t what you remember. Not at all.”

      “Then you’ve seen him?”

      “Once, a long time ago. Right before you came out of hibernation. Shurrath shed him a long time ago, but you’re right. He’s still a Relyeh. He’s too changed ever to be otherwise.”

      “He still has to die.”

      “If you insist. But you won’t be the one to do it.”

      “I’ll find a way to fight this.”

      “I’ve told you a hundred times. You won’t.”

      Grace stared at Cain. Then she got to her feet, facing him. She wanted to grab the microspear on her hip and jab it into his chest. She wanted to kill the khoron inside him and be rid of him once and for all.

      She managed to get her hand on the weapon. Cain raised an eyebrow at the movement while the pressure built in her head. She fought against it, lifting the spear out of its loop and raising it into an overhand stab in front of Cain. He didn’t try to stop her. He stood up, moving closer, positioning himself within easy reach of the weapon.

      “You can’t do it,” Cain said.

      Tears burned her eyes. She strained against the pressure. The khoron inside her wouldn’t allow her to bring the weapon down. Allow. The idea of the imprisonment added to her anger. Her father had warned her about the khoron in the moments when Shurrath was too weak to control him. And she knew from that experience that it was his love for her that had saved her, both in the classroom after the idiot in charge of the research team, Riley Valentine, had infected him to see what would happen, and in the years that followed before he could no longer keep her safe.

      She knew Valentine and her team had made it off the planet on one of the generation ships. They hadn’t given a shit about Earth at that point. Not when the world leaders had already determined the planet was lost. So why not allow an alien enemy a new foothold? It didn’t matter anymore.

      Or so they thought.

      They didn’t understand the purpose of the trife. Of the virus or the war. They still didn’t. The trife were farmers tending a crop, not weak-minded substitutes for the zombies popular in movies and television before the war.

      But she was a zombie of sorts now, wasn’t she? A human under the control of a parasite, driven by an internal hunger.

      Not for brains, but for fear.

      The thought sickened her, churning in her stomach. That had always been her fear. To wind up like her father before she found him. To become the thing she hated the most.

      And it had come to pass.

      Her whole body shook. She glared up into Cain’s eyes. She saw amusement there, but also concern. The real Cain wasn’t the monster she had always seen. He hadn’t always been a follower of Shurrath. There was at least some small dose of humanity left in him.

      For some reason, she found that speck of concern comforting, and that sudden comfort seemed to confuse Keshk. Her hand drove forward and down toward the center of the AC/DC on Cain’s chest.

      A powerful hand caught her wrist, stopping the microspear before it could connect. Cain’s thumb squeezed the nerve, and the weapon fell out of her hand as she cried out.

      “Interesting,” he said, letting her go.

      She released herself, exhausted by the effort. The other part of her picked up the microspear and returned it to its loop.

      “We’ll be back in Dego tomorrow,” Cain said. “The experience will change you.”

      She stared at him. She was already changing.

      And she hated every second of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace hadn’t seen much of Dego on her first visit. The sun had been setting, and she was eager to locate some locals and get a bead on Dodge. She had heard he was in the town from the last group of cultists she had met—newer recruits only recently converted to the cause. A two-day ride had kept her what she thought was a day ahead of Cain, but in reality turned out to be less than an hour. She had left her horse with a local and gone to the saloon, knowing it was the most likely place he would go during the stopover.

      And then everything went to hell.

      Ten years of hunting ended in one night, her worst fears realized. Her life no longer completely her own. Why hadn’t her father gunned her down that day, when he killed the other children in Dugway? He would have saved her life by taking it.

      Now she stood with Cain on an I-5 overpass, one of the few in the city that was still intact. Their motorcycles rested behind them, nearly out of power. They had never planned to take them the entire way north. The Interstate was inaccessible beyond their current position. The massive interchange where I-5 met I-8 over the river had been collapsed long ago to keep the trife on the north side of the city and provide three natural water barriers to slow the alien advance. Looking across the segment of the former city, she could still see the remains of the barricades and gun positions where the U.S. Army had tried to hold the lines and defend what was left of the population. The graffiti and rust on the metal barriers was a testament to their eventual failure.

      “Take a look,” Cain said, handing her a pair of binoculars.

      She used them to find the active part of the town not too far in the distance. There was activity among the buildings a few blocks over from Graves’ Saloon. Four larger modboxes rested off to the side, behind a number of people in matching uniforms who were talking to some of the residents. They spoke and pointed as if they were discussing better ways to protect themselves from the trife. There was a larger vehicle a little further off, and it looked like the uniformed people were unloading wooden crates from the back of it. Grace saw one of them reach into a container and lift out a shotgun, handing it to a resident.

      “It looks like they’re arming the townspeople,” she said.

      “Giving them protection,” Cain agreed.

      “Against the trife?”

      “Or us.”

      “Do you think Duke expects us to come back?”

      “Probably now, but this isn’t a result of that. It’s too soon. Even in a car, he couldn’t have made it back home and organized this equipment to send it south. Shotguns are the best simple trife defense.”

      “At least until you need to reload.”

      “True.”

      “They should have given them bows and arrows. They take more skill and they’re slower to shoot, but at least the ammo is recyclable.”

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s all coming too late.”

      A hiss behind them stole Grace’s attention. She lowered the binoculars and turned, bringing her sidearm to hand. A half-dozen trife had emerged from beneath the overpass, hunching on top of a rusted, burned out car.

      Cain turned to face them. “Where are the rest?” he asked.

      The trife came forward, staying low in front of him. He stepped forward, and they scurried out of his way as he crossed the overpass to look off the other side.

      Grace trailed behind him, joining him a moment later. An entire slick of trife were assembled in the shadows in a group nearly a thousand strong.

      “This is why I believe Shurrath is the way forward,” Cain said, waving his arm out across the mob. “The trife bend to his will. To our will.”

      The sight of them caused part of Grace to begin to panic. She knew what was going to happen next. The other part couldn’t wait for the attack to begin.

      “We don’t need them,” she said.

      “No. But they’ll add to the fear.”

      Cain turned around again, heading back to the left side of the interstate. Grace did the same. They looked out over the town without the binoculars.

      “We’ll go in together,” Cain said. “I need to keep an eye on you.”

      “I thought you said we can’t fight it?”

      “You surprised me last night. The integration is taking longer than I expected. Like I said, stubborn.”

      “Are you afraid I’ll shoot you instead?”

      “No.” Cain paused. “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      They watched the people for a few more minutes. They would never expect a random trife attack in the middle of the day. Not when they were staying so quiet.

      “Let’s go,” Cain said.

      He climbed onto the sidewall of the overpass, glancing back at her before jumping off.

      Grace watched him fall five meters to the ground below. His legs bent at the impact, his entire body strengthened by the chemicals the khoron pumped into his system. He straightened and turned back to her, raising a hand to wave her down.

      She stepped onto the wall and hesitated. There was a psychological barrier to taking a leap she knew she couldn’t survive without breaking a limb. She breathed in her own fear, intoxicated by it. The sense of power, the sense of hunger returned.

      She jumped.
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      Grace felt the change in her body as she fell, her system pushed into overdrive by the khoron. Adrenaline pumped through her system along with a mix of chemicals released by the parasite, all of which allowed her to hit the ground on her feet, flex her knees and continue moving forward with no pain and no damage.

      She joined Cain, staying near him as they made their way down a deserted street that stretched parallel to the townspeople they had been watching. The trife moved too, staying a distance behind them while still following them through the city.

      Grace reached to the bow on her back, taking it and pulling an arrow from her quiver. It was specialized ammunition, a microspear mounted to a shaft and serving as the head. She had twenty of them in the quiver, and an entire belt of the weapons around her waist. The belt had belonged to Dodge once, but he didn’t need it anymore.

      She held the bow and arrow separate, staying with Cain as they reached the corner of a low-slung building. The position left them close enough that they could hear voices from the adjacent street.

      “There will be more help arriving in a few days,” someone said. “But Sheriff Duke was insistent that you were better able to protect yourselves as soon as possible.”

      “We appreciate everything you’ve done for us already,” someone else replied. “It’s already more than we hoped for. It was a mistake for us to deny your first offer.”

      “Well, we’re here now.”

      Cain glanced at Grace, a small smirk upturning the corner of his mouth. He pointed at her and then motioned in the direction of the voices.

      A part of her didn’t want to follow the directive. A part of her didn’t want to kill these people.

      She didn’t have a choice.

      She came out from the corner, immediately exposed to the two people who were speaking. A woman in a uniform, and a man dressed in a worn suit. Probably the town’s leader.

      A few more words trickled from the woman’s mouth before she noticed Grace and trailed off. The man saw her confused expression and turned to see what caused the reaction.

      An arrow sprouted from his chest a moment later. His eyes widened in shock, and his hands wrapped around the shaft. Then he fell over.

      The woman started reaching for the gun on her hip. She almost had it out of the holster when Grace’s second arrow pierced her throat, dropping her too.

      “Nice,” Cain said. He swung out of hiding, his pistol in one hand, his hatchet in the other. He started walking toward the two corpses at the end of the street.

      Someone had noticed the attack, and the shouting began. “Cover! Cover! We’re under attack!”

      Another man in a uniform reached the corner closest to the dead, leaning his head out to see them coming. He stepped sideways into the open, firing two rounds before ducking back behind cover. One of the bullets went past Cain’s head. The other hit him in the arm.

      “Fuck!” he shouted as the hatchet fell from his hand. He glared at Grace, as though the wound was her fault. “Can you shoot him already?”

      Grace wanted to flip her middle finger at him, but the khoron didn’t let her. Instead, she nocked another arrow and fired it at the corner of the wall. The microspear went through the mortar, hitting the deputy and knocking him down.

      Grace returned the bow to her back, grabbing two of the microspears on her belt and sprinting ahead. She could feel it now, a full-forced sense of coming satiation, like a lion about to take down its prey.

      A few more deputies reached the corner, guns already drawn. They swung the weapons toward her, but her hands were already in motion, flinging them at her targets as though they were moving in slow motion. Her blood pounded in her head, a thrumming between her ears like a war drum.

      The spears struck their targets, sinking through cloth and light armor and into their bodies, elongating and stabbing vital organs. Three more deputies fell.

      A part of Grace felt sick watching them die. But the hunger was beginning to overwhelm her.

      An alarm began to sound nearby,  a warning to everyone a threat was at hand. Grace turned, finding the lookouts on the third floor of a damaged building across the street. She grabbed her bow again, reaching for an arrow.

      She heard a sharp crack to her right, and then she felt a bullet hit her in the side. She grunted, nearly dropping the bow, the pain flaring at the impact point and spreading along her torso. She looked in the direction of the shot, just in time to see Cain aim and fire, taking the shooter down. Not one of Sheriff Duke’s. Not this time. One of the residents trying to protect their home.

      More of them were quickly assembling, the guns they had been provided making them bold. The alarm was still ringing across the street, and Grace noticed more residents were beginning to move across the adjacent lane, rushing to where they hoped they would be safe.

      One of them was leading a horse by the reins.

      Minerva.

      Grace straightened up, the pain from the gunshot wound subsiding. She looked down, watching as the metal slug was expelled and the flesh began to knit itself back together, the khoron increasing her rate of healing by a thousand percent or more.

      Cain was right. There were some benefits to hosting one of the creatures.

      The defense was beginning to organize, both uniformed deputies and citizens of Dego coming together, all of them fully armed. The people in the saloon had died because they weren’t prepared for the bloodshed to come. That wasn’t the case here. The fear they were hoping to induce had yet to materialize. The town was ready to protect itself from their attack. More ready than Grace had anticipated.

      It didn’t matter. They were all going to die.

      Grace sensed the trife approaching behind her without turning to look for them. She returned her attention to the lookouts instead. One of them had stopped ringing the alarm and was reaching for a hunting rifle, bringing it level and aiming it in her direction.

      She brought up the bow, pulling and loosing in one smooth motion. The arrow zipped across the distance, but Grace wasn’t watching its flight. She was already moving laterally, avoiding the only shot the lookout managed to take before he was impaled. She glanced back as she moved closer to Cain, watching the man she’d shot fall off the building to the ground.

      The trife reached the pair, hissing and howling and then overcoming them. They charged ahead, directly toward the deputies and townspeople, a wave of them stumbling to the ground as the armed defenders fired into them. A second wave leaped over the first, also succumbing.

      “Retreat!” someone shouted ahead, realizing the slick was too large to stop.

      The first taste of fear reached Grace’s mouth, and she pulled it in with her next breath.

      Delicious.
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      Grace didn’t hurry after the fleeing residents. She remained beside Cain while the trife moved in, taking fire from the defenses as the people of Dego made a desperate attempt to escape. She breathed evenly, taking in their fear, letting it intoxicate her through the khoron. Her will to resist faded with each step, with each breath, with each heartbeat.

      It was amazing.

      Cain looked over at her and smiled. He could see the integration was progressing. He could see Keshk was gaining a stronger hold. He had told Grace it would be better for her that way, and now he knew she was beginning to understand.

      They followed the trife down the street, past the quickly abandoned cars and the van full of munitions. One of the crates was open on the ground, and Grace went over to it, picking up the shotgun inside. It was relatively well made, all things considered. It had a serial number stamped on the side, along with the eagle and star logo that had belonged to the Space Force. The letters U-W-T were stamped on beside it in a block font.

      Why was the Space Force logo on Earth guns?

      Grace had heard rumors about the ships that had left to escape the trife. That the settlers had landed on another planet nearby and came back from time to time for reasons unknown. She had collected some of that data on her data drive. She wasn’t sure if it were true or not. There was enough reason to believe it might be that she never counted it out.

      It certainly would help explain how the UWT had managed to grow and flourish when the rest of the world was still running and hiding or stretching out their hands to Shurrath in desperate hope for something to cling to.

      Did this other planet exist? Did Space Force still exist? Did Sheriff Hayden Duke have a connection to it?

      All of those questions could be answered if they were able to get a khoron into him. The alien would take his memories and share them with the Collective, and in time Shurrath and his Relyeh servants would have access to the sheriff’s entire life.

      “Grace?” Cain said, noticing her mind had wandered.

      “What?” she snapped back, coming out of it. The trife had stopped up ahead, the bulk of the group gathering in front of one of the buildings.

      “I think they’re trying to hide.”

      Not every resident had made it. A few stragglers up ahead had frozen at the sight of the trife and were in the process of running the other way. A group of demons broke off from the first, giving chase.

      “Underground garage,” Grace said.

      “Typical,” Cain replied.

      “I guess we’re done here.”

      “Done? We didn’t kill them all.”

      “You want to kill all of them?”

      “Shurrath’s orders. Sheriff Duke needs to see what happens when you resist. Don’t you hunger?”

      She hesitated a moment, realizing she did. “I hunger.”

      Cain led her forward, into the group of trife. They hissed at their approach, parting to let them through. The demons at the head of the line were throwing themselves at the thick steel bucket of a loader, their claws scratching at the metal but failing to make it through.

      Cain didn’t speak, but the trife stopped the assault, backing away from the bucket. The doorway had been designed so that the loader was able to seal in the underground, the space around it already reinforced with thick steel plates.

      “Cover me,” Cain said to Grace.

      She put her hands near the microspears on her belt, ready to sling them rapid-fire if anyone should attack. She heard screaming behind her, and she turned her head in time to see a trife jump on a fleeing man and drive its claws into his back.

      She reminded herself of the hunger. It was more important than the violence.

      Cain took off his jacket, dropping it on the ground. His muscles rippled beneath his t-shirt as he approached the barrier. He leaned forward, reaching out and pressing his hands against it, shifting his position to get better traction. He drew in a few strong breaths.

      Then he pushed.

      The muscles in his legs became visible through his pants, pressing hard against them as he leaned into the blockade. His whole body became tense, his neck tight, his face flushing as he shoved with all of his strength. It was more than ordinary strength. His body flooded with endorphins and adrenaline, pushed to the limit of its potential by the khoron. He began to groan, shifting his feet to push just a little harder.

      The loader began to move.

      It slid back a few centimeters at first. Cain adjusted his stance again, not breaking the force. It moved a few more centimeters.

      Bullets began to fly out of the cracks. The shooters couldn’t aim, but it didn’t take any aim to hit the trife so close to the door. Grace crouched, a few trife moving in front to protect her. One was hit almost immediately, howling and falling dead at her feet.

      Cain backed up a few steps from the barrier and then charged the machine, tucking his shoulder and slamming into it. The force rocked it back nearly ten centimeters, exposing the defenders to Grace.

      Her hands gripped the microspears, slipping them out of the leather loops on her belt and flinging them at the shooters. One after another, the spears sank into flesh, the metal tips extending out and reaching for vital organs, killing them in an instant.

      Within three breaths, the shooting stopped.

      Cain kept pushing, shoving the loader back another ten centimeters and opening the hole enough for the trife to begin pouring through. Grace breathed in deeply, the scent of fear thickening with the entrance of the demons, becoming so dense it was like tasting the most decadent chocolate.

      She heard the gunfire and shouting, the screaming, the pain and terror. For years, the barrier had been good enough to keep the trife out.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Cain shoved again, clearing enough space for her to enter. She slipped through the cracks, greeted by a scene of destruction, death and chaos that would have churned her stomach if she weren’t already drunk on it. The trife moved through the huddled masses, hitting the armed people first before moving on to the rest. They ignored a few of the residents outright. The children and the infertile.

      A pair of deputies in Space Force combat armor had a strong defensive position in the corner. A man and a woman, they stood their ground, firing streams of plasma at the oncoming demons in defense of nearly twenty frightened residents. They saw Grace enter past the trife, and one of them watched her, expecting her to help.

      She grabbed her bow and an arrow, drew it back, and fired.

      The deputy looked down at the arrow that struck the thinner weave between two of the thicker armored plates, the microspear easily piercing the ballistic material. Then she looked back at Grace, her eyes spewing betrayal. Humans were supposed to protect humans when the trife attacked. It didn’t matter if two people were mortal enemies. That was the unwritten rule.

      Grace had broken it. But then, she was no longer entirely human.

      The other deputy saw the first fall. He blasted a line of trife and rushed in Grace’s direction. He was almost there when Cain stepped in front of Grace, absorbing a blast of superheated gas before grabbing the weapon and tearing it out of the man’s hands. He picked the deputy up by the throat and squeezed, breaking his neck.

      “I had him,” Grace said.

      “Why do you get to have all the fun?” Cain replied.

      Grace went around him, continuing into the garage, her eyes sweeping across it. She found Minerva on the right, near the wall, and she headed toward the horse.

      “You came back,” Lola said as Grace approached her. She still had Minerva’s reins in her wrinkled hand.

      “I wanted my horse.”

      “You have the devil in you now. I can see it.”

      “Not the devil,” Grace said. The trife wouldn’t touch the old woman. She was well past childbearing age. “Where are my saddlebags?”

      “Sheriff Duke bought them from me.”

      Sheriff Duke had her hard drive. Had he managed to break the encryption? She doubted it. Maybe it would be better if he did?

      She took a microspear from her belt and leaned in toward Lola, who watched her coming but didn’t move.

      “You’ll get yours,” Lola said.

      Grace stabbed her, and then took Minerva’s reins. The horse recognized her, but also sensed she had changed. She tried to pull against her but wasn’t strong enough.

      Grace turned around. The trife had finished their work. Hundreds were dead in the garage, and dozens more outside. Only a handful of elderly and a small number of children remained. They would be allowed to survive.

      She started back to where Cain was standing, near the loader. She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye. She let go of Minerva, heading to a small stack of supplies nearby, bringing a microspear to hand. Reaching the boxes, she swung out around the corner, hand back and ready to throw the spear.

      A young girl crouched behind the boxes, shaking visibly. Her fear was a treat.

      “You?” she said, recognizing Grace. But Grace had never seen the girl before. “How could you?”

      Grace felt the words like a punch in the jaw. How could she? The intoxication fled her in an instant, replaced by a sudden pressure in her mind, the khoron insistent that she kill the girl.

      She clenched her hand around the spear, staring at the girl. What was she doing? What had she done?

      The girl continued to shake. Her pants were wet with her fear. She was convinced she was going to die.

      Grace lowered her head, the pressure beginning to ease. She put the microspear back in its loop, turned and walked away.
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      Isaac slowed the paddywagon as they reached the modified box truck, still resting where they had left it a few hours earlier. Spotlights from the Growler ambush were still shining down on the truck, bathing it in a too-bright glow that hurt Hayden’s eyes and caused him to lament the loss of his sunglasses. Not only would the built-in filters dim the light, Natalia had given them to him, damn it.

      The outcome covered the price of their loss. Junk was dead, along with a number of his followers. They had released nearly a hundred slaves. And an ally was seizing control of the city with the help of those slaves.

      Yesterday, Salt Lake City was a bastion of strength for a cult that followed an alien master.

      Today, it was free.

      Hayden wished he could get more enjoyment out of that truth. But by disrupting the alien master’s plans, he had attracted the alien’s attention. Shurrath wasn’t going to let him off the hook for preventing him from capturing Isaac and Rain, or from destroying his grip on both Salt Lake City and Reno.

      Hell, if Hayden were in Shurrath’s shoes he’d be pretty fucking pissed too.

      Now, the race was on to get back up the mountainside close to Sanisco so the comm he had brought would have the range to get a message out to Natalia and the others. He didn’t know if Shurrath would send an army, an assassin, or somewhere in between, but he needed to warn them to keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary.

      Even then, he would worry about his wife and daughter until he was home. He had almost lost Natalia once already, and he had dealt with threats to Sanisco before. But this was exponentially different than that. To hear Junk tell it, Shurrath was a member of an ancient alien race called the Relyeh, a race that existed to seize worlds and had done so for millions of years. Shurrath chose to do so through subtle manipulation and god-like conversion instead of using advanced technology to wipe humans out, an approach that frightened Hayden more than mass destruction ever could. It wasn’t a business-like mass extinction. It was intimate, personal, calculating, cold.

      The thought sent a chill down Hayden’s spine, especially when he recalled what Junk had said.

      The trife came to cull humankind, not destroy it. To separate the weak from the strong. To take the best parts of the strong and integrate them into their designs.

      Hayden was familiar with genetic manipulation. The Centurions had used it to create the Goliaths that roamed the landscape outside Sanisco. They had used it to make clones who were faster, stronger, and smarter than regular men like himself. But what Junk had said suggested genetic engineering on a whole new level.

      To what end?

      War. At least, that’s what he had taken Junk to mean. The Relyeh were conquerors moving through the universe in search of more planets to break. For their strength, and their fear. Food to the khoron and Shurrath.

      Wasn’t Shurrath a khoron too? Hayden didn’t think so. At least, not anymore. There was something different about him. Not the least of which was his ability to get into Hayden’s head. How did he do that?

      Junk had said another Relyeh acted out of turn and caused Earth to become what it was today. Wild. Untamed. Free. For all the bad in the world, at least people still had choices.

      Not everybody. Not the slaves in Salt Lake City. Not until a few hours ago.

      War. The word came back to him. That’s what this was about, wasn’t it? Not war on other planets. War right here. Between the Relyeh and the Axon. Between different factions of the Relyeh. Humans weren’t even in the equation except as resources to be manipulated. The war between human and trife might have ended, but the war for the planet continued.

      Damn.

      “Hayden, you with me?” Isaac asked.

      Hayden snapped out of it, looking at the Marine. “Yeah. Sorry. A lot on my mind.”

      “Mine too. We’re here.”

      Hayden hopped out of the van and approached the truck. “I’m going to make sure our stuff is still in the back.”

      “I’ll start her up. I’m sure you don’t want to spend any more time here than we have to.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden said, heading for the rear, while Isaac moved to the cab. The truck didn’t lock from the outside, and there was no telling if any of the Growlers had gone inside. It was unlikely, but not impossible, and worth taking a minute to check.

      He approached the heavy metal gate on the back, swinging it open easily with the strength of his augments. Then he lifted the rear door, rolling it up to the top of the trailer and hopping inside. He moved to the front of the storage, finding his saddlebags still tucked behind one of the crates of ammunition. While Isaac was reluctant to leave his son’s backpack behind—a decision Hayden fully understood—he wasn’t as concerned about his own things. He was glad to still have access to the mobile comms and a med patch to help seal up the gash on his cheek, but he could make do without both.

      Even so, he was happy to have the truck back. The botter station alone made it worth returning to the vehicle. Most of the people trained to fit and install replacement limbs worked in dingy shops on ancient machines, tucked away in dark corners, while the truck offered much needed mobility.  

      Botters often fulfilled other demands related to systems that allowed a computer processor to interface with a human nervous system. There was a fine line between botting and modding, and the nature of the devices they bought, sold, traded and scavenged made the practice dangerous at best. Modding was outlawed in the UWT, though he was sure it was still happening somewhere. He didn’t have enough deputies to police every inch of their territory.

      He grabbed the saddlebags, flipping them open and finding the patch. He tore open the outer packaging, careful not to touch any of the gel as he aligned it with the wound. The patches were one of the miracles of modern Centurion science. The gel promoted fast healing while also sanitizing and sealing the wound. He used them when he had them, but he didn’t always have them. Proxima sent him a limited supply, and he had a bad habit of being shot, stabbed, clawed, axed or otherwise injured.

      He pressed the patch to his cheek. The gel was freezing cold and numbed the side of his face almost instantly, relieving him of the pain. He considered himself lucky. Another half-centimeter and the bullet would have taken part of his jaw.

      Finished with that and satisfied nothing had been touched, he returned the saddlebags to where he had grabbed them and retreated to the rear of the trailer. Isaac appeared around the corner at almost the same time.

      “We should refill the tank,” Isaac said, motioning toward the cans of additional fuel. “While we have a quiet moment.”

      “Good idea,” Hayden replied, turning to the gas cans. He unbuckled one from its secured position and handed it to Isaac. His eyes passed over the canister holding the captured khoron.

      “Thanks,” Isaac said, taking the can and disappearing around the opposite side of the truck.

      Hayden didn’t follow. His attention remained on the canister. Had it been moved? If he wasn’t mistaken, it was sitting at a different angle from how he had left it.

      He bent down and picked it up.

      The lid slipped off and hit the floor on its side, rolling off the back of the trailer.

      “Shit,” Hayden cursed, watching it go for an instant before reaching for his gun, his eyes snapping back to the container. “Shit,” he repeated.

      The canister was empty.
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      Hayden stared at the empty canister. How the hell had the khoron gotten loose? And where had it gone?

      Had one of the Growlers entered after all, releasing the alien creature and taking nothing else?

      He heard the clank of the empty metal gas container next to the truck as Isaac put it down and then the squeak of the driver’s side door opening when he went to turn the battery on and check the fuel gauge.

      What if Isaac were infected?

      He didn’t know enough about the creatures to know if it could disguise its presence.

      He couldn’t take any chances.

      Hayden waited, listening while Isaac closed the driver’s side door, picked up the gas can and made his way around to the rear of the truck.

      “I thought you were going to help...” His voice cut off suddenly when Hayden aimed his revolver at him. “Sheriff...what the hell?” He looked up from the gun to Hayden’s eyes.

      “Canister’s empty,” Hayden said.

      “Shit.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “It isn’t in me, Hayden. I swear.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know if you would know.”

      “If that’s the case, it’s just as likely in you.”

      Hayden winced. Of course, that was true. What if it could enter someone and remain dormant? What if it could seize them so completely they didn’t know?

      Isaac pulled his sidearm, pointing it at Hayden. They faced off, staring into one another’s eyes.

      “What the fuck do we do now?” Isaac asked. “I don’t want you turning on me.”

      “I don’t want you turning on me either,” Hayden said. “This is one fucked up impasse. What do you say we drop the weapons, leave them in the back of the truck, and get moving?”

      “That would be okay, but you have cyborg hands. What do you say to taking them off?”

      “That would be okay, but then I would have no way to defend myself. I’ve been armless before. It sucks.”

      They continued the standoff, weapons pointed at one another, minds working to come up with a solution that would satisfy them both.

      “We can’t stand here all night,” Hayden said. “One of us has to take the risk.”

      “Both of us have to take the risk, or it doesn’t work.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’m going to holster my piece.”

      “Me too.”

      Their hands moved slowly. They watched one another closely as they returned their guns to their holsters.

      Hayden exhaled. “I guess the damn thing escaped.”

      “Sheriff, if it isn’t in you, and it isn’t in me, what if it’s in...”

      Isaac’s voice cut off a second time as the crackle of sudden gunfire echoed in the distance.

      “Rain,” Hayden said.

      “Shit,” Isaac replied.

      “Let’s go.”

      Hayden jumped out of the truck as Isaac scrambled back to the cab. He pulled the door closed and then swung the gate across, pivoting to head for the passenger side. His eyes landed on his dropped plasma rifle. He rushed to it, snatching it up before jumping into the cab beside Isaac who already had the truck started and in gear.

      “We can’t kill her, Sheriff,” Isaac said, stepping on the gas and bringing it around one of the large dirt piles to get it headed for the interstate.

      “She’s got a cyborg arm and legs,” Hayden replied. “And a khoron inside her. We might not have a choice.” Isaac didn’t reply, but Hayden could see the tension in his face. He understood. He liked Rain too.  “We’ll do our best. I promise.”

      “Pozz that,” Isaac said, stepping on the gas.

      The truck gained speed, racing back the way they had just come in the paddywagon. The airport was only a few klicks away. It wouldn’t take long.

      The echoing of rifle reports continued, each crack likely signaling another dead resident. It could be that it wasn’t Rain who was doing the shooting. If one of the Growlers had become infected, they could just as easily be responsible. But even if that were the case, it would mean Rain was in trouble again.

      The engine roared as Isaac tried to add more speed, desperate to reach the source of the gunfire. Hayden picked up the P-70, turning it on. The plasma rifle was their best shot at disabling Rain’s augments. She would need replacements if they were slagged, but he could arrange that when they got back to Sanisco. It was better than killing her or having her kill anyone else, especially them.

      “Shit!” Isaac snapped suddenly. Hayden had just enough time to look up before the front of the truck collided with a trife, throwing it well away from the speeding vehicle.

      “What the hell?” Hayden said, looking behind them. A dark spot covered the landscape, coming over a small hill. It undulated in an unnatural motion, like a wave in a storm. A slick of trife was headed for the city. Had Rain summoned it? “We just went from bad to worse.”

      “Not what I want to hear, Sheriff,” Isaac replied.

      Hayden’s jaw clenched. Was heading back for Rain a mistake? They might wind up cut off from their path west. Cut off from Sanisco—from Natalia, and Hallia.

      “Should we turn around?” Isaac asked, thinking the same thing. He had been a married father. He understood Hayden’s predicament.

      Hayden wrinkled his face, hating to make a snap decision with so much potential fallout.

      “No,” he said tightly. “We can’t trade one infected cult leader for another. If Shurrath gets a foothold here again, he’ll use it to box in the UWT.”

      “We can’t fight all those trife. He’ll get a foothold anyway.”

      “I don’t think so. Not without a khoron to control things.”

      “We’d have to be damn sure there aren’t any khoron left. I don’t know how we would do that.”

      “I’m assuming that getting rid of our missing khoron will throw the trife off course. They might still hit the city, but they won’t be organized like they were in Reno.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Me too.”

      The truck reached the exit leading back to the airport. There was more damage in the road here, and the wrecked Growler cars up ahead still smoldered. One of them blocked the way, stretching too far across the road to avoid. Isaac didn’t hesitate, ramming it with the corner of the armored front grill. The impact pushed the vehicle to the side, metal whining as it bent and tore.

      Hayden rechecked the rear view. The trife were falling away, not able to run as fast as the box truck was moving. It would take them about twenty minutes to get into the city, which meant they had twenty minutes to find Rain and either get the khoron out of her or kill the fucking thing.

      Without killing her too.
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      The gunfire had stopped by the time Isaac and Hayden again reached the airport concourse. The truck was too big to enter the terminal, so Isaac brought it to a stop outside the shattered glass doors. They jumped out, rifles at the ready.

      The markets along the concourse had been sparsely populated when they took this walk earlier in the day. Most of them were shut down now for the night. The building seemed empty, the earlier violence and the newer shooting convincing the residents of the city to get the hell away from the area and stay hidden until the trouble blew over. It was standard operating procedure out here. The best way to survive.

      Hayden and Isaac hurried to the doors, boots crunching on the broken glass at their feet as they crossed the threshold. There was a thickness to the air, a smell of blood, bullets and death.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Isaac whispered. That much was evident by the fact he had Jason’s backpack slung over his shoulder, the brightly colored superheroes a stark contrast to the dim lighting and dingy, grungy feel of the shuttered market. He had to know they weren’t getting out of here past the trife on foot, and the truck had already proven its worth in helping them escape Reno.

      Hayden didn’t respond. He kept walking forward, eyes scanning the market stalls. He lamented the loss of the sunglasses again. They would have come in real handy right about now.

      “Rain!” Hayden shouted, his voice echoing across the terminal.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Isaac asked. “You just told everyone in here where we are.”

      “We don’t have time to be subtle. The trife are on their way, and I don’t want to be here when they arrive.”

      Isaac didn’t look happy about the answer, but he accepted it.

      “Rain!” Hayden shouted again. “Where are you, kid?”

      He stopped walking, motioning to Isaac to stop too. He heard footsteps in the distance, moving across the terminal, but not coming toward them.

      “She isn’t responding,” Isaac said. “Maybe she’s dead.”

      “Someone’s in here,” Hayden replied. “They’re looking for an angle to get the drop on us.”

      “How do you know?”

      “That’s what I would do if I wanted to kill us. Wouldn’t you?”

      Isaac smiled and nodded, remembering his first interaction with Rain. “Look for higher ground with good cover.”

      There wasn’t any real high ground in the terminal, but the storefronts weren’t all full-height. If Rain climbed onto the roof of one, she could get above them.

      Hayden started forward again. A second pair of footsteps echoed across the space, this time further back and moving in. Hayden didn’t see anyone ahead. Wait. He did. A dark shape slumped on the ground. A body. They were still far away, but it didn’t look like one of the Growlers to him.

      The footsteps were drawing nearer. Hayden’s eyes tracked to the end of the line of storefronts, watching the spot as he kept moving forward, picking up the pace a little. Isaac remained beside him, alert and ready.

      Someone came out from around the corner, sprinting toward them. One of the freed slaves. Her ragged clothes were stained with blood.

      “Help!” she cried out on seeing them. “Please.”

      Isaac recognized the woman and started running toward her.

      “Ike!” Hayden hissed in a warning the Marine didn’t heed.

      Isaac was halfway to the woman when she jerked and then fell, an arrow growing from her side. Isaac came to a quick stop, turning to the right and trying to trace the path of the shaft. He threw himself down as the next one came, barely avoiding it. The missile hit the floor behind him, skipping off the old tile.

      Hayden looked to the right and ahead. He couldn’t see anything past the shadows. He needed the shooter to loose another arrow, but the third shot didn’t come.

      Isaac bounded up, watching the general area.

      “Rain!” Hayden shouted again. “Come on out. We want to help you.” He kept his eyes on the shadows. She was there, somewhere. It had to be her. None of the slaves were strong enough or skilled enough to use a bow. “Rain!”

      Two minutes had already passed, bringing the trife slick two minutes closer. They needed to take care of Rain and get out. It didn’t matter who filled Junk’s shoes right now, so long as they didn’t have a khoron inside them.  Hayden could bring his deputies back to clean the place out once he dealt with Shurrath.

      “Rain!” Isaac said, joining him. “Where are you?”

      He was watching the right side too.

      “Ike?” Rain said suddenly, her voice small in the large terminal. “Ike, where are you?”

      “Rain,” Isaac replied. “Where are you?”

      Hayden tried to track the origin of the sound. It was too hard to pinpoint, and he still didn’t see her.

      “Ike?”

      She came out of one of the shops. She had her bow in hand, nocked and ready, and aimed at Isaac.

      “Rain,” Isaac said. “Come on. The trife are coming. We have to get out of here.”

      Rain’s head turned slightly, getting Hayden in her peripheral vision. He had trained his rifle on her instinctively when she came out of hiding. “Sheriff Duke, what’s going on?”

      “Why did you kill that woman?” Isaac asked, pointing back to the former slave.

      “I didn’t,” Rain replied.

      “She has an arrow in her side.”

      Rain looked at her. She seemed shocked by the dead woman. “What? Ike, I don’t remember. Fuck. I don’t remember anything.”

      “You’re infected,” Hayden said. “You’ve got a khoron in you.”

      “No,” she replied. “That’s not possible.”

      “It was missing from the canister,” Isaac said. “The only people who came in contact with it were me, you and Hayden. And it isn’t Hayden or me.”

      “I can’t have a khoron in me. I’m in control of myself.”

      “Then why are you pointing an arrow at me?”

      Rain stared at Isaac. Hayden was certain she was under the khoron’s control. Everything else was a bullshit line. An effort to confuse them.

      “Rain, lower the arrow,” Isaac said softly.

      Hayden could see her body shiver. She was trying to fight it. He could take the shot. Put a plasma bolt through her brain and then stab her with the microspear before she could heal. End this quick and get out.

      But he really didn’t want to kill her.

      “What’s happening to me?” Rain said.

      “It’s okay,” Isaac replied. “We’ll help you. Just put down the bow.”

      The shivering stopped. Rain dropped the weapon, throwing it away as if it were poison. Then she walked toward Isaac, arms out, seeking an embrace.

      Isaac didn’t fall for it this time. He raised his rifle, pointing it at her head. “Don’t. Rain, don’t move.”

      She looked bewildered at his mistrust. “What?”

      “Just don’t move. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Hayden started walking toward them.

      “Ike, I’m scared,” Rain said.

      “I know. Me too. Hold on.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Isaac began squeezing the trigger of the rifle as the words spilled from Rain’s mouth. It didn’t matter. Her augmented hand swung up in front of her face at inhuman speed, catching the round before it reached her face. Hayden fired a bolt at almost the same time, but it struck her metal forearm, leaving a depression in the metal. She lunged forward, augmented legs taking her three quick strides to Isaac. She grabbed his rifle, spinning and throwing him over her shoulder.

      Hayden charged, firing two more bolts at her midsection. They burned into her flesh, but she barely reacted, instead spinning while she shifted her grip on Isaac’s rifle, turning toward Hayden.

      He ran to the side, diving into one of the shops as bullets hit the floor behind him, a few of them striking glancing blows off his combat armor. He rolled to a sitting position behind the wall. He couldn’t stay here and leave Isaac alone with her. But how the hell was he supposed to take her out?

      He couldn’t.

      Not without killing her.

      Damn it.
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      Hayden didn’t linger behind cover. Not with Isaac down in the middle of the floor and Rain armed and unable to stop the khoron inside her from killing him.

      Rain’s actions weren’t Rain’s fault, which made it so much harder to do what needed to be done. But that didn’t change anything. Rain needed to be taken down.

      Hayden stood, setting himself and then bolting all the way across the floor. Rain was too far away to use stream mode, so he set the plasma rifle to auto and held the trigger down as he moved, sending a line of bolts in her direction. The attack took her attention away from Isaac. She rolled across the floor to avoid the assault, coming up on her feet and then jumping, the power in her augmented legs carrying her nearly to the top of the concourse. She fired down at Hayden from the position, bullets chewing at the floor around him. He barely made it back behind cover, falling into a stall filled with empty tables. He slid behind one, hearing the thud as Rain landed again.

      He came out of hiding, resting the plasma rifle on the table and waiting for her to come around the corner. He could barely make out her footsteps on the ground. The augments allowed her to step lightly and still keep her balance.

      She was coming in his direction, but something about it didn’t feel right. His eyes narrowed, mind working. He pulled the rifle back, rolling under the wood table just before a burst of rounds came through the wall beside him, whipping past where he had been seconds ago. The attack continued, bullets hitting the wooden leg between he and Rain, sending out splinters and dust. A few of the rounds made it through the wood, but by then they had lost too much velocity to have a chance of piercing his armor.

      He waited until the rifle clicked empty. Then he gathered himself, rolling out the other side and firing in the direction of the assault. The side of the stall was already chewed to pieces.

      Rain wasn’t there.

      He stopped shooting, pivoting quickly. A fist came at his jaw from the side. He threw his hand up, barely blocking the punch, completely off-balance. Rain moved behind him, kicking him in the back of his leg and taking him to his knee. If he weren’t wearing armor, the move would have broken his leg.

      He rolled forward,  almost getting his gun pointed at her when her leg kicked the barrel. He was forced to let go or risk damaging the weapon, and it hit the ground a short distance away.

      “Rain, try to control it,” Hayden said, backing up. He lifted his hands in a defensive posture, but the hand-to-hand combat he had learned as part of law enforcement training felt lacking compared to what she had learned from the War Mutts.

      She crouched slightly, hands in position to attack or defend, taking a step forward for every step he took back. He risked a glance to the left, searching for Isaac. Where was he?

      “This is how it’s gotta be, Sheriff,” Rain said. “But Shurrath doesn’t want you dead. Not until you’ve suffered for your insolence.” She took two quick steps forward, throwing a few jabs with her augmented hand that he struggled to block. She was testing him. “Dego will be first.”

      Hayden’s eyes widened with surprise. Dego? Not only had he promised to protect them, but Chan and Wilks were there, along with the deputies bringing the town supplies.

      “What are you going to do?” Hayden asked.

      “Kill them all,” Rain replied coldly.

      Hayden gritted his teeth and stopped reversing. He threw a jab of his own with his left hand, which she blocked. He followed it up with his right. She tried to block that one too. That arm was oversized, and more powerful than a standard augment. She couldn’t stop its momentum.

      Instead, she pivoted away, the fist coming within millimeters of her face. Shifting her balance, kicking Hayden in the side. The force threw him sideways onto the floor, his ribs complaining despite the armor.

      He got up in a hurry, knowing Rain would be right behind him. He rose in time to see her foot coming toward him, leading the rest of her through the air. He grabbed the foot, spinning her and yanking her to the ground. She grunted in pain and surprise, kicking at his hand with her other foot, trying to dislodge it.

      His grip was too secure. He kept her leg in an iron grip while he reached into his pocket, pulling out the microspear. Rain growled at the sight of it.

      “You’ll kill her,” she said, still struggling.

      “Not ideal, I agree. Why don’t you come out?”

      She laughed. “Why don’t you go fuck yourself?”

      “Aliens cuss now?” Hayden said. He shifted his grip, moving slightly up her leg. “Rain, you’ve got to fight it.”

      Rain’s face began to flush, her eyes squeezing closed. “I can’t,” she said weakly.

      “Tell me where it is.”

      “No!” Rain shifted again, getting her free foot up and smashing it into his jaw. The blow knocked him away, and she pulled herself up, drawing her foot back to kick him again.

      A gunshot rang out, and blood sprayed out from a sudden wound in her side. She groaned and fell to her knees, head bowed.

      “Stay down!” Isaac barked, rushing toward them. She didn’t. She came upright again, eyes wild.

      “Sheriff,” Rain said, hand shaking as it moved toward her back, touching a spot near her neck. For just a moment, her eyes calmed. That was the place.

      Hayden nodded. Isaac was running toward them, rifle still up and ready.

      “Say goodbye,” Rain said.

      She lunged toward Isaac, practically asking him to shoot her.

      “No!” Hayden growled, throwing himself at her legs. He pulled her to the floor as Isaac squeezed the trigger, the bullets passing over their heads. Hayden held Rain on the ground, scrambling up her back with the microspear. She screamed and tried to buck him off, but she didn’t have the leverage.

      He found the spot on her back and lowered the spear to it, lightly breaking the skin with the tip and hoping the weapon would only seek out the khoron inside.

      Her screaming curdled. Her body went stiff. Then she fell limp beneath him.

      Hayden removed the spear before the tendrils could retract. There was dark blood on the tips. Khoron blood.

      Isaac reached them. “Sheriff?”

      Hayden and Isaac both froze as someone in the distance screamed. A second shout followed, and then a few reports of gunfire.

      “The trife are here,” Hayden said.

      “Another khoron?”

      “They may not be organized. We have to get Rain to the truck. Grab my rifle.” He crouched over her, lifting her into a fireman’s carry.

      Isaac picked up the plasma rifle. The shouting outside was increasing in density. So was the gunfire. “It’s going to be a massacre. They haven’t been attacked here in years. The khoron kept them safe.”

      Hayden considered for a moment. “Then I assume the fact that they aren’t safe means all the khoron are dead.” He glanced at Rain. Her breathing was shallow.

      Isaac’s attention went to the end of the concourse. “Sheriff,” he said, pointing. Hayden looked. A mass of trife was entering the building.

      Hayden watched them for a moment. They didn’t have the same tight formation as they did before. They seemed like they were searching for targets, not on rails toward any specific human. It didn’t change the fact that they were here. And in huge numbers.

      “The truck’s past them,” Hayden said. “We need another option.”

      “There’s an airplane at the end of the terminal,” Isaac replied. “Junk lived there. Maybe we can wait them out there.”

      Hayden bit his lip. Wait them out? Dego was going to come under attack. He had no idea when or how, but he didn’t have a good feeling about it. He looked at the trife again. They were getting closer and would notice them any second.

      What other choice did they have?
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      Hayden carried Rain while Isaac stayed behind them, his MK-10 on his shoulder and the P-70 plasma rifle ready to fire.

      They ran along the concourse toward the end of the terminal. The trife were running behind them, alerted to their presence and eager for the kill.

      Isaac squeezed off a few bolts every few seconds, each one taking down two to three of the demons. The creatures barely reacted to the loss other than to step over the dead and continue the attack.  

      Evidence of the khoron’s betrayal was all around them, growing more sickening with every corpse. The Relyeh creature had used Rain to gun down dozens of the freed slaves, shooting them as they tried to flee. Male, female, adult, child—it had shown no regard and no remorse to any of the humans it had turned Rain against, leaving them spread across the floor, bloody and broken.

      “Fucking hell,” Isaac said behind him as they neared one of the bodies. A boy, no more than ten or eleven.

      Hayden felt the death too, as noxious anger that sat heavy in his stomach. He didn’t blame Rain for it, but he was afraid she would blame herself. He knew what it was like. He had caused the deaths of dozens of young people a year back. It still weighed on him, one of his motivations to make sure he left the world a better place than he had found it.

      “Stay focused,” he grunted, charging past the boy’s body. Isaac loosed another barrage of plasma behind him, knocking out a group of trife who were getting too close.

      Hayden could see the end of the terminal up ahead. Junk and the other dead Growlers had already been removed from the scene, though Hayden had no idea where the freed slaves had tossed them in the one-hour gap from when they had left Rain to when they returned.

      “Gate Six,” Isaac said, firing a few more rounds at the trife.

      Hayden found the numbers on top of the gates and diverted toward six. He passed through the entrance and down a long ramp toward an open oval doorway. The ramp began to shake as the trife reached it in close pursuit, piling onto the bridge.

      Hayden slowed to maneuver Rain inside, nearly causing Isaac to collide with him. The Marine switched the plasma to stream mode and unleashed a gout of superheated gas into the ranks of the trife, killing almost a dozen with one burst and forcing them to slow the advance. Then he lowered the weapon, grabbing the oval door and throwing it closed before turning the handle to lock it.

      “Can they get through that?” Hayden asked. He was familiar with old Earth airplanes, but he had never seen one like this before.

      “It’ll be harder with the narrowness of the bridge,” Isaac replied. “If it’s reinforced, no way.”

      Hayden looked through the small window, which he could see was made of thick glass. A single trife was on the other side, clawing at it while the others waited behind it. “There are enough other people out there. They probably won’t stick around long once we get out of sight.”

      “The whole city’s going to be destroyed.”

      “Probably,” Hayden agreed.

      “There are innocent people out there too, Sheriff.”

      “Define innocent, Sergeant,” Hayden snapped. “They settled in this place knowing what it was. Maybe they were desperate. Maybe they had no other choice. But that’s what happens out here, every fucking day for the last two hundred plus years. The trife come, people die. I can’t save all of them, and I can’t get broken up about all of them either. I wouldn’t last another day on this planet if I did.”

      Isaac stared at Hayden, backing down. “I don’t mean to accuse you, Hayden. But it’s hard to take.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden replied, calming. He glanced down at Rain. “We need to get the khoron out of her.”

      He turned toward the interior of the plane. So much of the world was in such bad shape. So much of it damaged, cracked, shattered, dirty, rusted—brown and gray and lifeless. The interior wasn’t much different. Ten chairs were arranged in five rows of two, cracked and stained, resting on top of plush brown carpeting streaked with the output from the bottoms of dirty boots. Beyond them, Hayden noticed a large wood table, scratched and chipped, with more leather chairs arranged around it, and then a third section with a staircase rising to an upper deck.

      “Wow,” Isaac said, whistling. “I didn’t realize this was a private jet. I’ve read about them before. Before the trife came, I mean. They were worth half a billion dollars. I wonder who this one belonged to.”

      “None of that means much to me, Ike,” Hayden said.

      “There should be a bedroom up the stairs,” Isaac replied. “We can treat Rain there.”

      Hayden carried her through the divided sections of the plane to the steps and up. Isaac was right. The upper deck was a living area, with a large gathering room appointed with more thick but worn leather sofas and tables and a room with a massive bed against the wall. The sheets were a mess on top of it, faded and worn. A sickly sweet smell lingered in the air.

      “Get the blankets off,” Hayden said. “They aren’t clean.”

      Isaac left the plasma rifle near the door to the room and grabbed the blankets, quickly pulling them off and exposing a stained mattress beneath. It wasn’t much cleaner, but at least the stains weren’t as fresh.

      Hayden gently dropped Rain on the mattress, face down. He pulled her shirt up and over her head, exposing her burned and scarred back. A trickle of blood was still running from where he had inserted the spear.

      “That’s what she didn’t want me to see?” Isaac said sadly in response to the condition of her skin.

      “Yeah. It’s worse on the front. If we had made it to the truck, I would cut her open, yank the fucker out, and patch her up. We need to be a little more creative now. Ike, see if you can find a medkit and some clean rags. I can stitch her if we can come up with the tools.”

      “Pozz,” Isaac said. “Hang in there, Rain.”

      He hurried out of the bedroom. Hayden began searching through the drawers. Most were empty, but a couple had a few pairs of underwear and shirts in them. It was newer material, handmade and still clean. He tossed it on the bed and sat beside her. How the hell was he going to help her? They had no medical equipment. Nothing sterile to cut her open.

      “Sheriff,” Isaac said, returning a few minutes later. He had an old, hard briefcase in his hands. “I found this downstairs.” He smiled, dropping it on the bed and opening the top. It had a bottle of clear liquid in it, along with clean white rags, a laser scalpel, and a needle and wire. “I found tattooing equipment down there too. And some other stuff I want you to take a look at when she’s stable.”

      “What kind of stuff?” Hayden asked, reaching for the bottle. He opened the top and sniffed it. Alcohol. He poured it on Rain’s back, grabbing one of the rags and wiping the area clean.

      “The plane’s got power and an adapter that’ll let me charge the laptop I took from Dugway. It’s also got a pretty serious stockpile of arms. I also found some comm equipment I don’t recognize. You might know what it is. It’s got the Space Force logo on it, but it’s too new to be pre-war.”

      “Centurion?”

      Isaac nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”

      Hayden couldn’t imagine what kind of equipment Isaac had found, or why it would be here. First things first. He poured the rest of the bottle of alcohol onto his hands, using the rags to wipe them dry. Then he picked up the laser scalpel, glad he had a minimum of experience with the device. He tapped the power button, happy to see it activate, a tight red line forming in the front and extending a few centimeters out. He didn’t know what Junk used the scalpel for, but he had a feeling it wasn’t to repair injuries.

      He sliced into Rain’s back, a clean line ten centimeters across. He stuck a finger of his normal-sized hand through it, feeling for the khoron, finding it wasn’t that deep below the surface. It had flattened itself out, becoming almost paper thin. He pinched it between two fingers and started to pull.

      Rain screamed.

      He let go, heart pounding at the unexpected response. The damn thing was still connected to her nervous system.

      “Sheriff?” Isaac said, concerned.

      Hayden shook his head. “I can’t remove it.”

      “It might kill her if we leave it.”

      “It might kill her if I cut it off.”

      Hayden stared at the open wound. He didn’t know nearly enough about it to make a good decision either way. He had hoped the creature would have let go when it died. No such luck.

      “I’m going to leave it,” he decided. “When we get her back to Sanisco, our doctor can take a look. Doc Hess is from Proxima.”

      “He came to Earth from Proxima?”

      “Pozz. A couple of months ago. But I think he’s a plant for the Trust.”

      “The Trust?”

      “It’s a long story. The short version is that there’s an underground syndicate on Proxima. They’ve got their own ideas on how to protect their planet which don’t always align with the protocols their official government has in place. They’re trying to keep an eye on anything we uncover here. I’m sure they’re already interested in the hard drive I left with Nat. The fun part is that the Trust doesn’t know that we know they exist, or that we suspect Hess is one of theirs. We fuck with them a little bit when we can.”

      Isaac laughed. “Politics haven’t changed all that much, have they?”

      “Probably not. It was the same on the Pilgrim. Anyway, that’s how Hess got around the NCP. The good news is, he’s a hell of a medic.”

      “If you bring her to him, he’ll know all about the khoron. It might be better to leave it inside her.”

      “Only time will tell. But I might be okay with the Trust learning about the Relyeh. To be honest, they’re probably more prepared for the enemy than any of us.”  He looked down at Rain’s wound. “I’ll stitch her up, and we can let her rest while we wait for the trife to lose interest. Hopefully, the khoron’s death throes just shocked her system a little bit, and she’ll recover with time.”

      “What if she doesn’t?”

      “At least we tried.”

      “That’s a lousy answer, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. “I know. Sometimes there aren’t any good answers.”
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      Hayden left Rain asleep in the bedroom, following Isaac back down the central staircase into the first deck of the airplane. Rain’s breathing was still light, but it had steadied somewhat, and there was little either he or Isaac could have done if she went into any sort of arrest or stopped breathing altogether. They depended on her resiliency and her ability to bounce back from whatever the khoron had done to her, and they couldn’t afford to stand idle while they did.

      The plane was larger than Hayden even realized, continuing past the stairwell and into the rear of the craft, to the area where Isaac had discovered the sterilization equipment, along with tattooing pens, inks and other equipment. One of the faded leather seats there had been used for the task. It was stained with both ink and blood, but there was too much blood for the seat to have been exclusive to the process, and the laser scalpel suggested other operations had taken place there. A cursory look didn’t reveal any specific procedure, but Hayden continued to have a nagging doubt there was something to it. Something they were still missing.

      A large storage area sat at the rear of the plane, behind a more solid door marked for airline employees only. Isaac opened it for Hayden, revealing the Growler leader’s collection of munitions and equipment. There were hundreds of firearms, dozens of crates of ammunition and even a few sets of the rare Space Force combat armor to go along with other assorted treasure. The piece Hayden immediately became most interested in was the comms system Isaac had identified—a small black box with a set of short, hardened antennae rising out of the top. Hayden didn’t recognize the electronics, but he agreed with the assessment that it was Centurion, and it was relatively new. Sanisco had a link to one of the old Space Force comm networks, a text-only data transfer system that was outdated at the time it was created, but still functioned hundreds of years later. Did the box have the same capabilities?

      He wanted to find out, but he also didn’t trust it. If Junk had a Centurion comms system, could it be that he was working with Proxima? Could it be that Shurrath had a finger on the distant colony?

      “What do you think?” Isaac asked.

      “I’m intrigued but wary,” Hayden replied.  “I’m not sure how it might help us.”

      “It might not. I just thought you’d want to see it.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’m more interested in seeing if any of that combat armor fits you. It would be a nice upgrade.”

      Isaac smiled. “I was thinking the same thing. The armor was just coming out of Research and Development when I was assigned to Dugway. We never got the good stuff there.”

      “That stuff is nothing compared to what the Centurions have now. It’s half the thickness and twice as strong. Not that they need it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Most Centurion soldiers are clones.”

      “Clones? As in, copies of humans?”

      “Genetically modified to be stronger, faster, and in some cases smarter.”

      “But they won’t come down to help get rid of the trife.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Every time you tell me something else about Proxima, the whole situation makes less sense.”

      “Really?” Hayden said. “Because it makes more sense to me.”

      “How so?”

      “What if Proxima already knows about the Relyeh and the Others? Or maybe it’s the Trust that already knows. Maybe that’s why they don’t want to come back. What if it would invite another invasion, another war, or strengthen the enemy that’s already here?”

      “Shurrath?”

      “What if the Centurions fighting for Earth would do more harm than good?”

      “You know the Trust. Do you think they would be so benevolent?”

      “I don’t know them that well. That’s a line of questioning for another time.”  Hayden walked over to the suits of combat armor, picking one up and holding it out to Isaac. “This one looks like a decent fit.”

      “How do I put it on?”

      “Strip down to your underwear. Then you step into it and clasp it across the front. I don’t see any helmets. If you had that, you would have a HUD like the glasses I lost.”

      “Damn,” Isaac replied. “I would have liked that.” He started taking off his clothes, getting down to his underwear. He took the combat armor from Hayden and slipped into it.

      “A little big,” Hayden said, looking him over. “But not too big. Do you feel the synthetics against your skin?”

      “Synthetics?”

      “It’s an assistive synthetic muscular support system. It’ll augment your strength by about thirty percent.”

      “I feel it. It’s like they’re helping hold me upright.”

      “That’s right.”

      “I notice you had to modify your armor to let that piledriver of yours hang loose. Where’d you get that, anyway?”

      “It belonged to a friend. It’s an original USSF design, over two hundred years old. One of the earliest models. Strong and durable, but clunky.”

      “You handle it well.”

      “It took some practice.”

      Isaac closed all of the clasps and then pulled his boots back on. The combat armor only went to the ankles and wrists, allowing for mission-dependent footwear and gloves. He walked around in it, a smile growing as he got more comfortable with the armor. He tapped on one of the thicker plates that protected his chest. “Bulletproof?”

      “Mostly. And trife-proof unless they get through to the underlayer.”

      “Sometimes I wonder how we lost.”

      “And then you remember the slick outside.”

      Isaac nodded. “Yeah. The one upside to Jason’s death. He didn’t have to grow up to see us like this. I always thought maybe I could get him on one of the ships. It was a long shot, but we needed something to hope for.”

      “Pozz that. I would have felt the same way if I were in your shoes.”

      Isaac looked down at his boots. “I don’t even have my own shoes. These were one of my squadmates. Davis. He was a good Marine.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “Killed himself, along with the rest of my unit. Put a bullet in his head. The Axon, I guess. I came out of stasis butt-naked. Grabbed some clothes from the barracks, but I couldn’t find my shoes. I took his.” Isaac shook his head. “Shit, Sheriff. I nearly killed Rain. If you hadn’t pulled her down…”

      “You did the right thing. She was under hostile control, and ready to kill both of us. And she isn’t dead.”

      Isaac nodded. “Thanks to you. We didn’t need to come back here. I would have understood if you wanted to turn around and head for Sanisco and leave her behind.”

      “It didn’t work. Morally or tactically. We took out the khoron. The trife are here, but they’re back to being their regular pain in the ass selves. We wait them out; then  we can get out of here safe.”

      Isaac pointed at the Centurion box. “Are you going to play with that thing?”

      “No. Too dangerous. I’ll bring it with us though. Maybe Natalia can tell me what it is, or figure out how to work it without letting its owners know.”

      “Were you always like this, Sheriff?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know.” Isaac smiled. “Like this.”

      Hayden laughed. “Two years ago, I was soft in the middle, had two real hands, and had only killed another human being...and that was by accident. They were simpler times, but not honest.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I didn’t know what Earth was like. I didn’t know how we had abandoned the people here. It doesn’t sit right with me. None of it does. That’s why I’m here. Whatever this is you’re talking about, it’s because of that.”

      “I’m with you, Hayden.”

      “We should plug in that laptop of yours, and see what we get.”

      “I already plugged it in. It’s taking a charge. What do you say we boot it up and see what there is to see.”

      Hayden smiled. “In my experience, we’re going to get a login screen we don’t know how to bypass.”

      “You’re probably right, but stranger things have happened.”

      “I seem to attract strange things.”

      “Then our odds are improved.”

      They retreated from the cargo area, leaving the rest of the equipment behind. They could search it more thoroughly later. Hayden went up front to check on the trife. The creatures had already tired of the barrier into the aircraft and had moved on to easier targets. Even so, he could still see fires burning and hear gunfire and screaming in the distance. The trife assault was far from over.

      Isaac was sitting at the conference table when Hayden returned. The laptop was plugged into an outlet under the desk, and now it was resting open on the table.

      “Login screen?” Hayden asked.

      “Pozz,” Isaac replied. “I can tell you the laptop used to belong to a Doctor Riley Valentine.”

      He spun the computer. Valentine’s face was displayed in a small circle over the password box. Her expression was overly serious, her eyes peering down her nose. She reminded Hayden of a vulture.

      “We used to call her bird-bitch,” Isaac said. “She was cold and distant, and always squawking about some perceived problem.”

      “Why did you take the laptop?”

      “Grace suggested I grab it since it came from the secure research area. Do you think we can guess the password?”

      “No. We’ll bring it back to Sanisco and let Natalia figure it out.”

      “Okay,” Isaac agreed. “At least we know it still works.” He turned the computer around again and put his hand on the pad below the keyboard. “Let me just shut it—oh.” A smile spread across his face as he glanced up at Hayden. “The password is no password. Who would have thought? I’m in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The chairs were bolted down, so Isaac shifted his place to the side of the long table, allowing Hayden to take a spot next to him. They both stared at the computer screen, still surprised they had gotten access. The screen that greeted them was a standard interface of icons, with an image of a woman in the background, young and pretty. Not Valentine, then. The woman had a smile on her face, but she didn’t look well.

      “You’re probably more familiar with this stuff than I am,” Hayden said.

      Isaac clicked through the screens, opening a menu. “I’m going to look for anything marked with the research facility’s code. The lab she worked in was top secret. I didn’t have clearance to enter. Not until the power went out and all the doors opened. But Grace got in before that. I found the laptop in her apartment, outside the secured zone.”

      “Do you think she discovered the password?”

      “Who can say? It’s an interesting approach to security, that’s for sure. It’s almost as if Valentine knew she was leaving, and she left the work for someone to find.”

      “And Grace found it and left it for you.”

      “It seems that way. Maybe she saw everything on it already and wanted me to see it too.”

      Isaac entered a code into the search bar. They waited a couple of minutes for the laptop to run the query. The search yielded one result, the file name identical to the facility code.

      “Not a coincidence,” Hayden said.

      “No. She wanted someone to find this.”

      Isaac opened it, revealing a typed letter. He didn’t read it at first, instead scrolling the document from top to bottom to see if there was anything else. There wasn’t.

      “I’ll read it,” Isaac said. He coughed to clear his throat and started reciting the letter.

      “My name is Doctor Riley Valentine. I am the Lead Geneticist for a military-sponsored program known as Reaper. If you’re reading this, you’re in possession of my personal computer, and either you stumbled across this document by accident, or you’re familiar with the facility code where you found this machine. In either case, at least two hundred years have passed since I wrote this. How do I know? Because the computer was programmed to set the password to blank after two hundred years, and the original password would be way beyond any available attempts for a decreased society to guess.

      In any case, the more pertinent question you should be asking yourself is:

      Why?

      The mission of the Reaper program was to determine a means to defeat the xenotrife, as well as the alien race that engineered them and delivered them to our planet. This part of the equation may come as a surprise to you. That’s right—someone sent the xenotrife here. We haven’t been able to determine the name of the race, but we know without a doubt that the invasion was intentional. Not only that, but this race is not the only alien visitor to our world. There are others who have been in place within our society for hundreds of years. Two advanced intelligent races like snakes in the grass, waiting for us to earn their full attention while they war with one another on our soil.

      We have evidence and samples of the creatures within the facility’s lab, behind what the jarheads like to call the Big Fucking Door.  You might have already seen them. They’ve been left behind as proof of Earth’s situation, a situation that is more dire than anyone here and now realizes, perhaps save for my team and me. The invasion didn’t start with the xenotrife. It began thousands of years before and continued throughout most of history. Stop reading now, and let that sink in.”

      Isaac stopped reading. Hayden leaned back in his seat, exhaling.

      “Well, that’s a kick in the ass,” he said.

      Isaac shook his head. “I think about growing up, going to school, joining the Marines. My whole life, and there were aliens among us the entire fucking time?”

      “I can’t relate to it like that,” Hayden said. “I was born after Earth was already lost. I saw streams of the way it was before, but it was a fantasy to me.” He leaned forward again. “In any case, we can’t change any of that, and it doesn’t help us now. Read the rest.”

      “Pozz.

      “We also left an alien wormhole portal behind. We would have brought it with us during the evacuation, but we already had one packed, and its internal power supply is nearly drained. It can and did receive a connection, but it can no longer dial out, so to speak.

      We made a mistake. An error in judgment. We were able to use the portal on two occasions, and we did send a team through to the other side. In both instances, we found the same or greater destruction on the connected world than we are encountering here on Earth. On the first attempt, we came across creatures like the xenotrife, only less numerous and much, much stronger. We lost two members of our squad that day. On the second connection, we discovered a nearly pristine planet lacking in intelligent life. Or so we thought.

      The loss of our squad members forced us to send in a pair of recruits, pulled from the facility’s defensive assignment.

      One of them came back infected.

      The other didn’t come back at all. But at the time, we believed he did.

      We should never have gone through the portal. We brought something in with us. Something too old and too powerful to be contained. It hid in plain sight, taking in all it could and then enacting its escape. The chaos that followed led to the deaths of too many good people, both civilian and military. As the program’s lead, it was my fault. It’s my guilt.

      The facility was shut down, the Reaper program evacuated to another site to continue our work while we await the completion of the starship Deliverance and our own escape from the planet. Our orders remain the same. Find a way to fight back. Find a way to save Earth. Since you found my laptop, since you’re reading this, I hope it’s because I succeeded. I hope the war is long over, and that the Deliverance never had to lift off for the stars. I hope the trife are a distant memory, the body snatchers are all dead, and the others either defeated or back in hiding.

      I fear none of that is what happened. I fear Earth is still lost, and if it is, the days of reckoning are fast approaching. The enemy doesn’t move with the haste humankind is familiar with. They are deliberate and logical, guided by lessons learned over millions of years. I don’t know what their endgame is. All I can tell you is that it isn’t over. The war, the invasion, it doesn’t end with the trife. The number of survivors is no coincidence. Command doesn’t believe me, but I’m confident in that.

      If you’re able to fight, then fight. If you’re all that’s left, then pray. If you’re one of the enemy, then screw you.

      I didn’t write this letter to offer wisdom on how to defeat these threats. I don’t know how. I wish I did. If the Deliverance did launch, and if my efforts here failed, then I’ll try to send a message back to Earth. I’ll try to shed more light on our situation, and offer the advice I can’t offer now. I don’t know if anyone will be alive to receive it, or if anyone will be strong enough to act on it, but I promise to try.

      I did write this letter to apologize. For what I’ve done, and for what I might yet be forced to do.

      Good luck.

      Dr. Riley Valentine. Semper Fidelis.”

      Hayden stared at the name on the bottom of the letter, unsure of what else to do. The message had revealed a little, but it lacked in useful detail. An apology? He didn’t need an apology from someone who was either long gone, long dead, or both. He needed actionable information. Something he could use as she suggested. To fight back.

      “She was a Marine,” Isaac said. “She wouldn’t have signed it that way otherwise.”

      “Who cares,” Hayden replied. “She’s not here. And she told us next to nothing.”

      “Most of what she knew was probably classified.”

      “Who gives a fuck? Nothing is classified now. She had to know that then.”

      “What about Proxima?”

      “What about them?”

      “They have classified intel. A No Contact Protocol. And a syndicate working under the table.”

      “Do you think Valentine knew about Proxima?”

      “Maybe that’s where she wound up. What if her research is continuing there?”

      Hayden considered it. He couldn’t discount the possibility. The Goliaths had been born from Proxima’s genetic research. Had Valentine been the one to start it? The creatures were incredibly effective at dealing with trife, formulated as a stopgap to help stem the losses.

      It made some amount of sense. But there were still pieces that didn’t fit. Could it really be taking this long for Proxima to come up with a final solution? Is that what the Trust was working on? Or had they already determined there was no final solution?

      What if the enemy—what if both alien races—were too powerful for humankind to match or stop?

      Fuck that.

      “It doesn’t change anything. Shurrath is gathering resources and preparing to make a move. The endgame Valentine mentioned, whatever it happens to be. He’s also targeting my people.”

      “I agree,” Isaac said. “But it does shed some more light on what happened in Dugway. Valentine let Shurrath in, along with an Axon by the sound of it.”

      “One chasing the other,” Hayden replied. “But which one was which? And what happened to the Axon?”

      “We might never know.” Isaac closed the letter. “I’m going to spend a little more time searching this thing, and see if there’s anything else I can find, though I doubt Valentine would be that careless.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden said. “We’ve got power. Maybe we have water too. If we’re stuck in here, I might as well grab a shower and wash off some of the blood and filth. Keep an eye on the door for me?”

      “Will do.”

      “I’m not losing, Ike,” Hayden said firmly. “It doesn’t matter what’s come before as much as it matters what we do right now, and every moment in the future.”

      “Agreed.”

      Hayden clapped Isaac on the shoulder on the way past and then headed back to the bedroom to check on Rain. She was still face down on the bed, her breathing getting stronger by the minute. Hayden picked out clean underclothes from Junk’s things and took them into the bathroom, closing the door slowly. It was an effort to get out of the combat armor. It had taken a beating, leaving one of the clasps jammed, and he didn’t want to break it.

      His clothes underneath reeked of sweat, and his skin was covered in bruises. Just because the bullets didn’t pierce the armor didn’t mean their force was completely absorbed.

      It wasn’t the first time he had been in such bad shape, and he was confident it wouldn’t be the last.

      He stood under the hot water, thinking of Natalia. Zorro was likely on his way back to Sanisco. They had been through enough already; he knew she would assume the best instead of fearing the worst. But it would concern her, and he hated to put her through that.

      He decided he would give Rain another hour or two to sleep. They had to get moving after that, trife or no trife.

      They had people to save.
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      Hayden was sitting on the bed beside Rain when she opened her eyes. He was only moments away from waking her, his hand already stretching toward her shoulder to give her a gentle shake.

      She lifted herself slightly, realized she was topless, and then turned her head instead, finding him there.

      “Sheriff? What’s going on?”

      “How are you feeling?” Hayden asked.

      “Like I got hit by a paddywagon.”

      Hayden smiled. “Tough day. I know.”

      She smiled back, her expression changing. “Oh, Sheriff...I.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Hayden replied. “It wasn’t you.”

      “But I…” she continued to sob, turning over, sitting up, and reaching out for him. He was hesitant to accept her embrace as she was, but he couldn’t deny her the simple comfort either. She rested her head in his neck, the tears warm against his skin. “I killed them. I killed all of them. I didn’t want to.”

      “You didn’t do it,” he replied, putting his hand on her back. “The khoron was using you.”

      “I tried to fight it.”

      “You did fight it. Well enough for us to save you.”

      “Not well enough to save the slaves.”

      “You did the best you could.”

      Rain cried for a little longer before pulling away. She didn’t put her shirt on right away,  feeling for the wound on her neck instead. “Is it still in there?”

      “I tried to get it out, but its tendrites are still attached to you. We don’t have the equipment here.”

      “I can feel it.”

      “What do you mean? Isn’t it dead?”

      “I…I think so. But I can still feel something. They communicate with one another. Telepathically? I don’t know. It’s like the entire Hunger is connected. Every single one of them. And it feels like the connection is still open. I can sense it, even if I can’t hear it.”

      “Can you sense the trife outside?” Hayden asked.

      She nodded. “I know they’re there. And…” She paused, closing her eyes. “I know where their nest is, and their Queen. They came a long way.”

      “That’s a good trick.”

      She smiled as she opened her eyes again. “Maybe it can help us. Maybe I can use it to make up for what I did.”

      “You didn’t do it,” Hayden repeated.

      “Even so, I remember it as if I did it. It feels that way. It’s hard to take.”

      “I understand. I was about to wake you. We need to get moving. There’s a shower in there if you want to clean up. And I found a change of clothes. I think Junk had a lot of women in here. It’s already in the bathroom.”

      “Please tell me it isn’t a mini-skirt, halter top and fishnets.”

      He grinned. “No. Denim and leather. I think they must have found an old warehouse with a bunch of unused stuff in it. It still has tags on it.”

      “Not bad.”

      “I wish I could get you into armor like mine and Ike’s. All the suits we found are too big for you.”

      “Is Ike mad at me for trying to kill him?”

      “Not at all.”

      She slid off the bed and headed to the bathroom. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” She ducked inside and then peeked her head back out. “Oh, and Sheriff, thanks for coming back for me. You didn’t have to. I don’t know if I would have if I were you.”

      “Just tell me you’ll consider becoming a deputy when we get to Sanisco.”

      “Salt City is lost, isn’t it?”

      “It will be. But maybe we can fix that once we take care of Shurrath.”

      “Deal,” she agreed, vanishing again.

      Hayden waited for her, staying alert in case she showed any ill effects from the khoron. He was a little concerned she was still receiving something through it. Did that mean it wasn’t completely dead? Did that mean it might be able to seize control of her again?

      She only took a few minutes, emerging from the bathroom in the jeans, long sleeve shirt, short leather jacket and calf-high boots he had discovered in a second bedroom in the aircraft. Her hair sat around her face, hiding some of the burn scars on her neck.

      “How do I look?” she asked.

      “Like a new woman,” he replied. “How do you feel?”

      “A little nauseous, but well enough to travel. I know you’re eager to get home.”

      “Pozz that. We’ve got the rest of your stuff downstairs.”

      Rain followed Hayden out. Isaac was waiting for them in the conference room, a collection of gear already laid out on the table.

      “Ike,” Rain said, breaking into tears when she saw him.

      “Rain,” he replied, walking over to her. He wrapped his arms around her. “I’m glad to see you’re doing better.”

      She hugged him back. “I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. But I’m sorry too. I almost killed you.”

      She laughed. “Then I guess we’re even.”

      “Let’s call it that,” he agreed, backing away. “You look good with your hair down.”

      Her face flushed. “Thanks.”

      “Let’s gear up,” Hayden said. “We’ve got a long way to go.”

      Rain found her equipment, putting her bow and quiver over her shoulder and strapping a holstered M007 and extra magazines to each leg and a pair of knives to her calves. She also grabbed a black baseball cap Hayden had found, using it to keep her hair out of the way.

      Hayden had consolidated his remaining ammunition to a single belt that he slung across his body before strapping the revolvers to his hips. He had given up on the duster, which was torn beyond recognition. He took a pair of M007s as well, strapping them lower on his legs beneath the revolvers, and then slung the P-70 over his shoulder. He also had a new satchel to carry—a black bag containing the Centurion comms unit and the extra magazines they had collected.

      Isaac still had Jason’s backpack, and he had returned Valentine’s laptop to it, though as expected there had been little additional data to find. He had put his Marine utilities back on over the combat armor, and he wore a leather jacket on top of that. He had a sidearm on each leg, a rifle over each arm and a knife tucked into his belt.

      “Let’s try to stay silent and subtle,” Hayden said. “We don’t want to draw the trife’s attention. We’ll drop to the ground through the emergency exit, and head for the truck from outside the terminal.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Rain said.

      “Pozz,” Isaac replied.

      “Once we make it to the truck, we’ll try to make it through the slick and back to the road.”

      “What if we can’t?” Isaac asked.

      “We might have to divert around them,” Hayden replied. “We can head south, make a break for Lavega. It’s UWT territory, a little out of the way, but at least we should be able to make a clean shot back to Sanisco from there.”

      “There’s another option, Sheriff,” Rain said. “Head north, cross the lake, and then cut west.”

      “What’s on the other side of the lake?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s a lot more direct than your option, and I think we can handle it.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence. Nobody from Salt ever crossed over the lake that way?”

      “Why would they? Salt was safe from trife until we showed up. To be honest, Sheriff, Junk kept the trife away. I’m not sure if we’ve done more harm than good.”

      “Short-term harm for long-term good,” Hayden replied. “Instead of the opposite.”

      “True.”

      “Do you think we can score a boat?”

      “Boat? No. We don’t need a boat. There’s an old railroad causeway that splits the lake to the north. It’s something to see. One side of the lake is pink.”

      “Pink?” Hayden said. “Contaminated?”

      “From the salt,” Isaac said. “That’s where the city got its name.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything up there,” Rain said. “Nobody ever crosses the causeway. At least not that I’ve heard of.”

      “Well, trife do hate water,” Hayden said. “It might keep them off our tails. But we’ll have to leave the truck behind.”

      “We can take the truck north to the tracks. But we’ll have to ditch it there.”

      “We’ll have to get to it first,” Isaac said. “There are still a lot of trife outside.”

      “We’ll make it,” Rain said. “I’m ready, Sheriff.”

      “Me too,” Isaac added.

      “Then let’s do this.”
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      Hayden pulled the aircraft door open and looked down. It was a five-meter drop to the tarmac below. Too far for normal human legs to handle. Doable for combat armor.

      He didn’t jump right away. There were a few trife milling around close enough to be a problem.

      “Rain, can you take care of them?” Hayden whispered, pointing them out.

      She unslung her bow, and Hayden moved aside to let her shoot. Three arrows. Three dead trife. She went out of the airplane first, landing smoothly on her augmented legs. She nocked another arrow, searching for more trife, and then returned it to the quiver when she determined the coast was clear, waving them down.

      “Go ahead,” Hayden said to Isaac. “The synthetics will absorb the shock.”

      Isaac nodded. “I’ve jumped out of aircraft before. Of course, I had a parachute then.”

      “Have you ever done a HALO jump?”

      “No. Have you?”

      Hayden smiled and nodded, enjoying the surprise on Isaac’s face. “I hated every second of it.”

      Isaac smirked and jumped out of the plane, bending his knees as he hit the ground and then joining Rain nearby. Hayden went last, dropping straight down and taking the impact. It sent a shiver up his legs that burned through the bruising, and he grunted softly but otherwise ignored it.

      “Rain, you know the way back to the truck?” Hayden asked.

      “Pozz.”

      “You still feeling the trife?”

      She nodded. “We’re pretty good out here. They’re massing to the east, in the center of the city. I think the residents are trying to hide underground. Or at least spread out.”

      “Sheriff, we should try to do something to help them,” Isaac said.

      “I thought we discussed this. What can we do?”

      “I don’t know. It seems wrong to leave them like this.”

      “I’m not thrilled about it.”

      “I know. What I’m trying to say is, where’s the good in saving people in your territory by letting people here die? I understand some of them are bad people. But some of them are good people too. And if you really believe they are the way they are because of the environment and the way they have to live, how can you turn your back on them?”

      Hayden stared at the Marine. “Did you intentionally wait until we were down here to try to persuade me?”

      “I know I’m new to this place. Maybe I’m too idealistic or naive. But you’ve already shown me what a few good people can do to change things, and I made a promise I would fight. For everyone. That means I don’t get to pick and choose who to protect.”

      Hayden nodded, feeling a slight wave of shame pass through him. “Damn you for being right, Sergeant,” he replied. “I don’t want to wind up like everyone else. Thanks for giving me some perspective. I don’t suppose you have an idea?”

      Isaac smiled. “Believe it or not, I do.”

      “What’s the plan?” Rain asked.

      “We still head back toward the truck,” Isaac replied. “One of us is going to wait in it. Two of us are going to grab that modbox still near the entrance to the concourse.”

      “The one with the railgun mounted to its back?” Hayden said.

      “That’s right. How many trife do you think we can kill with that monster gun?”

      Hayden smiled, beginning to understand Isaac’s thinking. “Hundreds.”

      “We can’t kill all the trife, but maybe we can give a few people a chance to escape them. As long as we keep moving, it’s pretty low-risk for us.”

      “Okay,” Hayden said. “Rain and me will take the modbox.”

      “No,” Isaac said. “I’ll do it. It’s my idea. My risk.”

      “You said it was low risk.”

      “Not as low as sitting in the truck.”

      “I need to go,” Rain said. “I can sense the trife, at least right now. If I drive, I can keep us clear of the worst of it.”

      Hayden hesitated. He didn’t like sitting out, but the car only carried two. Somebody had to use the truck to get north.

      “Okay,” he agreed at last. “That’s our plan. Let’s move.”

      Rain started across the tarmac, passing beneath the airplane and guiding them along the outside of the terminal building. Her sense of the trife was stronger than Hayden initially realized. She stopped to get them behind cover well ahead of the groups of demons patrolling the area. She managed to keep them out of sight and silent while the aliens moved past. Like she had said, there weren’t many of the trife nearby, though the action was constantly audible in the distance. Random gunshots. Random screams. Burning fires. It made Hayden’s blood run cold.

      They reached the end of the terminal building and cut right, heading east along the wall. A group of people came around the other corner a few seconds afterward, crouching behind a stack of old wood palettes and facing back the way they had come.

      “Trife,” Rain whispered. “More than a few.”

      “Can we take them quietly?” Hayden asked.

      She grabbed her bow, smoothly knocking an arrow. “We can. I don’t know about that group though.”  

      “Hold back. I’ll see if I can talk to them. How long do we have?”

      “Ten seconds at most.”

      Hayden ran ahead, moving quietly enough the distracted group didn’t notice him until he was right behind them.

      There were four people in the group. Three men and a woman. They wore ragged and stained shirts and pants and carried old guns that looked more likely to explode than fire properly.

      “Excuse me,” Hayden whispered. All eyes turned to him. One of the guns swung in his direction, but he grabbed the barrel and shoved it toward the ground. “Easy there. We’re on the same side. Did you come from the east?”

      “Yeah,” the woman said. “It’s death out there.”

      “Trife aren’t supposed to be here, man,” one of the men said. “Howl is supposed to be safe. That’s what everyone told us.”

      “It isn’t safe anymore,” Hayden replied. “Things are changing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “No time. We’ll take this group, just sit tight and don’t make a racket.”

      “We?”

      Hayden pointed back to Rain and Isaac. Then he put a finger to his lips, his internal count reaching ten.

      The first trife came around the corner. It paused on the other side of the palettes, sweeping the area. It hissed, and two more came up beside it.

      One of the people raised their gun, trying to position it through the wood slats of the palettes. Hayden put his hand on theirs, shaking his head.

      He heard the thwip of Rain’s bow behind him and looked up as a trife fell from the top of the terminal building, hitting the ground beside them. The three trife started moving, coming around the corner and bypassing Hayden and the group.

      One of them got an arrow to the eye. Hayden grabbed another by the ankle before it could get past, yanking it down, getting on top of it, and driving his oversized hand into the back of its head. The third fell a moment later, a knife in its chest.

      “See,” Hayden said. “Quiet.”

      Rain paused to recover her arrows, while Isaac joined him with the group.

      “Rain says we’re clear for the moment,” he said.

      “Pozz. The truck isn’t far.”

      “Take us with you?” the woman asked.

      Hayden looked at her but didn’t respond.

      “We can’t stay here,” one of the men said. “Not now.”

      “Show me your brands,” Isaac said.

      All four of them had revealed their wrists by the time Rain caught up to them. She looked at the marks, her eyes focusing on one of the men, the smallest of the group. “You’re from Smythe?”

      He nodded. “I left the farm to see if I could get in with the Growlers. To better protect our people. I haven’t gotten in to see him yet.”

      “You won’t get to see him. He’s dead.” She looked at the other brands. “Their origins are okay, Sheriff, if that’s what you’re asking. But I don’t know if you want to trust them.”

      “Please,” the woman asked. “We barely got out of the city alive.”

      “If you’re leaving, we want to come. We won’t be any trouble.”

      “Don’t any of you do anything unless I give the order,” Hayden said. “Follow me.”

      Hayden followed Isaac and Rain. The group of survivors trailed him. They reached the corner of the terminal, getting into line of sight with both the truck and the modbox with the railgun.

      “We’re making a break for that truck. You four pile in the back. Got it?”

      “Yes,” the woman said. “Thank you.”

      “Sheriff, once you’re in just lay low,” Rain said. “We’ll be back in a hurry.”

      “Good hunting,” Hayden replied.

      Rain and Isaac bolted toward the car, still sticking close to the terminal wall. There weren’t any trife in the immediate area, but things could change any moment.

      “Let’s go,” Hayden said, leading the survivors toward the truck at a run.

      They made it without incident, and Hayden brought them around to the back, grabbing the gates and opening the rear. The survivors froze when they saw the inside of the trailer.

      “What the fuck?” one of the men said.

      “There has to be a fortune in equipment in here,” another said.

      Hayden was facing away from them, but he could feel the change in atmosphere. He didn’t need to look to know they had all directed their weapons at his back.

      “Don’t,” he said without turning around. “We’re heading north to the causeway. You want the truck? It’s yours when we get there.”

      “We could just take it now,” the woman said.

      Hayden still didn’t turn around. “No, you can’t. If you shoot me in the back, I will kill you. If you let it go right now, the truck is yours when we reach the causeway.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. The four survivors were looking at one another, trying to make a decision.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” Hayden said. “Taking what isn’t yours. Fighting over scraps. You’re playing right into the enemy’s hands. You’re doing exactly what they want you to do.”

      “What enemy? The trife? They don’t give a fuck what we do. They left us alone before tonight.”

      “Why do you think that is? We’re being prepared like a roast pig. Marinated and slow-roasted. And the only way we can fight back is to stop attacking one another. Like I said. You can have the truck when we get north.”

      “He’s right,” one of the men said. “Look where all of this bullshit got Junk. Now he’s dead, and the trife are massacring the city.”

      Hayden noticed the modbox to his left, headed east. He pointed. “Not if we can help it.”
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      Rain jumped into the back of the modbox, landing beside the mounted railgun and grabbing the weapon to slow her momentum. She glanced down to where Isaac was sliding in behind the steering wheel, already reaching for the button that would start the vehicle.

      She was surprised it hadn’t already been taken, either by the group of survivors Sheriff Duke was trying to help or by some other random passerby. In the case of the former, it was a good sign they had decided to stick together. For the latter…she didn’t see any random residents near the area. Between the earlier violence when they had ended Junk’s dominion over the city and the more recent violence when she had attacked the people who had stayed to help her…

      She shut down that line of thought, a heavy unease like a brick in her stomach suddenly making her sick. She understood she had been under the control of a khoron, at least to some extent. But the memories were real. The actions were real. Even the emotions had been real. It felt like she was in control, not a parasite inside her. When the khoron squeezed the trigger, she felt the muscles moving and the joy of the moment in her soul.

      She felt the hunger.

      It was disgusting.

      “Hold on!” Isaac shouted from up front.

      Rain grabbed the handles of the railgun as the modbox lunged forward, its electric powertrain carrying it ahead with minimal resistance. She glanced down, finding the belt of flechettes that trailed into an ammo box beside her feet. There were at least a thousand rounds in the box, and a second, sealed container rested beside it. At full speed, the weapon could clear box belts within a few minutes.

      She still wasn’t entirely sure how she had gone from lonely, isolated bookworm to the middle of a war on what amounted to the theft of her favorite book. Except that the catalyst was an understatement of reality. She had gone to war to save her sister from Junk, without knowing her sister wasn’t really her sister anymore. Now that Lucia was dead, the motivation was easy.

      Revenge.

      That, and she felt a kinship with Sheriff Duke. Not only because they were both augmented and scarred, but because he had a genuine sincerity and kindness that she had never experienced before. And Isaac? They had needed each other in ways that went beyond simplicity. They were both trying to find their place in this world, and maybe through the sheriff they had.

      She had decided to stay in Howl because the people needed direction, and she understood the direction Sheriff Duke would take the city in. What better way to establish herself than to help return some level of civilization to this part of the world?

      Then the khoron had gone and fucked it all up.

      She didn’t know when or how the alien parasite had gotten into her. During the ride to Howl in the trailer of the box truck, sure. But she had no memory of going near the canister. No memory of the creature touching her. Everything from before the point Isaac and Sheriff Duke left was a single, intact flow that didn’t include the damn thing. It had gotten out of the canister and into her, and it had taken any hint of the episode out of her head.

      How many other people might be infected and not even know it?

      The thought sent a chill racing down her spine.

      There was something else she didn’t understand. If the khoron could simply take her without any additional help, why had Lucia tied her and Isaac to chairs? Why had she put on perfume and gotten dressed up for the occasion? She had treated it like something special as if she were giving her a gift.

      Some gift.

      “Rain, which way?” Isaac shouted, the frustration in his voice suggesting it wasn’t the first time he asked.

      She shook off her thoughts, focusing on the pressure in her head. She could sense the trife nearby. Not individually, but as an overall tension depending on how many were gathered in a single place. The three that attacked them near the terminal had been like an itch on her brain. The slick they were heading for was more like a drill through her skull.

      “Left,” she said. “Across the runways and into the city.”

      She looked out at the distant fires. The area beyond the airport was mostly residential, filled with one and two story homes, many of which had been hacked and patched and modified over the years to keep them standing. Some of them were homes to Growlers. Not tattooed officers like the ones they had encountered, but guards and grunts and others who had come because Howl and Junk offered a measure of security. They were the ones shooting at the trife, fighting to defend themselves and the people around them from the demons. They weren’t evil people. Desperate, yes. Bad, no.

      Rain respected Isaac for not wanting to leave them. She admired Sheriff Duke for agreeing to his idea to bring the railgun through the slick.

      It was her job to make it worthwhile.

      The modbox raced across the runways toward the hangars, where the remains of small planes still rested in their original tie-down spots, rusting and decomposing for the rest of time. There had been fencing and barriers past the hangars at one time, but it had been removed long ago. Now there was an open path through to the outskirts of the city and the former hotels and apartments next to the airport.

      Rain lifted the railgun on its mount, getting it ready. She could sense the trife ahead, and she could see the change in darkness that revealed their location.

      “Take the street to the right,” she said. “Slow down, and I’ll fire across the intersections.”

      “We won’t hit as many of them that way,” Isaac countered.

      “We can’t go into the slick. There are too many.”

      Isaac didn’t waver, guiding the car dead ahead. Rain could tell by the pressure they were headed right for the bulk of the creatures.

      “Ike, are you crazy?” she shouted. “You’re going to get us killed!”

      “They gather where the people are,” he snapped back. “How the hell are we supposed to help them from the sidelines?”

      “I told Sheriff Duke we would play it safe.”

      “We can’t stay safe and help these people. Either I turn around, or I stay on target. What’s it going to be?”

      Rain looked back over her shoulder again. She knew Isaac was right, but she wanted to help Sheriff Duke get back to his family. She exhaled sharply, shifting the barrel of the railgun forward.

      “Stay on target,” she replied.
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      Isaac kept his foot on the accelerator, pushing it to the floor. The car wasn’t built for speed, especially with the heavy railgun mounted on the back, but that didn’t stop him from trying. He glanced at the speedometer. Fifty miles per hour seemed to be its max.

      “Ike, get ready,” Rain shouted from behind him. “They’re coming up.”

      He didn’t need the warning. He could see the trife ahead, dozens of them at the rear of the line, trying to fight through one another to get to the front. The fires were brighter up here. The gunfire louder. There was somebody on the other side of the slick trying to slow the advance. There was somebody up there putting up a fight.

      When it came to aliens against humans, humans were always supposed to be on the same side. Always. Every difference went out the window. It was us against them, one hundred percent of the time. As far as Isaac was concerned, Junk could be leading the defense and he would still dive in to help.

      He cut the car to the left, getting as close to the curb as he was able. Fortunately, all of the derelict vehicles had been pulled out of the area a long time ago. It would have been better if the residents had used them to build a wall or some manner of defenses, but at least they were out of the way.

      “Rain, whenever you’re ready!” Isaac shouted.

      Rain shifted the railgun. The barrel sat a meter over his head, extending out almost into his field of view.

      Flechettes launched from the gun, exploding faster than the speed of sound and hitting the trife ahead at supersonic speeds. The pointed lead bars went through the first six rows of trife, digging so deep it was like watching a wave crash on the shore, breaking over rocks and flattening out. The first burst cut down a hundred or more of the demons, tearing them in half and leaving blood spraying so thick into the air it obscured the view.

      “Unreal,” Isaac said, slowing the car and beginning to cut across to the right, to head down a side street. He intended to attack the trife almost head-on, but he couldn’t just wade right into the center as if they were immune to a counter-attack. He would go at the slick from the outside, weakening the defenses one quick strike at a time.

      Of course, the trife weren’t going to stand idle while he gunned them down. The first attack came as a surprise. They would only get one of those.

      The trife just ahead of the decimated rear began to react immediately, shifting their attention from front to back. Rain continued firing into them, another fifty trife blown to mist in the space of a heartbeat.

      Then they really started to move.

      There were too many trife in the slick to guess how many broke from the main group, but as Isaac neared the corner he could see their dark mass shifting like an amoeba splitting into a new life form. The fresh group raced at an angle to cut off the fleeing car, bounding four meters into the air to clear the tops of the single-story buildings and quickly scaling the taller ones with ease.

      “Rain, are you tracking them?” he asked, glancing back at her. She had her eyes closed. What? “Rain!”

      “Shut up, I’ve got it!” she replied.

      Isaac put his eyes back on the road. He was nearing the next street, where he would cut left to clear the block. He had a vague understanding that Rain was able to sense the trife through the dead khoron, but she wasn’t even looking.

      He could hardly believe the woman manning the railgun behind him was the same woman he had met outside Dugway. In a short day and a half she had transformed from someone he didn’t think could even shoot a gun to a warrior that could give any of the Marines he had known a run for their money. It wasn’t only because of her augmented limbs. She had the heart and courage of a fighter and a passion for doing good. If anyone was ever going to have a secret weapon, she was quickly becoming it.

      Not that Sheriff Duke needed a secret weapon. He was his own style of badass, like a true lawman from an old Western. Even his name fit his personality. He had seen both Stagecoach and True Grit when he was a teenager. Hayden reminded him of the original Duke.

      But what was he, then? The sidekick? He almost felt overmatched by the pair, like a third wheel. Except he had been a Marine long enough to understand real strength came from the skills of the individuals in the team. He might not have Rain’s upbringing or Hayden’s experience, but he had plenty to offer.

      Like how to drive a car like a boss.

      He swerved to the right as a trife leaped toward the vehicle, careful not to oversteer and tip the modbox while getting them clear of the demon. It hit the ground and tried to spring after them, unable to keep up. Rain held onto the railgun, quickly turning it and unleashing hell. Rounds slammed into the oncoming trife, knocking them back, the flechettes tearing through the windows and walls of the buildings behind them.

      Isaac kept his attention forward. A third large group was coming around the corner ahead, trying to cut them off and intervene before they could do more damage.

      “Cut right!” Rain shouted.

      “That’s the wrong way.”

      “Trust me.”

      He did, taking a right at the next street instead of a left. She swung the railgun all the way around, leaning back over him to make the angle work. Flechettes spewed from the barrel, taking another bite out of the slick.

      “They’re trying to get around us,” Rain said. “I can feel them moving. The good news is we’re distracting them from their main assault and giving the residents a chance to break out of the mass.”

      “What’s the bad news?”

      “We’re going to be surrounded. There’s no way out of it.”

      “Shit.”

      “You knew this might happen.”

      “I was hoping it wouldn’t.”

      “Turn left!”

      They were nearing the next road. Isaac took a hard left. There were trife up ahead, trying to close the gap. Rain swung the railgun back around and opened fire, tearing through the demons like they were made of paper and opening a new path.

      Isaac didn’t hesitate to make a break for it. A second line of trife was rushing to fill the hole, bounding across the street with huge strides.

      Rain shot at them, cutting dozens down in one sweep. A few made it through, leaping toward the car.

      Isaac drove with one hand, dropping the other to his leg and drawing his M007. The trife landed on the cage above him, and he raised the pistol and fired, knocking it off. Two more hit the car near Rain. She swung the barrel of the gun into one of them, catching the other’s claws on her arm. She forced it away and then kicked it hard in the chest, knocking it from the car. At the same time, a fourth and fifth trife hit the windshield and tried to climb over. They were greeted with bullets to their faces, and they rolled off the car already dead.

      “Turn around!” Rain shouted.

      “What?”

      “Now!”

      “Hold on!” Isaac slammed on the brakes, cutting the wheel. The tires screeched on the pavement, the small car beginning to tip from the change in direction. They skidded around to face the other direction, coming to a hard stop.

      “Go!” Rain shouted, opening up with the railgun again. The world was closing in around them, the inky black slick about to envelop and drown them.

      The railgun clicked, the belt running out of flechettes.

      “I’m out!” Rain shouted. “I need to change the belt.”

      “Shit,” Isaac said again. The trife were closing, and they had no means to shoot them. “What now?”

      “I’m open to improvisation,” Rain replied.

      Isaac’s heart pounded, his eyes blurry from not blinking. There were trife everywhere he looked. In the streets. On the buildings. North, south, east, and west. There was no way around them.

      He refused to accept that, spotting a storefront to his left. There might be one way out.

      “Rain, get down!” he shouted, making a hard left and angling directly toward the old grocery store.

      She looked up to see what he was doing and then dropped onto her stomach beside the mount for the railgun as he crashed into the building’s face. Debris poured over them, and a cloud of dust spread out behind them as the car entered the store. Isaac got it angled between two of the empty rows of shelves, racing toward the rear of the building.

      Isaac had gotten in, but could he get out?  He searched desperately for a path through the other end without going through solid cement.

      He found it a moment later, a pair of doors hanging loose on their hinges, leading into the rear of the store. He guided the car through it, bashing his way into the back and hitting the brakes, cutting the wheel and making a hard right before he smashed into a pile of debris—the remains of the back of the building’s roof. Trife were already descending it.

      They leaped at Rain. She grabbed her sidearms, shooting the demons and knocking them away. Isaac got them moving again, toward an opening in the side of the building leading back into the street. He burst out of the structure, racing west.

      “Nice move,” Rain said, holstering her guns and working on re-arming the railgun. “You bought us a little time.”

      “Only a little?” Isaac asked. He could see the trife regrouping already, getting back into position to overwhelm them.

      “Every second counts.” She slapped the side of the railgun closed, grabbed the handles and turned it. She opened fire again, cutting through more of the demons.

      Isaac raced toward the remaining hole, while Rain chewed through the trife trying to close it, the railgun throwing flechettes at such a high rate they would only last a handful of seconds. Hundreds of aliens died, leaving a mess in their wake as they made it through the choke point before the trife could cut them off.

      “Turn right,” Rain said. “Get us headed back toward the airport.”

      Isaac made it around the corner and mashed the accelerator. They were moving east again, but were a long way from the airport.

      “It’s going to be close,” Rain announced.

      He thought he had seen a lot of trife before. He had been wrong. Before, he knew they had lost the war, but it always felt so unbelievable to him. With all their technology and superior firepower, how could they lose to an enemy so basic? In that instant, he finally understood.

      There were a dozen times more trife in the streets than the railgun had flechettes. There were more than even a platoon of Marines could probably handle. They seemed to be an endless supply of them. It was a simple numbers game, and that was a game they couldn’t win.

      Rain did her best. She continued biting into the masses, opening a gap where it would have closed long before they got there. It wasn’t enough. The car raced headlong into a living barrier too thick to penetrate, with no chance of either of them getting out alive.

      He appreciated that she had followed his lead and told him to stay on target. He appreciated the fury of her effort and the effectiveness of their assault. Maybe they would die fighting, but because of them, dozens—possibly hundreds more—would live.

      He expected they would crash into the group of trife. The blockade would steal the car’s momentum and then the demons would swarm over them. They would try to fight back. They would take ten, twenty, maybe even thirty with them.

      And then it would be over.

      That’s what Isaac expected.

      He got a miracle instead.

      The railgun went dry behind him a second time, the last of the ammo depleted. But then he heard a sharp whistle, and a moment later the wall of trife a dozen meters ahead disappeared in a sudden fireball.

      They reached the spot as the flames faded, a dark stain and open road leading them out of the slick. The box truck was visible through the smoke beyond, Sheriff Duke standing on top of it and balancing a rocket launcher on his shoulder.

      Isaac didn’t know where Hayden had gotten the weapon, and he didn’t really care. He had cleared the path and saved their lives.

      The truck started to accelerate, someone else clearly at the wheel. Hayden gripped the bar that circled the roof, dropping the launcher and using his free hand to wave.

      “Yeeeeeee-hawwwwww!” Rain screamed behind him, unleashing the fear and tension of the moment.

      Isaac smiled, shaking his head in disbelief.

      Yee-haw indeed.
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      Grace eased Minerva to a stop, gently patting the horse’s side. “Hold on there, girl.”

      Minerva responded with a soft nicker, lowering her head toward the vegetation growing in the cracks of the road. It had taken her a few hours to adjust to the subtle changes in her owner caused by the khoron inside her. Minerva had been uneasy and difficult to control until she began to accept that Grace was still Grace. Just…

      Different.

      She was still on a high from the attack on Dego, the twelve hours that had passed doing little to reduce the rapid heartbeat and sense of grim satisfaction. A part of her was proud of what she and Cain had accomplished. Who else could wipe out an entire town in a matter of minutes as easily as they had, trife or no trife? Who else could produce such bitter, delicious fear? The other part of her was nauseated. Disgusted. Sick. But that part was drowning in the swell of excitement. Vanishing beneath the wave.

      “What do you see?” Grace asked.

      Cain was in front of them, perched at the edge of a hilltop and using a pair of binoculars to look ahead.

      “Looks like farmland,” he replied.

      “So why did we stop?”

      “Keshk should know better. The hunger is a strength, but it can easily be turned to a weakness. It’s important not to rush into things.”

      “We’ve barely covered ten kilometers since we left Dego. I know from experience you can easily keep up with me on horseback.”

      Cain looked back over his shoulder, lowering the binoculars. “With the right motivation.”

      “Don’t you want to get north before Sheriff Duke has a chance to return?”

      “Shurrath told us to make him hurt. It isn’t enough to attack his home city. We have to sow fear across his territories. This isn’t a war against one man. This is the start of true dominion. The final subjugation of humankind by the ancient one. That’s why I had to catch up and take care of you. Sheriff Duke is a reason, but he isn’t the only reason. Time is getting short to claim Earth in the name of Shurrath.”

      The words were cryptic, but Grace understood them. She was connected to Keshk, who was connected to the Relyeh Collective. Shurrath had been defeated by the Axon and had only escaped because someone on Earth opened an Axon portal to the world and sent soldiers to explore.

      Had sent her father to explore.

      Shurrath had taken him, entering his body and hiding there, cowering like a meek, displaced child instead of the ancient god of his race. Soon after, he had fed on the fear of children, and his resurgence had begun.

      This planet was contested among the Relyeh. Shurrath wasn’t the only one with designs on it. Control of worlds was status among the ancient ones. His brother Azoth held hundreds.

      He had only one.

      Less than one.

      He had to convert it to claim it. He had to bring the world under him and place himself at its apex. Then when Azoth came, when Nodeth came, when Gal’kii came, they would acknowledge his return to power. They would grant him his birthright as one of them, and the Hunger would continue to spread as it always had.

      Across the endless universe for all eternity.

      He had lost once, too proud to see the Axon were the first race that could challenge the Relyeh’s dominance. They adapted more quickly than any other species and their vast resources enabled them to counter the uluth—the trife—with nearly equal enthusiasm. True, Azoth had captured a few of the Axon planets during the first salvo of the war, but the advance had been stymied for some time now.

      Earth was only one planet, but it was an important planet. It was along the ragged border between the two races, and its species was proving more difficult to bring under control than any of the others.

      No wonder the Axon had taken humans from here to study and enhance.

      All of those thoughts passed through Grace’s mind in an instant, giving her insight into Shurrath’s plans and how best to serve him. She understood that to a Relyeh ancient, a short amount of time could be anything from her lifetime to a millennium. After millions of years, time became almost irrelevant.

      So there was no reason to rush ahead into the unknown. They had time to savor the meal. To enjoy the journey.

      She watched Cain turn back around and raise the binoculars again, staring out at the landscape beyond.

      “I count six farms,” he said. “Fourteen workers in the fields. They have a pair of trucks parked at what looks like a military position near the center. There’s one armed guard positioned on top of a granary.”

      “We don’t need help with that,” Grace said.

      “No. The sentry may be a problem.”

      “Because he might shoot us?”

      “Because he might get away and send warning north. There’s a reason we killed everyone in Dego.”

      Grace’s mouth opened to speak. Part of her wanted to tell Cain that she had let that one girl live. The other part wanted her to shut her fucking mouth.

      “If we can get to half a klick without being seen, I can take him out,” she said instead, patting the end of her bow.

      “You can’t make that shot,” he countered. “That’s impossible.”

      “Maybe you can’t make that shot. Let me get in close. We hit him first, then we kill the other soldiers, then we kill the farmers, and then we raze their farms.”

      Cain smiled. “You sound more like Keshk every time you speak. I’m happy to see the integration is accelerating.”

      A part of Grace agreed with him completely. The other part didn’t feel as integrated as he believed. She was still struggling to retain that part of herself, despite the khoron’s manipulation.

      She was also failing. She could feel herself fading away. She had stayed silent about the girl this time. How much longer would she be able to hold her tongue?

      “I have an idea on how you can get close,” Cain continued, turning back to her again. “You have a wide range of useful skills. That’s why Shurrath was willing to wait for you.”

      “I always thought it was my father’s influence.”

      “It was. Just not in the way you’re thinking. Here’s what you’re going to do...”
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      Grace rode Minerva at a trot, over the hill and down to the dirt road that connected the old highway with the farms. There had been a paved street there once, and its remains were evident beneath the accumulated dirt and vegetation, the faded yellow lines and dark asphalt coming into view from time to time as she crossed it.

      There had been a few efforts to build new roads in the areas where she had traveled. Every once in a while, a warlord would gain power and make an effort to restore the world to what it used to be. But those grandiose plans always failed. Either the trife would come or someone would betray them or a war with a nearby warlord would start and the infrastructure projects would be forgotten.

      She had crossed a lot of territories in the years after she came out of stasis during her hunt for her father. She had seen so many leaders come and go, so many wars fought over minor tracts of land, so many families broken by a random trife attack or a stupid act of violence. Shurrath was a glue that connected so much of the strife. His name, written in Relyeh, a symbol of controlled chaos. It was good to let the people believe they were surviving on ingenuity when in truth they survived because he allowed it.

      The farmers in the fields on either side of the road lifted their heads to watch her as she passed. They probably didn’t get many travelers down this particular stretch. She had left her guns and most of her microspears with Cain, back over the hill and out of sight. She carried only her bow, a quiver of three arrows and two spears on her belt. Enough to defend herself without appearing too intimidating.

      “Mornin’,” one of the field hands close to the road said as she neared. “That’s a fine horse, miss.”

      “Thank you,” she replied. The man was baked brown from the sun, his curly black hair a sweaty mop on his head. He had a smile on his face though. He found joy in the work. “Her name is Minerva.”

      “Minerva,” the man repeated. He produced an apple from the pocket of his pants. “Is she hungry?”

      Minerva’s head swiveled, nostrils flaring at the smell of the apple. Grace remembered what Cain had said. Hurry without rushing. She stopped Minerva, turning her to face the man while he held out the fruit.

      “You don’t worry about trife, being out here like this?” she asked.

      “Nope,” he replied. “There’s a Law station up the road a little bit. They’ve got us covered.” He held the apple out. Minerva pulled it from his hand, causing him to laugh. She quickly gobbled it down.

      Grace didn’t understand. According to Cain, there weren’t more than six armed people at the station.  “I noticed it coming down. There can’t be enough soldiers in there to stop a slick of trife.”

      “There ain’t no slicks around here, miss. Sheriff Duke’s already cleaned out the nests within a hundred kilometers. No, this is as worry-free as living gets, believe me. Simple things we took for granted before.”

      “But what if the trife did show up? An entire slick of them?”

      The man shrugged. “I guess the deputies, they’d call for the big guns.”

      “The big guns?”

      “The goliaths. Word is, Sheriff Duke’s wife made friends with a couple of them if you can believe that. I used to live in Haven. We’d hide when the goliaths would come through. They mainly go after trife, but they aren’t too discerning. I heard they ain’t smart enough to tell the difference between one of them and one of us.” He laughed. “You must be coming up from Dego? Or further south?”

      “Further south.”

      “Past the old borders?”

      “Yes.”

      “Makes sense why you’re confused then. I bet you spotted some folks outdoors and were thinking what in the fuckety fuck, am I right?”

      Grace smiled. “Something like that.”

      “Pozz. I knew it. Yeah, we’re safe out here. There are blocks of farms going north for the next fifty kilometers or so. We make enough to feed most of the Territories. Say, I notice you’ve got a bow, and you came from far away. If you’re looking to settle, I hear Sheriff Duke’s recruiting new deputies. You can ask at the station.”

      “Maybe I’ll do that.”

      “All right then. I’ve got to get back to work. Nice meetin’ you, miss.” He looked at Minerva. “And especially nice meetin’ you.”

      Minvera nickered, looking at his hands for another apple.

      “Come on Minerva,” Grace said, angling the horse away while the man went back to work. “He’s got things to do. So do we.”

      She guided Minerva back on course, continuing down the road. The other hands had seen the first man talk to her, and they had taken their exchange to mean she wasn’t a threat. Satisfied, they went back to their work, ignoring her presence.

      She was within half a kilometer of the Law station when she noticed the sentry on the granary watching her. She raised her arm in a wave, and he waved back, offering a smile.

      Part of her liked these people and wanted to protect them. Or at least save them from what was to come. Part of her wanted to be what-was-to-come.

      The law station was an old warehouse situated a little bit off-center from the six farms. A long, flat space made of rusted aluminum with boarded-up windows. It probably had plenty of space for the two large trucks parked outside to move inside, but they had left them exposed for some reason. Both were sixteen wheelers, with large cabs and flatbed trailers. It was strange to Grace to see a vehicle that hadn’t been modified with cages, spikes, and other anti-trife measures. She could tell by the rust and decay the cars were anything but new. Where had the sheriff gotten them?

      One of the officers was sitting in a chair outside the warehouse, reading an old book. She looked up as Grace neared, showing no outward concern.

      “Good morning,” she said, lowering the book but remaining seated.

      “Good morning,” Grace replied. “Sorry to bother you. I was just passing through, and I saw the farms. It’s a little embarrassing, but I was wondering if you have an outhouse anywhere?”

      “We’ve got a port-a-potty inside,” the woman replied, getting to her feet. She examined Grace more carefully, still not guessing her as a threat. “I’m Deputy Sims. I can show you.”

      “Deputy? Sorry, I’m from south of the old border. I’ve been making my way north, looking for a better life.”

      “How bad is it down there?” Sims asked.

      “You know, the trife prefer heat over cold. I figured if I could get somewhere cold…” She paused. “I lost my husband in the last attack.”

      “Poor thing. Well, you’re in the company of friends. What was your name again, honey?”

      “Grace,” she replied, sliding off Minerva.

      Deputy Sims put out her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Grace.”

      She took it. “Likewise.”

      “Come on this way. I know how it is when duty calls. You don’t always want to perform it in the street.”

      “That’s for sure.”

      Grace followed Deputy Sims into the warehouse, confident Cain would be watching.

      There were four more officers inside, sitting around a small card table and playing a hand.

      “Deputies, this is Grace.”

      “Pleasure,” they said, waving to her.

      Grace felt the pressure intensify in her head. Despite the residual echoes of her first feeding, she wanted more than anything to get out of the building and spare these people's’ lives.

      “Are you okay?” one of the deputies at the table asked, noticing how she suddenly froze in place.

      “Uh. Yeah,” Grace replied. “Where’s the potty?”

      “Right over yonder,” Sims said, pointing to a side door.

      Grace’s eyes passed over the deputies and into the warehouse beyond the small room. It wasn’t completely empty. A number of large crates and palettes were waiting to be loaded with produce and trucked north. It also contained some farming equipment and a pair of motorcycles.

      Part of her wanted to ditch Minerva for one of the bikes. The other part would never do it.

      “Grace?” Sims said.

      “I’m sorry,” Grace replied, the pressure increasing so much she could feel her pulse in her temples. The hunger was rising, her entire being becoming aroused at the imminent violence.

      “Sorry for what?” Sims asked.

      The last word had barely left her mouth when the microspear sprouted from her chest, shoved into it by a hand moving too quickly to stop. Sims’ eyes went wide in shock as she collapsed in front of Grace, who yanked the spear out and pivoted toward the table.

      The other deputies froze with surprise, their minds needing a moment to understand what she had just done. She used the brief flash of time to hurl the microspear into one of them, the blade sinking into his throat. The other weapon came to her hand just as quickly, and she leaped onto the table, jabbing it down toward the deputy.

      He managed to fall aside and avoid the blow. Grace landed on the table like a cat, lashing out toward the remaining deputy with her right foot and catching her in the jaw. The blow stunned her long enough for Grace to reverse course on the microspear and get it into her forehead.

      The grounded deputy drew his revolver, firing a shot as Grace rolled off the table, grabbing a chair and using her momentum to swing it around and into the lawman. The wood broke apart on impact, knocking the deputy out cold.

      Grace leaned over him with the microspear.

      A rumble from the warehouse stole her attention.

      She straightened up, looking out to see one of the motorcycles had added a rider, and it was already accelerating toward a now-open door in the rear of the building. She didn’t hesitate, grabbing her bow and an arrow, quickly nocking it and taking aim.

      Pressure in her mind caused just enough distraction. She loosed, the arrow zipping across the distance and hitting the door frame at the rear of the warehouse, centimeters from the target’s head.

      The rider cleared the building and was gone.

      “Damn it,” Grace said.

      She stabbed the last deputy and hurried outside. The sentry was waiting for her and began shooting the moment she emerged. She ducked behind cover, preparing to return fire. Before she could, she heard a scream, a crack, and a thump. When she looked outside, Cain was on top of the granary and the sentry was on the ground, dead.

      “We were supposed to do this quiet,” Cain barked, shaking his head. Grace looked for the farmers they had passed on the way in. All of them were gone. Most likely dead. The big man pointed. “And someone’s getting away.”

      Grace couldn’t see the motorcycle from this angle, but she could picture it racing across the dirt road toward the highway headed north.

      She wondered how long it would take before Shurrath used the Collective to discover what Keshk already knew. She had spared the life of a child in Dego, and now that child was on her way to warn Sheriff Duke they were coming.

      “This meal isn’t very satisfying, but there’s nothing we can do about it now,” Cain said, jumping down from his perch. “Let’s kill the rest of them and burn this place down.”
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      The box truck rolled to a stop, the armed modbox right behind it.

      Hayden quickly descended the ladder to the ground, followed by Cheri and Lazarus. The other two survivors, Adam and Seth, emerged from either side of the cab.

      “Wow, Sheriff!” Adam said, his body still trembling from adrenaline. “That was...I mean. Wow!”

      “I’ve never done anything like that before in my life,” Lazarus said. “That was amazing.”

      “You four helped save a lot of people,” Hayden replied. “You made a difference in this fight.”

      “I never thought we could,” Cheri said.

      “Too many people think they can’t do anything constructive or important. If they realized the power they really have, we’d be in a lot better shape.”

      He looked back to the car. Isaac and Rain were climbing out and walking over to the group.

      “Sheriff,” Rain said, smiling. “You saved our asses.”

      “All of you did,” Isaac said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Cheri replied.

      “Where did you get the RPG?” Isaac asked.

      “It was buried at the bottom of the gun crates,” Hayden said. “I was looking for a difference-maker.”

      “I guess you found it,” Rain said, grinning.

      “I caught a glimpse of your escape from a distance,” Lazarus said. “That was some serious maneuvering and shooting.”

      “We make a good team,” Isaac said.

      Hayden turned to Adam. “Let me grab my things, and then the truck is yours.”

      “What?” Rain said. “You’re giving them the truck?”

      “What are we going to do with it? We can’t take it across the causeway.”

      “What about the guns?”

      “What about them?”

      “We aren’t bringing any?”

      “We need to travel light. And there are more guns in Sanisco. Besides, I have a feeling this crew will put them to good use.”

      Adam nodded. “We’ll wait out here for the night, and then head back to Howl to see if we can help the survivors regroup. I think Sheriff Duke here helped us find a purpose in this mess.”

      “One that isn’t all about taking advantage,” Seth said. “It felt good to help out.”

      “We’ll be coming back this way when our business is done,” Hayden said. “I hope to find you all doing the right thing. If you are, there’s a place for you in the United Western Territories, and on my team.”

      “Thanks, Sheriff,” Cheri said.

      Hayden shook hands with each of them. Cheri gave him a quick hug. Then he climbed into the back of the truck to retrieve the saddlebags and the satchel with the Centurion comm equipment.

      “We’re off,” he said to Adam and the others. “You take care of yourselves. Thanks again for helping me out back there.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff Duke,” Adam said. “We’ll stay pozz.”

      “Stay pozz?” Isaac said.

      Hayden shrugged.  “Let’s go.”

      He waved to the survivors one last time, and then he, Isaac and Rain began walking toward the causeway.

      “You have a way with people, don’t you Sheriff?” Isaac said as they stepped onto the old railroad tracks.

      “Not usually. Most folks, they try to jump you, and they don’t listen to reason until they have a bullet in them. All these folks needed was a little empowerment. To feel like they had some control, instead of feeling like victims.”

      “ Yeah,” Rain agreed thoughtfully. “People can surprise you sometimes.”

      “That they can,” Hayden said, tapping the battery meter on each of the control rings for his replacements. “How’s your charge?” he asked her. “I’m at about half.”

      “Seventy percent,” Rain replied after checking. “Good to go. I assume you have power in Sanisco.”

      “We do.”

      Hayden looked out ahead of them. “It really is pink,” he said, noticing the water for the first time.

      The causeway stretched into the distance, splitting the lake into the pink side and the not-pink side. He couldn’t see anything at the other end. Hopefully, they would find some faster means of transportation. Maybe Rain could cover ground in a hurry with her augments, but him and Isaac would slow her down.

      “Rain, you said nobody ever crosses over this way?” he asked.

      “Pozz, Sheriff. I’ve heard the west side of the lake is dangerous.”

      “You left that out before. Dangerous how?”

      Rain waved the idea away. “I don’t believe that bullshit. It’s rumors and tales meant to scare people into staying in Howl and to the west. Lies for entertainment, you know. Horror stories. Ghosts and that kind of kid’s stuff. I bet it isn’t much different than Dugway. At least we’ll be heading in the right direction and likely getting around the trife.”

      “I’ll take it,” Hayden said.

      “Hey Rain,” Isaac said. “We’ve got some time. Maybe you can teach me to shoot?”

      “To shoot?”

      “The bow. It’s a pretty slick weapon out here. Silent and deadly.”

      Rain smiled. “Sure, but we need to be careful. I can’t afford to lose any of my arrows.”

      “As long as you help me shoot straight, we should be okay.”

      “Sheriff, you want a lesson too?” Rain asked.

      Hayden considered for a moment. “Sure, why not? It’ll help keep my mind off Nat and Hal. I’m trying not to worry too much about them, but…”

      “I know where you’re coming from,” Isaac said. “There’s nothing I can do about my family except avenge them. But we can still help you deal with Shurrath.”

      “What are we going to do if we find him?” Rain said. “Isaac was telling me about the note you found. How do you fight an alien that may be older than the planet?”

      “I don’t think he’s that old,” Hayden replied. “I’m not sure how we’re supposed to stop him. I’m not sure stopping him will be enough.”

      “What do you mean?” Isaac asked.

      “Shurrath is one of many, and all of them seem to want a piece of Earth. It’s like a big fucking game to them.”

      “We can’t just give up.”

      “No. I don’t figure on giving up, but I wonder how prepared we can ever be for what’s coming.”

      “You have to deal with each threat as it comes,” Isaac said. “Each fight presents a different problem with a different solution. When you try to think too far ahead, that’s when you become afraid to take action. It all becomes overwhelming.”

      “Good advice. Where’d you get it?”

      “My wife said that to me the day we learned she had the virus. We fought that fight. We lost. I didn’t give up. And I won’t give up.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      They walked in silence for a minute, each of them lost in their related thoughts.

      “Okay, who wants to learn to shoot?” Rain said, bringing them all back to the moment.

      The lesson made the journey pass that much faster.
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      It took almost five hours for Hayden, Isaac and Rain to traverse the causeway across the Great Salt Lake. The section of old railroad tracks wasn’t especially long, but they did run into a pair of trouble spots where the rock and dirt had been worn away by time. It had left them with sections of lake to wade through to reach the other side.

      Hayden’s boots were fitted to his combat armor, making the whole thing mostly watertight. Rain was able to dial down the synthetic nerve response in her prosthetic legs to ignore her soggy jeans. But Isaac was stuck with the boots of a dead man, which let the water in and left him sloshing with each step. Hayden knew the Marine’s feet had to be cold and uncomfortable, but like a true warrior he never said a word about it.

      They passed the time learning to shoot Rain’s compound bow, a powerful weapon that Isaac seemed to enjoy but Hayden had little natural proclivity for. He only fired the bow a few times, losing one of Rain’s precious arrows before deciding it wasn’t for him. He understood the value of a weapon with reusable ammunition, and he decided he was going to see about incorporating it into the UWT’s arsenal and training. All of this time, he had been focused on how modern technology could help them fight the trife. But what about less modern technology?

      Rain had mentioned reading books about armored knights on horseback, and Isaac had backed that up with verbal recounting of things he had learned in school about the middle ages. How would that hold up against a slick of trife? Yes, the demons’ claws would tear through steel given enough opportunity, but how much more time could it buy one of his people to either recover from the attack or be rescued?

      One of their biggest pain points was that they didn’t have a lot of historical context for anything. The computers they scavenged rarely mentioned what had come before, and books weren’t common. Paper hadn’t survived the years as well as silicon.

      The conversation had given him a lot to think about.

      They spent another fourteen hours after that following the railroad tracks west across a dry, ugly brown landscape. There was no sign of civilization anywhere nearby, new or old. No roads. No houses. No anything. They watched the sun rise and set, taking limited breaks and staying on the move.

      In the beginning, the conversation was light and comfortable. It wasn’t the same now. The aridness of the world around them began to drain them all in different ways. Hayden was becoming more frustrated with each passing hour that didn’t result in something, anything, appearing over the horizon and offering them some hint that the monotony would end. His mind more frequently bounced back to Natalia and his daughter, and from there to the people of Dego. Shurrath had threatened him. The khoron had warned him. There was no doubt in his mind, trouble was coming to the UWT, and he wasn’t there to stop it or warn them.

      Instead, he was walking endlessly into uncertainty.

      “We should have gone back through Reno,” he said. He was mad at himself most of all for deciding to try to circumvent the trife. “Taken our chances getting through the trife.”

      “That would have been suicide, Sheriff,” Isaac argued. “And you know it.”

      “This is suicide.”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff,” Rain said. “I always figured there had to be something out here. Why else would they build tracks to get across the lake? And why else tell people it was dangerous on this side?”

      “Because they didn’t want them getting lost in the middle of nowhere, I suppose,” Hayden said. “I don’t blame you, Rain. I should have stayed on the straight path.”

      “We’ll come across something soon,” Rain said. “Just up ahead.”

      “You said that a few times already,” Isaac said.

      “I’m trying to stay positive. What else can we do?”

      “The good news is, these tracks do have to lead back to civilization somewhere,” Hayden said. “I have a feeling they go right through Reno.” He smiled. “You’re right about one thing, Ike. We can’t help anyone if we’re dead.” He looked out across the landscape. There wasn’t much to see. “We should stop here for a while and try to get a little shut-eye.”

      He stopped walking, dropping the satchel and the guns from his shoulders. Isaac and Rain did the same, lowering their gear onto the tracks.

      “I can take first watch,” Rain offered.

      “Watch over what?” Isaac replied. “I haven’t even seen any birds. You talked about ghost stories. The only thing that might be out here are ghosts.”

      “There sure as hell aren’t any people,” Hayden said. He shifted the satchel and then laid himself out across the ground, using it as a pillow and closing his eyes.

      “That’s it?” Rain said. “You’re just going to go to sleep?”

      “Yup,” Hayden replied. “You should too.”

      “It doesn’t make you nervous, being out here in the open?”

      “Like Ike said. No birds. No animals. No people. And no people means no trife. So what’s there to be nervous about?”

      “Maybe what you just said. Why isn’t there any wildlife out here?”

      “It probably got bored,” Isaac said, joining Hayden on the ground. “You can stand watch if you want. It’s better if you get some sleep.”

      Hayden kept his eyes shut, listening as Isaac settled in and Rain circled the small camp nervously for a while. He paid attention until he heard her give up and join them on the dirt, resting her head on the side of her satchel near his. It wasn’t all that comfortable as a pillow, but it was better than the ground.

      He was accustomed to sleeping in the open. Even in areas he knew were thick with trife. The aliens didn’t kill people in their sleep. It was against whatever basic moral code they operated on to murder people without giving them a chance to fight back. If they did show up, they would hiss until the person knew they were there. They would give him a chance to stand up.

      Then they would kill him.

      Once he knew Rain was settled, he let himself begin to drift, wishing he had his hat to cover his face. He faded in and out for an hour or two, often waking to listen for Isaac and Rain.

      His eyes snapped open when the environment shifted around him. He wasn’t immediately sure of what had changed, but the subconscious part of his mind that remained on active watch triggered him, and he knew something was different.

      But what?

      He sat up slowly, turning his head, his hand resting on his revolver. He saw it then. A single light in the distance, about ten degrees above the horizon.

      It was coming in their direction.

      Hayden didn’t move. The craft—it had to be either an aircraft or a spacecraft—was moving so fast its lights closed on him within a few heartbeats. Hugging the ground, it came over a hill before dropping and angling to follow the railroad tracks.

      He got a brief glimpse of it as it passed overhead, his heart beginning to race. He recognized the craft almost immediately. A Centurion transport.

      What the hell was it doing out here?

      It raced into the distance, cutting to the left and quickly vanishing behind a small range of mountains.

      Hayden stood up, staring at the spot. A Centurion starship was the last thing he expected to see out here. But there was something past the mountains ahead. Now that the sun was completely down, he could make out the soft glow of the distant lights polluting the night sky.

      “Sheriff?” Rain said, jumping up beside him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Did you see it?”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      He glanced over at her. He had made Isaac promise not to tell her anything about Proxima. Now it seemed as though he wouldn’t have a choice. Then again, he trusted her more now than he had at the time. He pointed toward the mountains.

      “A starship just passed overhead and ducked behind those mountains.”

      Her face lit up in surprise and excitement. “A starship? Really? Where did it come from?”

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the way.”

      “On the way?”

      “Whatever that ship is doing here, I can almost guarantee it isn’t good. As if things weren’t going sideways enough already.”

      “You mean it’s an alien ship?” The excitement was fading.

      “No. It’s human. That’s part of the problem.” He walked over to Isaac. Hayden started to bend to shake him awake, but his eyes slid open.

      “Sheriff,” he said. “Trouble?”

      Hayden nodded. “Maybe. Grab your gear.”
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      “I don’t believe this bullshit,” Rain said. Her face was tight with fury, her voice strained. “How many people have suffered while they sit up there and enjoy every fucking comfort of not having aliens trying to fucking kill you every hour of every fucking day?”

      “Rain,” Isaac said, trying to calm her.

      “What? You knew about this, and you didn’t tell me?”

      “I made him promise not to,” Hayden said calmly. He had expected she wouldn’t take the news well. None of the people born and raised on the forgotten Earth accepted the truth about Proxima lightly.

      “Why?”

      “Because it isn’t as simple as it probably should be,” he replied. “Regardless of our personal opinions on the decisions the Proxima government has made, they’re still far superior to us. We have almost nothing to offer them in exchange for their involvement.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Sheriff?” Rain snapped. “How about because this is their homeworld? How about because we’re the same fucking species? They abandoned us here, grew and prospered, and are basically waving a big fat fucking middle finger at us from space.”

      “Yes, they are,” Hayden agreed. “And it’s made worse because they’ve got secret hideaways scattered across the planet where they’re doing who the hell knows what. It seems we might have stumbled across one of them.”

      He wasn’t going to tell Rain or Isaac that he knew the locations of most of the official Centurion bases on the planet, and this wasn’t one of them. If it wasn’t official, it meant it belonged to the Trust, and the jury was still out on their motives for Earth.

      That the base was so close to Salt Lake City didn’t feel like a coincidence, and that concerned him even more.

      “You should tell them to go fuck themselves, Sheriff,” Rain said. “If they don’t want to go all-in, you don’t need the bullshit scraps they throw you.”

      “Unfortunately, we do,” Hayden said. “The UWT would be a quarter of the size without the scraps they’ve tossed us. That’s about ten thousand people who are alive directly because of Proxima.”

      “And how many who aren’t because of them?”

      “I can’t answer that. I can only account for the living.”

      “I bet it’s a lot.”

      “I understand why you’re angry. You have every right to be. But anger doesn’t solve the equation.”

      “What’s the plan?” Isaac asked. “We walk up to the front door and introduce ourselves?”

      Hayden shook his head. “Remember what I said about the No Contact Protocol? They’ll kill us on sight.”

      “What?” Rain said. “Sheriff, no offense, but why the hell are we walking right toward them?”

      “Because I need to know what they’re doing here. If I can get a chance to speak before they shoot us, I may be able to get them to talk to me.”

      “And if they won’t?” Isaac asked.

      “We’ll need to defend ourselves. Their tech is advanced, but they’re still human.”

      “I have a feeling killing Centurions wouldn’t go so well for your trade agreement,” Isaac said.

      “No, it wouldn’t. So let’s keep that as a last resort.”

      “All this time,” Rain said, still glowering, “they’ve been watching us. Laughing at us and telling us we don’t deserve their help because of what we’ve become. What the hell do they expect?”

      “We need to prove different,” Hayden said. “That’s what I’m trying to do. The progress we make helps everyone.”

      They were nearing the foothills of the mountains. The light was a little brighter and more obvious from closer in. There hadn’t been any further signs of activity around them. No other ships. No ground vehicles. No soldiers. Hayden was grateful for that much. If anyone on the transport had noticed them on the way in, the Centurions probably would have sent a team out to take care of them before they could ever reach a settlement and start blabbing about what they had seen. Not that most people believed the rumors about starships anyway. The idea that anyone was visiting Earth from space seemed ridiculous on the surface.

      Like he had told Rain, they had little to offer.

      “We’ll head up the foothills to see if we can get a position above the activity,” Hayden said. “And hopefully get a look at whatever it is they’re doing. Keep your eyes and ears open for guards, both human and machine.”

      “Machine?” Rain asked.

      “Robots.”

      “They have robots too?”

      “Pozz.”

      “What do they look like?”

      “If it isn’t one of us, it’s dangerous.”

      “They field-tested a few designs near Dugway,” Isaac said. “Bots held up well against the trife, at least until they ran out of power.”

      “Exactly,” Hayden agreed. “We have a couple of Butchers in our arsenal. One Butcher is worth a hundred humans while it has a charge, but you have to use them carefully or they’ll power down in the middle of a fight. I don’t care how armored you are; you stand still in a slick of trife, they’ll get to you eventually.”

      “Pozz that,” Isaac seconded.

      “Let’s keep quiet from here out unless you spot something important. We don’t want to attract attention.”

      They skirted the outside of the pass in silence, remaining cautious and keeping an eye out for sentries as they closed in on the light source. It took nearly an hour to make their way over the rocky terrain toward a vantage point that would give them a better view.

      Isaac spotted something before Hayden, putting his hand up to bring them to a stop. They ducked behind an outcropping of stone, placing their backs side-by-side against the rock.

      “What did you see?” Hayden whispered.

      “Not sure. It looked metallic.”

      Hayden nodded, shifting so he could take a look. He leaned out from behind the rock, finding the faded metal a short distance away. It wasn’t a robot. It was a comms system similar to the one in his satchel, only larger. Judging by the condition of the shell, it had been there for a while.

      He ducked back behind the outcropping, dropping the satchel and unzipping it. He pulled the Centurion box out.

      “What are you doing?” Isaac asked.

      “Playing a hunch,” he replied, flipping on the power button tucked behind a small latch on one of the sides. The system initialized, projecting the outline of a keyboard on the ground in front of it.

      “Do you even know how to use that?” Isaac said.

      “Not exactly,” Hayden replied. He waited a few seconds for a second projection to activate, a single word hanging in the air above it.

      CONNECTING…

      It flashed every couple of seconds, five times before the message changed. A green LED turned on with it.

      CONNECTED.

      Hayden leaned out again, looking at the array. A green LED had illuminated on it too.

      Jackpot.

      He ducked back, reaching for the power switch and shutting it off. When he looked at the larger array again, the green light had shut down too.

      “Hunch was right,” he said. “This one connects to that one.”

      Isaac and Rain stared at him. He stared back. They all knew what it meant.

      Junk had been in communication with someone from Proxima.

      The question was:

      Why?
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      “I don’t believe it,” Isaac said. “What could Junk have that the Centurions want?”

      “An even better question,” Hayden said. “What could Junk and the Centurions have in common? I’d hate to think the answer is Shurrath. Come on.” He swung out from their hiding place, heading for the ridge separating them from the source of the light pollution.

      “Shouldn’t we be running the other way?” Rain asked. “You said Centurion Marines are deadly.”

      “They are. But we need to know if Shurrath has his claws in anyone from Proxima. It would change the equation completely.”

      They followed him across the side of the mountain, past the larger fixed array to the ridge, staying low behind it. There was a worn trail in the slope—a narrow line of cleared dirt leading down from the array—until it vanished beyond an overhang.

      Hayden followed it, nearly slipping on the loose stone that composed the side of the mountain. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do once they reached the Centurion base. He knew he had to do something.

      Isaac and Rain stayed close behind him, finding it equally challenging to maintain their footing on the slope. Isaac fell once, sliding a short distance before getting his legs back under him.

      They stopped as they reached a bend in the path. The light was bright enough to cast shadows along the side of the mountain, and Hayden could make out a few spotlights arranged along the salt flats. What were they doing?

      He moved more slowly, getting himself into a better position to see what was happening below.

      He spotted the transport first. The ship was about twenty meters long, with short angled wings. A thick squared fuselage cut in near the ion thrusters extended from the rear. A cockpit was visible at the head of the craft, a pair of large plasma cannons mounted on either side of it. More ordnance was affixed below the wings, giving the starship an overtly aggressive stance.

      His eyes tracked a worn path from the lowered hatch of the transport to where it vanished at a nearly sheer incline at the base of the mountain, suggesting an underground base hidden directly beneath them. He looked back across the flats to the transport. About three dozen portable spotlights were set up in a large rectangle, illuminating the flats and bleeding up into the night sky. There was nothing placed within the spotlights at the moment, but an entire squad of Centurion Marines stood at attention near the base’s hidden entrance  led him to believe there would be something there soon.

      “What are they doing?” Rain asked, sneaking in beside him to witness the activity.

      “I have no idea,” Hayden replied. “Wait here.”

      “Where are you going?” Isaac asked.

      “I’m going to try to talk to someone.”

      “I thought you said they would kill us on sight?”

      “I did. And they might. That’s why I’m going alone.”

      “Why are you going at all?” Rain asked.

      “It’s that important. Wait for me here. Stay out of sight.”

      “Sheriff, I should go with you,” Isaac said. “I’m a Marine. You said they would take me if I wanted to go.”

      “Too risky. If anything happens to me, you have to make it out of here and get to Sanisco, no matter how long it takes. You have to tell Nat to warn Rico. Got it?”

      “Who’s Rico?” Isaac said.

      “My contact with Proxima. Can you do that?”

      “Pozz.”

      “No matter how long it takes.”

      “I promise, Hayden.”

      Hayden nodded, turning and continuing down the slope. If this base did belong to the Trust like he suspected, there was a good chance he wouldn’t make it to the bottom alive.

      But he had to try.

      He slowed as he got closer to the bottom, keeping an eye on the squad of Centurion Marines near the spotlights. They weren’t facing in his direction, but he still couldn’t believe they hadn’t spotted him yet. Like his lost sunglasses, Centurion combat armor contained all kinds of sensors and cameras to help the wearer see everything happening around them. And he certainly didn’t belong in the area.

      He descended another ten meters or so, reaching a more gradual slope with a definite end on the ground ahead. Looking to the right, he could now see the large blast door set into the side of the mountain, which had been excavated some to enable its installation. The door was currently open; the two sides retracted into the rock. He got a quick glimpse of a hangar inside, some crates of equipment and a couple of rusted modboxes.

      Were the Centurions dressing like Earthers and making runs to and from the mountain?

      He never heard the Centurions approach behind him. They seemed to drop out of the sky, landing almost silently and coming up from the rear. They grabbed his arms, one Marine each. A third Marine put the muzzle of a rifle against his back, hard enough for the warrior to surely tell he was wearing armor.

      Hayden could have pulled away from the Centurions. His augments were stronger than both their combat armor and their genetically enhanced strength. But there was no reason to resist. He had come down to talk.

      “This is a restricted area,” the Marine behind him said.

      “My name is—”

      The Marine kicked him in the back at the same time the other two let go of his arms. He stumbled forward onto his knees.

      “I didn’t ask for your name,” the Marine said. “I told you this is a restricted area. You’re trespassing.”

      “You’re a long way from home, Sergeant,” Hayden said.

      The comment gave the Marine pause. Asking his superiors what to make of it, no doubt.

      “Get up,” the Marine said.

      Hayden hopped to his feet.

      “Check him.”

      The other two Marines came up behind him again. One moved in front, spreading his coat and lifting out his revolvers. He got a quick look at her face behind the semi-transparent plate of her helmet. Dark hair, high cheekbones, big eyes. She looked nearly identical to Rico.

      The other took the M007s from his leg holsters.

      “Where’d you get combat armor?” the Rico clone asked.

      “I’m glad you didn’t shoot me,” Hayden replied. “If you give me a chance to explain—”

      “Shut up,” the sergeant snapped. “Vazquez, you too.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Vazquez replied.

      “Colonel Gillick wants a word with him and his friends.”

      Friends?

      Hayden wanted to turn his head to look for Isaac and Rain. He didn’t dare. A round from the sergeant’s rifle would likely penetrate the armor at this range, and he probably wouldn’t be too hesitant to shoot.

      Besides, the Marine had made it clear he knew they were up there.

      “When did you spot us?” Hayden asked.

      “Open your mouth one more time, and I’ll put a plasma bolt through it,” the sergeant replied.

      Hayden closed his mouth. This wasn’t going as smoothly as he had hoped.

      Then again, it was going a lot better than he had expected.
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      The Centurions led Hayden the rest of the way down the side of the mountain, with Vazquez ahead of him and the other two Marines at his back. He still hadn’t seen Rain or Isaac or the Centurions who had captured them, but he wasn’t surprised. They would keep them all separate to corroborate their stories and ensure they got the truth.

      But would Isaac or Rain tell them the truth? He had already explained the role of the Trust on Proxima to Isaac, but he hadn’t gotten that far with Rain. At the same time, she was generally distrustful of them because of their treatment of their homeworld and the people still trying to eke out an existence on it.

      If they questioned her, what would she say?

      If she didn’t speak, what would they do?

      Whatever the purpose of this base in the middle of the salt flats, Hayden was pretty sure it had negative consequences for Earthers. Proxima didn’t see them as equals. The more advanced human civilization considered them savages.

      The Marines marched Hayden through the small hangar, giving him a better look at its contents. At first glance, he thought the crates might be weapons, as though the Centurions were preparing to launch a local offensive. But a closer look revealed what appeared to be computer systems composed of black metal, chrome, gold and colored wiring. He had never seen machines like them before.

      They were still crated and packed, suggesting the equipment was new and wouldn’t come into play with whatever exercise required the spotlights. He didn’t spot any clues as to what the Centurions might be preparing outside, unless the two old modboxes, a squadron of drones tucked further back in the hangar, and a pair of hoverbikes parked on the opposite side had anything to do with it. Or unless the interstellar transport outside was involved.

      He was brought past all of that, through a smaller blast door in the rear and into a stark corridor lined with matte aluminum. The passage split at a junction ten meters in, with holograms projecting labels in the air ahead of them to direct traffic. The Marines brought him straight ahead, toward the area marked ADMINISTRATION.

      It was a non-threatening word that Hayden took as ominous. The Centurions tended to have a way of understating things to make them seem more neutral than they ever were.

      They passed through another blast door and into a busier corridor. Everyone moving through it was wearing a uniform of some kind—the colors, style and piping organizing them into different roles. Hayden didn’t know how to decipher the coordination, but he quickly identified the white uniforms as the most common along the route.

      The Centurions they passed spared hurried glances in his direction that often resulted in quickly buried hints of surprise. It was apparent they didn’t see Earthers in this part of the base very often, if ever. His comment had left an impression on Colonel Gillick, that he was bringing him deep into the station to talk to him instead of meeting him outside.

      Hopefully, it was a good sign.

      They brought him into a compact section of the facility, where lines of doors marked individual offices or glass partitions crammed with control stations that reminded him of the Engineering department on the Pilgrim. The stations were arranged in a semi-circular pattern around a single large viewscreen. Each one had a task chair in front of a terminal and display projecting an interface unique to the station’s purpose. The continually moving graphics didn’t mean much to Hayden, though he was certain Natalia could have deciphered them in a matter of seconds. They appeared to be system monitors of some kind. The fact that the stations were almost all empty led him to believe they weren’t systems anyone on the base cared about at the moment.

      In fact, despite the earlier rush of personnel, this part of the base was relatively deserted.

      Vazquez opened the door to one of the rooms ahead of him and then took a position beside it. Hayden looked into the room. It was nearly empty save for a small metal table and a single chair. No windows. No decorations. But it didn’t look much like an interrogation room.

      Still, what if they locked him in there with a khoron? With the connection between the base and Junk, he couldn’t rule it out.

      “Sit,” the sergeant said, reaching past him to point at the chair.

      Hayden didn’t hesitate. He had no choice but to see how this all played out. It bothered him more that Isaac and Rain had been captured too. If none of them made it out, Natalia and the UWT would have no idea what was coming for them.

      He swallowed that thought. He wouldn’t go out without a fight. But he didn’t need to fight just yet. They hadn’t restrained him or taken his augments offline. It meant they didn’t feel threatened. That was good.

      He liked being the underdog.

      He sat down. The sergeant and his second moved back down the hallway as Vasquez closed the door and took up a guard position beside it.

      There was nothing to do now but wait.

      He leaned back in the chair, tempted to stick his hand in his pocket. They hadn’t searched him thoroughly and had failed to take the microspear. It seemed like a major security failure. Were they that sure he couldn’t harm them that they didn’t care what he might be carrying besides firearms? Maybe Colonel Gillick expected a rational discourse. A conversation that would lead somewhere positive. It would be a welcome change from past experience.

      He wasn’t left alone for long. The door opened a minute later, and a woman he assumed was Colonel Gillick walked in.

      He stood up as she entered, bowing his head slightly. He knew a little bit of Centurion decorum, and he wanted to make sure the colonel knew it. She reacted with the same quickly buried surprise the others had exhibited, coming to a stop on the other side of the table.

      She was an older woman, her short grey hair hugging a firm, narrow face with sharp eyes and thin lips. Her posture confident, she wore a dark blue uniform over a white shirt, the collar wrapped around the halfway point of her neck, her rank insignia pinned against it. She didn’t wear any other hardware, patches or a name tag. Hayden was sure everyone on the base knew who she was.

      “Sit,” she said commandingly.

      Hayden did as she ordered.

      There was only one chair. Colonel Gillick had no intention of sitting with him, leaving it clear who was in the position of power. Hayden stared at her while she regarded him, waiting patiently for her to speak.

      “You were carrying a communications device in your bag,” she said, declining to introduce herself. “When you activated the device, you connected to our local communications network. A trace program immediately placed you within ten meters of the local array.”

      Hayden was confused by the lead-in. Did she have a point?

      “The communications device in question doesn’t belong to you. I don’t need you to try to tell me where you got it. I know where you got it.”

      “Why was it there?” Hayden asked.

      The question took Gillick off guard. “What?” she snapped.

      “The device. Why was it where I found it? What are you doing here?”

      She stared at him, deciding how to handle his sudden questioning. “Who are you?”

      Hayden got the feeling she had wanted to avoid that question. Depending on who she worked for, it might be better not to know. It also might be better for him not to answer.

      “It doesn’t matter that much,” he replied. “The point is, I know all about where you’re from. I can go into detail about the NCP and the reasons for it, and I can drop the names of a few Centurions I’ve met in the past. What I’m not sure about is what you’re doing here or where your loyalties rest, if you understand what I’m saying.”

      Gillick continued to stare. A smile crept across her face. “It’s dangerous for an Earther to know as much as you seem to know.”

      “Agreed. I wasn’t out here looking for you. I was on my way east to west. You just kind of got in the way.”

      “And what? You had my comms device, and you figured you would return it?”

      Hayden smiled. “Junk is dead. I killed him.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I would have said it’s because of our arrangement, but you don’t seem to know what that arrangement is.”

      Hayden watched her posture and her face. He didn’t get the impression she was infected. If she was, the khoron was staying well hidden. Whatever the arrangement was, he wasn’t sure it had anything to do with Shurrath.

      “You look relieved by that answer,” Gillick said.

      “It’s been a long week already,” he replied.

      “Meaning?”

      “We both have secrets, don’t we?”

      “Except you’re my prisoner, not the other way around.”

      “Is that how it is? Prisoner instead of guest?”

      “That depends.”

      “Of course it does. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

      She laughed. “What’s your name, wanderer?”

      “Duke,” he replied. He didn’t see any hint of recognition, not that it was conclusive of anything.

      “Well, Duke, I guess this is your lucky day. I like your attitude, and I’m intrigued by your confidence, all things considered. I’m going to show you mine.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I could try resorting to torture to get the information I want from you, but you look like the kind of person who isn’t tremendously motivated by pain.” She took a step forward, leaning over the table and staring at his face. “It looks like you were recently wounded on top of those trife scars. Judging by the color of the new flesh, am I right to say you used a Centurion med-patch to heal it?”

      “You aren’t wrong.”

      “Not only do you know who we are, but you have access to our tech.”

      “On occasion. I’d tell you to name-drop me with Proxima Command, but I know it takes two weeks to make the roundtrip, and I also know you might not want Command to know you’re here. Am I right?”

      “You aren’t wrong.”

      They both smiled at one another. Each of them knew how to play the game.

      Gillick straightened up. “Stand up. Follow me.”

      Hayden got to this feet. Gillick went to the door, which opened ahead of her. The sergeant was back, along with Vasquez and the third Marine.

      “Sergeant Hale, Corporal Dyne, Private Vasquez,” Gillick said, introducing them.

      “What happened to the other two privates?” Hayden asked.

      “None of your business,” Hale replied.

      “Sergeant, we’re taking Duke here to watch the proceedings,” Colonel Gillick said. “His conduct is your responsibility. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hale replied. He glanced at Hayden. “You hear that? Don’t cross me, Earther.”

      “Sergeant, you’ll show Duke respect until I order otherwise.”

      “Yes, ma’am. My apologies, Duke.”

      “Not a problem,” Hayden replied.

      Colonel Gillick led them out of the administration area and back to the first junction. They took a right down the corridor marked RESEARCH.

      It was the only word Hayden could think of that was more threatening than ADMINISTRATION.

      “Tell me, Duke,” Gillick said as they walked. “What brought you to Howl?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I thought we had a deal?”

      “You haven’t shown me anything yet.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They took another corridor to a third junction, following the labels toward RESEARCH and finally entering the area. The layout of the control center was nearly identical to administration. Only the stations were fully occupied, and the data they were displaying was different. The large viewscreen at the front of the room was active, showing a dozen feeds from cameras positioned around the lit part of the salt flats.

      A man walked over to Colonel Gillick, coming to attention.

      “Doctor Stern,” Gillick said. “Are we ready?”

      “Yes, Colonel.” The Doctor glanced at Hayden. Colonel Gillick didn’t bother to introduce them.

      “Good,” Gillick said. “Let’s get started. What’s the scenario?”

      “Trife attack,” Stern replied.

      “Again?”

      “We’ve made some modifications to the transmitters to increase frequency efficiency. It’s important for us to capture one hundred percent compliance before we increase the difficulty level.”

      “Of course.” Gillick didn’t sound that excited about the test. Hayden was left to wonder what they meant by trife attack.

      “Are we using the props this time?” the colonel asked.

      “Until we have one hundred percent compliance,” Stern said, as though he had repeated the statement a hundred times before.

      One of the people at one of the stations said something to someone, and a moment later the modboxes rolled out of the hangar, passing beneath the starship and stopping in the center of the spotlights.

      “I don’t understand,” Hayden said.

      “Just watch,” Gillick replied. “You’ll see.”

      “Are you sure you want an outsider to witness this?” Stern asked. “General Haeri—”

      “Put me in charge of this,” Gillick interrupted. “You're well-paid for your work here.”

      “Yes, Colonel,” Stern said.

      “Why are you showing me this?” Hayden asked. “Whatever this is, whatever I know, it can’t be an even trade.”

      Gillick looked over at him, a wry smile on her face. “Maybe I’m getting bored and need a little extra entertainment. Maybe your sudden arrival will give me one night of excitement in this bland hell-hole. I guess we’ll see.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure what she meant, and he didn’t like the way she said it.

      “Send out the subjects,” Gillick said.

      A squad of Marines appeared, surrounding a group of two-dozen or so Earthers. Most of them looked dirty, haggard, frightened and unsure. Most of them looked like they were only moving toward the spotlights because the Centurions around them would shoot them if they didn’t.

      Most, but not all.

      Hayden quickly spotted Isaac and Rain within the group. His eyes flicked over to Colonel Gillick, whose smile suddenly turned predatory.

      “Worth it already,” she said.
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      Rain glanced over at Isaac. The Marine looked calm, his eyes narrowed and scanning their surroundings, searching for a way out of their current predicament or at least trying to discern what their predicament was.

      The Centurion soldiers had come from nowhere, sneaking up behind her and Isaac and grabbing them before they even knew what was happening. They had brought them down the side of the mountain along a different route than the one Hayden had taken, guiding them roughly enough that she had slipped three times on the loose stone of the steep slope. The Mutts had taught her to always hide her augments. That they were an advantageous best-kept secret because the element of surprise was essential to maintain. She wouldn’t have slipped on her own, but it made her normalcy more convincing, especially after Isaac fell a couple of times too.

      The Centurions hadn’t spoken to them, and every effort Isaac had made to talk to them had first led to threats, and then to physical harm. One of them had hit him hard in the face, leaving a bruise forming around his left eye. The soldiers had led them into the hangar and to the right through a door tucked behind one of the lines of packaged machinery. The room beyond was a holding cell—a simple, bare cavern cut out into the stone already occupied by the same people they were being herded with now.

      They had only been in the cell for a few minutes, but it was long enough for Rain to identify the other occupants. They were all from the tribes that lived near Howl. They had all been brought to the city as slaves and purchased by Junk. They had all been brought out onto the airport’s tarmac in the dead of night where a dark, silent starship had landed to collect them and bring them here.

      Her entire life, Rain had never been able to completely figure out what Junk did with all of the slaves he acquired.

      Now she knew.

      What she didn’t know—what none of them knew—was why they had been brought to this place. Most of them were terrified from the moment the starship came, and they remained that way even now, trying to stay huddled together and shaking as they were paraded out to the illuminated flats. Rain wasn’t afraid. She was curious. Isaac wasn’t scared, either. He just looked pissed, probably because they had taken his son’s backpack.

      “What do you think this is?” she asked him, pressing her shoulder to his.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “They put a couple of modboxes near the middle, but I don’t see anything else.” He glanced over at her. “Do you sense any trife nearby?”

      “No. Assuming I’m still tuned in, I’m not getting anything.”

      “It wouldn’t make sense to put those cars out there and go through all this just to execute us.”

      “No.”

      Isaac continued to look around. Then he pointed. “Do you see that?”

      “What?”

      “It looks like they have antennas behind the spotlights. I bet they have cameras too.”

      “You think someone’s watching this?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do you think they did with Sheriff Duke?”  It was obvious they hadn’t shoved him in with the other prisoners.

      “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what he said to them. Maybe they’ll let him go.”

      “And keep us?”

      “We don’t know what we’re dealing with. This whole thing is strange as hell.”

      “What are the odds we get out of this?”

      “I don’t want to answer that. None of these people know what this is, which means none of them are repeat customers.”

      Rain tensed at the comment. “Shit.”

      “Most of these people are too afraid to stand up for themselves,” Isaac continued. “We stick together. We try to rally them. Maybe we can overcome whatever they throw at us.”

      “It can’t hurt to try.”

      The Centurions stopped at the outside of the lit rectangle.

      “Keep moving!” one of them shouted at the prisoners. “If you stop walking before I give you permission, you get shot.”

      The prisoners didn’t stop walking, making their way into the center of the illuminated area.

      “Stop!” the lead guard shouted from the sidelines.

      The group halted immediately, stopping only a few meters from two old cars. Rain glanced over at them, trying to determine if they were driveable. Why would they have left them out here if they were?

      “Spread out!” the guard barked. “All of you. Break up. Make sure there are at least two meters between you. Hurry up! Now!”

      The frightened prisoners started parting.

      “Stay close,” Isaac said, moving closer to the cars. Rain joined him, keeping the minimum distance between them.

      She approached one of the prisoners. A younger man. Barely an adult. He was shaking visibly, his flesh lined with goosebumps. He looked at her with wild eyes.

      “This is my spot,” he said, his voice shaking.

      “Not anymore,” she replied. “Move.”

      He stared her down for a moment before thinking better of challenging one of the only people in the group who wasn’t shivering. He wandered far enough away to satisfy the soldiers.

      “What do you think the antennas are for?” Rain asked, loud enough for Isaac to hear her. He was almost touching one of the cars, his eyes scanning the interior. Even if the vehicles wouldn’t move, if things got violent or crazy they might be able to use them as cover.

      “I can’t even begin to guess what they’re planning,” Isaac replied. “Be ready to take cover. And whatever happens, stay close.”

      “Pozz that,” Rain replied.

      “Everybody halt!” the guard shouted, his voice carrying across the flats.

      The prisoners stopped again. They stood in one place, casting nervous glances at one another. Rain watched the guard. He turned to face one of the cameras, probably speaking to whoever was watching.

      He turned around again, but he didn’t say anything more.

      Rain winced, a sudden high-pitched and slightly painful whine entering her consciousness. What the hell was that? She found Isaac again. He was standing stiff as a board. Then he looked at her, his eyes suddenly filled with fear and anger.

      “Bait,” he said.

      “What?” Rain replied.

      “We’re fucking bait.” He extended his hand, pointing toward the distance, beyond the spotlights.

      She heard it now. A new sound joining the whine, which was fading in intensity. It was a sound she had heard before. The last time had been less than a day earlier, though she could hardly believe it. She had sensed the trife before. She didn’t feel anything now.

      It didn’t change the truth. She looked in the direction Isaac was pointing, out into the darkness that led over the horizon. Only the horizon was suddenly undulating, the darkness shifting and moving and growing ever closer.

      It didn’t matter what she felt. She knew what she was seeing.

      The trife were coming, and these people were powerless to fight them.
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      Hayden stared at the viewscreen, his eyes tracking from one stream to another, his attention split between Rain and Isaac.

      “What is this?” he asked, watching as Isaac pointed into the distance. He found the camera positioned behind the Marine and stared past him. There was nothing but more barren land as far as the camera could capture.

      “How much do you really know, Duke?” Colonel Gillick replied. “How much can you tell me about what this is?” She maintained her predator smile, certain she had maneuvered him perfectly to where she wanted him.

      “I don’t know,” Hayden replied.

      “No? Are you certain?”

      Hayden watched the other prisoners. A couple of them had already started screaming. Others were trying to run, tripping over themselves to head away from Isaac’s threat and then stopping when they realized the danger was there too. They looked at one another with wild, terrified eyes, trying to figure out what to do.

      Hayden squinted his eyes, trying to see what the people saw.

      He didn’t see a damned thing.

      His head whipped toward Gillick. “What the fuck is this?” he growled, the beginning of an answer forming in his mind.

      “You know what it is, don’t you Duke? You’ve seen it before. Am I right?”

      “You need to stop this,” Hayden said. “Now.”

      “I can’t stop it. I have a mission. I have orders. This is vital research.”

      “Research for who?”

      She didn’t answer. He took a step toward her. Hale positioned himself between them.

      “Easy, Duke,” he said.

      “Research for who?” Hayden shouted.

      Gillick didn’t respond. She was watching the screen. He could get past Hale, but he would have a bullet or ten in him before he got close to the colonel. He swung back around instead.

      The prisoners were scrambling, looking for a way to escape and winding up running in circles. They began closing in on the modboxes.

      Isaac and Rain had moved to one of them. Isaac had popped the hood, and Rain was looking inside.

      “This is interesting,” Doctor Stern said. “It looks like they’re going to try to fight back.”

      “I haven’t seen this before,” Gillick agreed. “Duke, you’re a blessing in disguise. We haven’t had a chance to do much research on the fight response to the stimulus. Earthers are a dime a dozen. They’re also the biggest cowards I’ve ever seen. But not your people.”

      Rain reached beneath the hood, tearing a metal pipe from the engine compartment with her augmented hand.

      “Ooh,” Gillick said. “She’s augmented like you? Come on now, Duke. You have to tell me where you came from.”

      “You need to stop this,” Hayden replied, fighting to keep his voice calm.

      “We have one hundred percent compliance,” Stern said, as if in response to the statement. “We can save the subjects for the next test, without the props.”

      “Where have you seen this tech before, Duke?” Gillick asked. “Where have you seen this reaction?”

      “We both know what this is, damn it. How did you get a hold of it?”

      “It wasn’t easy. Answer my questions, and maybe I’ll call the scenario.”

      Hayden looked at the screens. The prisoners had stopped running, realizing there was no escape. One of them screamed, clutching at their throat and tumbling to the ground. She didn’t move again.

      Except there was nothing there.

      Another prisoner fell. Then another. They were grouping on the cars, seeking shelter. Isaac was out of the vehicle, and he had one of the metal pipes in his hand, primed to start swinging against the unseen enemy. Rain was ripping more parts out of the engine, handing them out toward the prisoners, her mouth moving. Hayden could read her lips. She was imploring them to fight.

      “Damn it, there’s nothing there,” he said, his hands clenched into fists. “Where did you get Axon neural disruption tech? How?”

      “You know so much about all of this, Duke,” Gillick replied. “You even know the name of the enemy. I’ve never heard another Earther mention it. Why did you kill Junk? You had a reason. What was it?”

      Hayden glared at her. Was it possible she had no idea about the khoron? Had Shurrath been dealing with her in secret, selling her slaves to fund something else? That didn’t make sense. If he had an opportunity to infiltrate Proxima, why wouldn’t he have taken it?

      “You really don’t know?” he asked, still staring at the display. More of the prisoners were dying, killed by the hallucinations the neural disruption was causing. There were no trife out there, but their minds convinced them there were. Their minds believed it when they were clawed or bitten and told their bodies they were injured, and then their bodies died.

      “Judging by your reaction, I’m sure I don’t,” Gillick replied.

      “Does the name Shurrath mean anything to you?”

      He thought Gillick would laugh at the name or maybe kill him on the spot. She didn’t, shaking her head instead. “No. Not at all.”

      In the viewscreen, Isaac and Rain were fighting invisible trife. Isaac swung the metal pipe with abandon, backing away, ducking and jerking aside. Rain threw hard punches with her augmented hand and then jumped away on powerful prosthetic legs, landing and kicking out, spinning and striking again.

      “Your girl knows how to fight,” Hale said, impressed.

      “Who is Shurrath?” Colonel Gillick asked.

      Hayden looked back at her. He had mentioned the Relyeh. He wasn’t sure he wanted to provide any more information about it. “Why are you experimenting with neural disruption?” he asked instead. “What are you hoping to gain?”

      “Control,” she replied. “What else? Who’s Shurrath? Tell me, and I’ll stop this before your people join the rest.”

      The other prisoners were littering the flats, almost all of them succumbing to their hallucinations. Isaac and Rain were still standing. Still fighting. But they believed they were surrounded. They wouldn’t last for long.

      Hayden clenched his jaw. He didn’t trust Proxima, and he was fairly certain Gillick was with the Trust. If he told them about Shurrath and the Relyeh, it would be like opening Pandora’s Box. He had no idea what the fallout might be, but he could imagine it might be worse than if Isaac and Rain died out there, and he died where he was standing. They were already toying with advanced technology they didn’t fully understand.

      Colonel Gillick laughed. “You’d rather let them die than tell me? Now that’s a secret worth beating out of you. And I thought I was a cold bitch.”

      “Uh, Colonel?” Doctor Stern said.

      “What is it?” she replied.

      “We lost one hundred percent compliance.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Hayden returned his attention to the viewport. Isaac had stopped fighting. Instead, he had gotten Rain to the ground and was struggling to keep her down. His lips were moving, telling her that none of it was real.

      “He broke the disruption,” Gillick said. “Stern, has that ever happened before?”

      “No, Colonel.”

      She looked at Hayden. “Shut down the scenario. Bring those two in. If Junk is dead, we’ll need to pause the research while we establish a new source. Damn it. You’re going to tell me everything you know.”

      “I’ve been tortured before, Colonel,” Hayden said. “In ways I’m certain you don’t have the means to duplicate. You want me to talk, ask nice.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration. Hale, you have my permission to treat Duke like a piece of shit. Bring him to the vault and lock him up.”

      “Yes, Colonel,” Hale said. “Let’s go.” He grabbed Hayden’s arm.

      “We’ll talk later,” Colonel Gillick said. “Once I’m done cleaning up this mess.”

      Hayden didn’t respond. He glared at her as Hale and his squad led him out of the room.

      “Whose side are you on, Colonel?” he asked.

      “The right side,” she replied.
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      Sergeant Hale was less gentle with Hayden this time, shoving him roughly to lead him from Research to whatever the vault was. The sergeant’s other two squadmates remained close behind him, keeping their rifles trained on his back, their expressions serious behind their faceplates.

      It turned out the vault wasn’t far from Research. In fact, it was part of research. A round lead door hung open from massive hinges buried in solid rock. It reminded Hayden of the secured door he had spent the first thirty years of his life locked behind on the starship Pilgrim. That door had been there to protect the colonists from potential harm. This door was here to keep dangerous things contained.

      He felt a small amount of pride that Gillick considered him that dangerous.

      Hale shoved him through the vault door and onto a metal-grate bridge that split a deep shaft. A second, matching door waited on the other side, also open. It was clear to Hayden that the bridge could be retracted or removed, leaving a wide gap between the two heavy blast doors as the last line of defense against an escape.

      “What the hell do you have in there?” he asked, jerking his chin toward the open door in front of him.

      Hale slammed Hayden in the back with his rifle, sending him to his knees. “Nobody told you to speak.”

      Hayden grabbed the grated metal floor, his fist clenching and leaving it bent as he stood again. How hard would it be to grab Hale and toss him over the side? Vazquez or Dyne might shoot him, but it also might be worth it.

      He continued forward, through the second door and into a small passage hewn directly from the mountain rock. Small doors lined the passage, each of them not only made of similarly thick metal but also lined with what appeared to be an electrical force field of some kind, a web of energy that pulsed in a tangle over the lead.

      He wanted to ask if the tech was Axon-based, but there was no sense trying to talk to Hale.

      “Keep going,” Hale said. “All the way to the end. I want to show you something.”

      Hayden continued walking. There was a door at the end of the passage, larger than the rest. It didn’t stand out it in any other way.

      He heard footsteps at the rear of the passage as he reached the front. He started to turn his head.

      “Eyes front,” Hale snapped, hitting him with his rifle. “It’s just the rest of you savages. I don’t know why the colonel wants to keep any of you. In my opinion, you’re nothing but trouble.”

      They made it to the forward-most door. Hale reached past Hayden, sliding his wrist over a biometric security panel. The force shield remained, but the door behind it slid away.

      “To answer your question of what the hell we have in here,” Hale said.

      Hayden stared into the room. Dozens of wires extended from machines affixed to the ceiling, converging on a lead sphere in the center of the cell. It was suspended in the air, not hanging from the wires but floating. He could make out the small undulations in its position, and the small vibrations running up the cables to the machines.

      There was nothing else in the room, human or otherwise. He expected something incredible and possibly frightening.

      He wasn’t impressed.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Hale laughed. “The most dangerous thing on this planet.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      “It’s an Axon,” someone said from behind Sergeant Hale. Hayden recognized the voice of Doctor Stern. “Of course, you can’t see it. It’s locked inside the sphere, along with enough nano-circuitry to command and control its incredibly complex core processor.”

      Hayden continued looking at the sphere. “So you haven’t reverse-engineered the disruption tech. You’re amplifying the Axon’s signal.”

      Stern laughed. “I’m impressed. Looking at you, I would take you for just another savage pretending to be important.”

      “Stern, what are you doing here?” Hale asked.

      “I needed to come down to measure the non-compliant subject’s brain wave patterns. Colonel Gillick will have your ass for the security breach.”

      Hale slid his wrist over the panel again, resealing the blast door.

      “I wanted him to see Chuck. Too many of these assholes think they’re the most superior thing on this shithole. Sorry, Duke, but that thing is.”

      “It isn’t a toy, Sergeant,” Stern said. “Or a trophy.”

      “Whatever, Doc.”

      “What you saw in there is my life’s work. And my father’s work before that.”

      “How long have you had it?” Hayden asked.

      “About ninety-five years. What you saw on the field, it’s taken us generations to get that far. The Axon language is unbelievable in its condensed expressiveness.”

      Sergeant Hale sighed. “Save the lecture, Stern. Get your measurement and get lost.”

      “You don’t have to be an asshole all of the time, Hale,” Stern replied.

      “Duke, turn around,” Hale said, ignoring the doctor’s last comment.

      Hayden turned around. He saw Stern walking back down the passage, a large, hard case in his hand, and Isaac and Rain beyond him, flanked by another squad of Centurions. The small area was getting crowded.

      “Follow the Doctor,” Hale ordered.

      Hayden did, trailing Stern as the other unit loaded Isaac and Rain into one of the cells near the front.

      “Sergeant Hale,” the second squad leader said as Hale approached.

      “Sergeant Choi,” Hale said, returning the greeting. “You want to head in, or should we?”

      “Be my guest,” Choi replied.

      “Inside,” Hale ordered, giving Hayden a softer shove.

      Hayden followed Stern into the cell, which was larger on the inside than he expected, but still too small for the number of people who had entered. A pair of mattresses rested on either side of the floor with a hole in the back for waste. A pipe jutted out above that, offering a trickle of water.

      Rain noticed Hayden first and opened her mouth to speak. He shook his head tersely, trying to keep her quiet with his eyes. Her mouth closed, but she still looked like she had something to say.

      “Well, the gang’s all here,” Hale said.

      Hayden continued looking at Rain. He could see the nervous tension in her body language. Something wasn’t right.

      “Sit him down,” Stern said, pointing to Isaac.

      Vasquez stepped toward Isaac, who hesitated just long enough for the Centurion to grab him and get her foot behind his calf. She expertly drove him down to sit.

      “It’s easier if you don’t resist,” Stern said. “This isn’t going to hurt.”

      The doctor dropped the hard case onto the mattress beside Isaac.

      Hayden glanced back at Rain. Her eyes were frantic. Why?

      “Sergeant Choi,” Stern said. “We had one hundred percent compliance, except for this one. It’s time.”

      “It sure took long enough,” Choi replied. “I hunger.”
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      Hayden started turning toward Hale, ready to defend himself.

      But Hale wasn’t the problem.

      Choi opened fire on Hale, plasma bolts spewing out at short range, burning right through the Centurion’s combat armor, into his flesh underneath and sending him stumbling backward in the sudden melee. Two other members of Choi’s squad started firing at the same time, equally efficient in cutting down Vasquez and the corporal within a matter of seconds.

      Hayden took a step toward Stern.

      “Don’t,” Choi said. “Unless you want to join them.”

      Hayden froze as Stern opened the hard case. A soft skull cap lined with wires rested inside beside a small terminal.

      “You’re infected,” he said, realizing too late what Rain was trying to tell him.

      Stern lifted the cap from the case. “I’ll be with you in a moment, Sheriff Duke. We’re almost finished here.”

      “What are you doing?” Isaac asked, eyes burning with anger.

      “Shurrath suffered at the hands of the Axon,” Stern said. “Their neural disruption technology makes them difficult to fight.” He tried to place the cap on Isaac’s head. Isaac shied away until Choi stepped forward and shoved the muzzle of his rifle in his side.  

      “Sit still,” the infected Centurion barked.

      “But this one is resistant to the disruption. We need to know how and why. The Centurions, they want to use the tech to control one another.” He shook his head. “Once we’ve mastered the technology, once we can negate it, Shurrath can return to the war. If he can claim Axon worlds before his brethren, his place among them will be restored. Our hunger will be met.”

      “I’m not resistant,” Isaac said. “I saw the trife. I saw them attacking the people. You killed all of them.”

      “You have no idea how many of your kind have died in the name of this research,” Stern said. “Entire transports filled with slaves brought in from all around Howl, sold to Junk and resold to the Centurions before he ever became a follower of Shurrath. Long before we ever knew they had captured and contained an Axon Intellect.”

      “An Intellect?” Hayden questioned.

      Stern ignored him, putting the cap on Isaac’s head and activating the terminal. “You see Shurrath as the enemy, Sheriff Duke.” He glanced back at Hayden. “You started a war over the death of a handful of your kind. But perhaps Shurrath isn’t your enemy. Perhaps Shurrath can be your salvation. He takes only what he needs, and once this world is firmly in his grasp, there will be a place for the strong at his richest banquet. Compare that to the way you’ve been treated by the very people, your own kind, who abandoned you. They left you behind and now label you as savages no better than the apes from which you evolved.”

      “Sheriff, I hate to say it,” Rain said. “But he has a point.”

      “Shurrath is the one threatening my family,” Hayden replied.

      “As I said, a war you started, and with hardly any of the facts.”

      “Shurrath killed my son,” Isaac growled. “He murdered Jason and a dozen other kids.”

      “An unfortunate experience. A result of the integration with Major Salk. But also in the past.”

      “Not to me.”

      “I don’t care what you ultimately decide, Hayden Duke. You can either leave this place in Shurrath’s good graces with your family safe from retribution, or you can leave a prisoner and watch your United Western Territories burn. It doesn’t matter to me. We have what we were looking for.”

      A projection extended from the terminal, showing the output of the brain scan. Stern lifted his head to look at it, using his hands to turn the hologram in different directions to examine it.

      “If I could, I would stop Proxima too,” Hayden said.

      “Instead, you accept their help. What do you think the true cost of that assistance will be, Sheriff, once you have something they really, really want?”

      Hayden didn’t need to answer. He already knew the answer. He wasn’t under any delusions that Proxima Command or the Trust were looking out for anyone but themselves. But then, neither was Shurrath.

      “I bet you’re keeping secrets from them already,” Stern added. “Well, this is interesting.”

      “What is it?” Isaac asked.

      Stern started to laugh. “So simple. And at the same time so horribly untenable.”

      “What?” Isaac repeated.

      Stern looked at him. “The reason you’re resistant to the neural disruption is because you have a brain tumor. You’re already a dead man walking.”

      “What?” Isaac hissed, his face paling instantly.

      “What?” Hayden echoed.

      “Sheriff,” Rain said softly.

      “He’s useless,” Stern said. “Kill—”

      Hayden didn’t miss her cue a second time.
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      Hayden sank the microspear into Stern’s back before the man could finish speaking. Rain lunged forward at the same time, the strength of her augmented legs carrying her to the doorway and Sergeant Choi just as his finger depressed the trigger of his gun. She grabbed the weapon with her replacement hand, redirecting the bolts toward the top of the cell before crushing the muzzle.

      The damage caused the gun to misfire, and it exploded in Sergeant Choi’s hands. Hayden was already pivoting away from the dead doctor to throw the microspear at the sergeant, the dark alloy of the weapon sinking impossibly easily through his combat armor. Choi cried out and fell to the floor in a heap.

      Rain burst out of the room, kicking one of the Centurions in the chest and knocking her down before spinning to punch the other. He managed to get out of the way, ducking aside while trying to aim his weapon.

      Isaac quickly grabbed Hale’s discarded rifle and fired from inside the cell, the bullets whipping past Rain’s shoulder and peppering the Centurion. The close range allowed a few of them to get through his armor, and he fell too.

      Hayden grabbed the microspear from Choi’s chest, yanking it back out of the armor. The female Centurion was trying to get up. He dropped onto her, putting the spear against her neck.

      “Don’t move.”

      She looked up at him. There was no sign of fear.

      “For Shurrath.”

      She lifted her hand, a grenade clutched in her fingers.

      “Shit,” Hayden said. He wrapped his oversized hand around hers, clutching it tightly and putting his other arm across his face to protect it. “Grenade!”

      The device detonated, the force tearing through Hayden’s hand, backing up and sending plasma and shrapnel through the Centurion’s faceplate, killing her almost instantly.

      Not before she triggered an alarm.

      A loud tone began to blare from hidden speakers. Hayden lowered his arm from his face, first looking down at the wreck of his hand and then at the inner vault seal.

      It was starting to swing closed.

      “Shit,” Rain said.

      “Go!” Hayden shouted.

      Rain dashed toward the door, reaching it too late. She slid to a stop as it finished shutting with a loud clang.

      “Damn it!” she said, pushing against the door with her augmented arm.

      “Shit, Sheriff,” Isaac said, seeing his hand. “Are you okay?”

      The pain was intense, the damaged synthetic nerve endings firing pulse after pulse to his mind, telling him he was severely wounded. He reached over with his other hand and tapped on the control ring, turning off the feedback.

      “I am now,” he said, raising the hand and turning it to examine the damage. There was nothing left but sharp, ragged metal with dangling wires and drooping synthetic musculature. He glanced at Isaac, remembering what Doctor Stern had said. “Shit, Ike. I’m sorry. I—”

      “I don’t buy it,” Isaac said, cutting him off. “I saw the surveillance video from Dugway. I killed those scientists, and nothing is going to convince me I did that of my own free will. Besides, I feel fine.” He grabbed the cap on his head, tearing it off and throwing it aside. “What are we going to do?”

      The alarm was still blasting, the sound a constant squeal in the background.

      “Rain, what about the door?” Hayden asked.

      “Not going to happen, Sheriff. The lock is electromagnetic.”

      “Damn it.” He sighed heavily. He bent down over Sergeant Hale, removing his helmet and lowering it onto his head.

      “...Hale, I asked for a sitrep,” Colonel Gillick said, her voice laced with concern. “What the hell is happening down there?”

      “Colonel,” Hayden said. “Sergeant Hale is dead.”

      “Duke?” Gillick replied, surprised. “You son of a bitch.”

      “I didn’t do it, Colonel. Listen to me. Your mission is compromised. Stern, Choi and the members of his unit. They turned on Hale and his squad.”

      “Stern? What was he doing in the vault?”

      “It’s a long story,” Hayden replied. “I’d be happy to talk to you about it, but you’ll need to let us out of here.”

      Gillick was silent for a few heartbeats, considering his request.

      “Forget it,” she replied. “Stern and Choi were traitors? Bullshit. Nobody’s dumb enough to fuck with the Trust. Well, maybe you are. Why do you think I put you in there in the first place? I was hoping you’d be smart enough not to try anything if you realized there was no way out.”

      Hayden didn’t get much comfort from the admission she was with the Trust. Not when they were trapped down here like this.

      “The only thing I did was defend myself. I’m not your enemy, Colonel. I never was. I’m just trying to get home.”

      “Bullshit. You know way too much to be some random Earther just passing through. Who are you working for? Who sent you? The Custodian?”

      Hayden had never heard that title before. Who was the Custodian? “I’m not working for anyone. Honestly, I don’t give a damn about Proxima politics or what you people are doing up there. Unlike you, I care about the ones who are dying right here. Regular human beings like you and me.”

      “Don’t spew that idealistic garbage at me, Duke,” Gillick hissed. “Just the fact that I was able to buy dozens of human lives for next to nothing tells me everything I need to know about the state of humanity on Earth.

      “Open the fucking door!” Hayden cursed, the statement raising his anger past boiling.

      Gillick laughed. “Not a fucking chance in hell. You’re going to rot down there until I can get a crew to take you back to Proxima and let the experienced interrogators beat the truth out of you. You’ve got water and a head, and I’m sure a man like you can fast for a few weeks without dying.”

      The comm clicked; the link disconnected.

      Hayden ripped the helmet off his head and threw it against the wall. “Damn it!”

      “Are we trapped in here?” Isaac asked.

      “Gillick’s going to send for someone to bring us to Proxima,” Hayden answered, rubbing at his forehead. They were deep in it, that was for sure. “It takes a week to get a message from here to there, another week for someone to come back.”

      “We’re going to be stuck in here for two weeks?” Rain asked. “With them?” She pointed at the corpses.

      “Unless we can come up with a better option. At least we shut Shurrath down.”

      “We don’t know that, do we? There could be more khoron on the base.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed.

      “I’m not so sure shutting Shurrath down is a good thing,” Rain said. “You heard what Stern said. And it’s true, Sheriff. Given a choice between two evils, right now the Relyeh look like the better one.”

      “Except they aren’t human,” Isaac said. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think everyone on Proxima is in favor of the way people are being treated down here.”

      “They aren’t. Rico is a strong supporter of what I’ve been trying to do. She’s doing her best to influence politics to get us more help.” He looked at Rain. “I don’t think you can say the same for the Relyeh.”

      Rain lowered her eyes. “No. I guess not. It’s just.” She shook her head. “This is all such bullshit. It shouldn’t be this way.”

      “No, it shouldn’t,” Hayden agreed. “Let’s figure out how to get out of here, and maybe we can change it.”

      She smiled. “Never say die. Right. Do you have any ideas?”

      Hayden shook his head. “Not yet. But we can work on it.”

      “I’ve got one,” Isaac said.
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      “I’m not sure that’s even approaching the realm of being a good idea,” Hayden said.

      “Are you sure you’re feeling okay, Ike?” Rain asked.

      Isaac nodded. “I’m fine. Really. Okay, I know there’s a little bit of risk involved—”

      “A little bit?” Hayden scoffed.

      “Look, we both know if we spend the next two weeks trapped in here, it’ll be your wife and daughter who suffer, along with all of those people you say you’re trying to protect. I didn’t get the chance to save my family, and when it came time to protect the people in Dugway, I failed them too. I can’t stand the thought of failing again. Not when this might be my last chance to get any peace. We have to do this, Hayden.”

      It was a convincing argument, and it yanked hard at Hayden’s emotions. Of course he wanted to get out of here and get back home. It was an ache in his gut he would never shake until he was loose.

      But freeing the Axon Intellect?

      “How do we know it can help us?” Hayden asked. “This place was designed to keep it captive. It might not be able to do a damn thing about the doors either.”

      “That may be true, but how would the Centurions know what it can or can’t escape from?” Isaac asked. “Unless one has escaped from them before. For all we know, they’re only guessing at what should keep it locked up.”

      “Maybe. What if we get it loose and it does more harm to the planet, more harm to my family than Shurrath ever could.”

      That was the real fear. He had encountered an Other before. The opposing alien race had more contempt for humankind than the Relyeh.

      “Or it might be as grateful to get out of here as we would be,” Isaac replied. “It might even appreciate the tip on Shurrath considering the two races are at war.”

      Hayden shook his head. “I want to say yes, but my gut is telling me no.”

      “It isn’t only your decision,” Rain said. “All three of us are trapped in here. We should vote.”

      Hayden didn’t like that idea either, but he nodded. “Okay. Ike?”

      “For.”

      “Rain?”

      “For. Sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter how I vote.”  Hayden turned to look at the door at the end of the passage.

      “How do we get in?” Isaac asked.

      “Hale,” Hayden replied. “He has an ID chip in his wrist. We need to scan it.”

      “Don’t you think Gillick would have shut off his access by now?”

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Isaac entered the cell, lifting Hale’s body and carrying it back into the hallway and down to the door at the end. When he got there, he lifted Hale’s wrist and swiped it past the security panel.

      It flashed red.

      “Too late,” Isaac said. “We aren’t getting in there.”

      “Get Stern,” Hayden replied. “He isn’t a Marine. He might have different clearance.”

      “This is the most macabre thing I’ve ever done,” Isaac said. He dropped Hale, leaving him propped against the wall. He returned with Doctor Stern, waving his wrist in front of the panel. “Nothing.”

      “Try the other wrist,” Hayden said. “It didn’t turn green or red.”

      Isaac switched his grip on the body and tried again. The panel flashed green, the force field shut off, and the door opened.

      “Good call,” Isaac said, putting Stern next to Hale.

      Hayden entered the room first, clutching the microspear in his remaining hand. His heart was thumping, the tension building as he approached the sphere containing the Axon.

      “How do we open it?” Rain asked, coming up beside him.

      “I’m not sure I even want to touch it,” Hayden replied. “This is a job for my wife.”

      “It looks like a soccer ball,” Isaac said.

      “I’m not even sure if opening the sphere might kill it.”

      “We didn’t come in here to stare at it,” Rain said.

      “She has a point,” Isaac agreed.

      Hayden leaned in, searching for a seam on the sphere without touching it. Wires and tubes vanished into the lead through raised connections, but it was as if the Axon had been placed inside the mold. Could he cut into the metal without damaging the alien?

      Did he want to?

      Not really, but they had voted and he had lost. He couldn’t push for democracy in the UWT if he couldn’t accept it on this smaller scale.

      “Sheriff, do it,” Rain said.

      Hayden slowly reached forward, sinking the edge of the spear into the metal. It cut through easily.

      His hand instantly began to tingle as a flow of energy ran from the spear up through his hand and then up his arm. He let go of the spear, taking a quick step back and trying to clutch at the hand, which felt as though it were on fire. The microspear began to glow, the dark alloy turning a bright blue. Small pinpricks started spreading across the surface, the spears tentacle-like extensions stabbing out through the lead and also beginning to glow.

      “Get back!” Hayden barked, backing away. There was no cover in the room. Nowhere to hide. They pressed themselves against the wall, continuing to observe.

      The small points of energy grew, spreading out from the tentacles and eating away at the lead. The tubes and wires smoked and hissed before falling away, swinging to hang limply from the machines affixed to the ceiling.

      Then the floating sphere dropped heavily to the floor, landing with a deep thud.

      The whole thing continued to glow more brightly, the blue energy enveloping it from the inside out. The lead didn’t explode. It liquified, running down and away into a molten puddle on the rock floor and leaving a semi-transparent, gelatinous mound behind.

      The spear slid through the mound, slipping out of it and coming to rest on the floor. The blue glow of energy began to subside until it had faded away completely.

      “Did we melt it?” Rain asked, staring at what was left behind.

      “I hope not,” Isaac replied.

      They stood silent and motionless, eyes on the mound as if waiting for it to move. One minute passed. Then another. A third. The mound didn’t move. It didn’t change. It appeared inert.

      “It was worth a shot,” Hayden said. Even though he was against the idea, he had still put his hope in it.

      “Maybe it needs a little poke,” Rain suggested. “It might not realize it’s out of the sphere.”

      “It isn’t a good idea for us to touch it,” Hayden said. “It nearly fried my remaining hand sticking the microspear in.”

      “We don’t have to touch it,” Isaac said, pointing at the bodies of Doctor Stern and Sergeant Hale. “It’ll be the new most macabre thing I’ve ever done, but I’m willing to do an awful lot to get us out of here.”

      Hayden and Rain didn’t argue. Isaac went back into the hall, picking up Sergeant Hale’s hands and dragging his body into the room, leaving a faint trail of blood behind.

      “Disgusting,” Rain said softly.

      Isaac slowed as he neared the mound, staying to the left. He guided Hale’s body as close as he could get it and then jumped back as he released the arms. One hand slapped the floor. The other one landed in the gelatin.

      Hayden, Isaac, and Rain waited for a reaction.

      They didn’t have to wait long.
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      The gelatinous goo began to move the moment the dead man’s hand came in contact with it. Not quickly, but in a way that made it immediately evident that the motion wasn’t the result of the weight pressing down on it and its resistance to that weight.

      Within a minute, it began to inch its way up over the Centurion’s flesh, enveloping the hand. Within five minutes it had stretched out across the arm of his combat armor in long tendrils like extended fingers with wider blobs at the ends.

      Hayden remained fixed in place, watching the activity with a mixture of surprise, disgust, curiosity and fear.  The latter was the strongest, the idea that they had just made a massive mistake stuck at the forefront of his thoughts. It wasn’t as if he had never made reckless decisions before. He often acted with his heart first and his brain second. But he knew what the Others could do better than he knew what Shurrath could do. It was the Axon’s victory over Shurrath that had brought him here in the first place.

      His misgivings didn’t matter now. The decision was made, and there was no going back. No undoing what they had done. No putting this genie back in the bottle.

      All Hayden could do, all Rain or Isaac could do, was wait.

      The gelatinous mass continued to spread, branching out from itself as it traveled, climbing the dead Centurion’s body armor. Hayden wasn’t sure what it was doing until it reached one of the bullet holes Sergeant Choi had made, which sank through the combat armor and into the flesh beneath. One of the fingers touched down there and then spread around it, seeming to recognize it as a hole. More of the gelatin shifted to the area, beginning to create a new mound around it. It seemed to grip the hole, and a blue light formed around it, burning more of the armor away. Hayden watched in morbid fascination as the gelatin sank into Hale’s wound. He flinched when the slug emerged, rolling off the body and onto the floor.

      The goo continued to gather at that hole, all of it sliding across Hale’s body without leaving evidence of its passing behind. The wound was like a drain, sucking up the gelatin as it vanished into Hale’s body.

      “What the hell is it doing?” Rain asked, the first to speak in nearly ten minutes.

      “Maybe it’s eating him,” Isaac replied.

      “No,” Hayden said. “It needs a body.”

      “What?” Rain said.

      “It doesn’t have a skeletal structure. It needs something to provide support and locomotion. As you can see, it doesn’t move very fast on its own.” Hayden paused, smirking at Rain and Isaac’s surprised expressions. “What? Natalia taught me that.”

      As if to confirm his statement, Sergeant Hale’s hand suddenly moved.

      It spasmed and jerked, shaking violently for a few seconds before dropping again. Then the other hand did the same, followed by the legs. Then the head.

      Then it became still.

      A minute passed. Then another. The gelatin slowly vanished from the outside of the body, making its way inside.

      Then the sergeant sat up.

      “Shit,” Rain said, jumping back in surprise.

      Hale’s eyes were flat. Dead. His movements were slow and precise, more like a robot than a person. He turned his head, the muscles in the neck cracking. His mouth opened and closed. So did his hands.

      “Sergeant Hale?” Hayden said.

      The sergeant’s head turned toward him. His mouth split into a smile. He started to make a sound like laughter. “Ha. Ha. Hahaha. Hahahahaha. Ha. Haha.”

      “Sergeant,” Hayden repeated.

      Hale fell silent. He remained completely still. The eyes changed, the gelatin surrounding them from behind and forming a white film over it, which then seemed to split into a thousand separate small pricks of color in a hexagonal shape.

      “You released me,” Hale said. “Why?”

      “We’re all prisoners in here,” Hayden replied.

      “It’s logical for two entities in the same danger to cooperate and thus, avoid that danger. Understanding and agreement. I require your help.”

      “We require your help,” Rain said.

      “I will act to help myself. You will benefit from that act. I require your help.”

      “How is that different?”

      “It wants to be in charge,” Hayden said. “It doesn’t help us. We help it.”

      “Understanding and agreement,” it replied. “The strong shall command the weak.”

      “I don’t think we have agreement yet,” Isaac said. “What did you do to Sergeant Hale?”

      “Why is that of importance? This shell was inactive when you gifted it to me.”

      “I didn’t give it to you.”

      “Actually, you did,” Hayden said. “You’re an Axon, right?”

      “Agreement. A human description would be a Basic Intellect. An artificial intelligence.”

      “What about an Axon description?”

      “You would not understand the algorithm.”

      “You aren’t organic?” Isaac asked.

      “This shell is organic, and I require this shell. Therefore, I am partially organic. My core design is a mixed composition of elements you would label as either exotic or alien. Elements that are not available on this world.”

      “How did you get here?” Hayden asked.

      “To Earth? I arrived in a spacecraft.”

      “I mean, here.” Hayden pointed at the floor.

      “Imprisoned? My internal power reserves were nearly expended, leaving me inert. Colonel Gillick must have found me somewhere.”

      “Someone found you. I doubt it was Gillick. You know where you are?”

      “Affirmation. Extension and adjustment of the neural disruption signal requires bi-directional access. Coincidentally, subnetworks have become compromised.”

      “You hacked their network?” Rain said.

      “Ha. Haha. Hahahaha. Understanding. However, the security systems are correctly placed on their own separate network. I was not able to hack into them.”

      “So you can’t hack us out of here?”

      “Negation. That is why I require you.”

      “There are two sealed blast doors between us and any chance of getting out of here,” Hayden said. “With a pit in between. Unless you can fly, we’ll need some kind of access to the security network.”

      “Does this shell appear as though it can fly?” the Intellect asked. “Ha. Hahahaha. Ha. Ha. Humor.”

      Hayden stared dubiously at the Axon machine. Was it broken?

      “I am prepared to escape,” it announced. “I require your help. Do we have a deal?”

      “Hold on,” Hayden said. “What are you going to do when you get out of here?”

      “I was offline for many ens. Then I was restored in this place. I must determine if the Hunger have reached Axon space at last.”

      “I can answer that question for you,” Hayden said.

      “Understanding. I require your answer.”

      “Not so fast. We haven’t agreed on anything yet. If I told you we knew where to find one of the ancient Relyeh, what would you say?”

      “I must inform the others.”

      “What if they already know.”

      The Intellect was silent for a moment, its face blank. “I must destroy it.”

      Hayden smiled. “I was hoping you might say that. We want to destroy it too.”

      “Understanding and agreement. I require you.”

      “Not this time. You follow my lead and help us get out of here, and I’ll help you find Shurrath. Do we have a deal?”

      “Ha. Hahaha. Ha. Haha. Shurrath? Agreement. We have a deal.”

      “Great. How do we get out of here?”
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      “I can’t believe you made a deal with that thing without running it by us,” Isaac whispered.

      “You have no leg to stand on, Ike,” Hayden replied quietly. “You wanted to let that thing out. Now that it’s done, I think it’s a good deal for everyone involved.”

      They were positioned near the second blast door, armed with the Centurions’ dropped weapons and ready for a fight.

      “Except for the part where it’s using us as a diversion. I can’t believe you agreed to that plan. That thing has a few screws loose.”

      “It doesn’t have screws,” Hayden replied. “I’m certain of that.”

      “You know what I mean. What is it doing back there anyway?”

      Hayden glanced over his shoulder. The Axon Intellect had taken Sergeant Choi’s helmet and was in the process of altering it, using fine tendrils that had sprouted out of Hale’s fingers for the delicate work.

      “I don’t know. Probably something smarter than we would have come up with on our own. How long do you think it spent figuring out a plan before we let it out?”

      “A long time. Fine. I get your point. But I still think we should have heard the plan before we agreed to it.”

      “Only direction to move is forward, Sergeant,” Hayden said.

      They waited another minute. Then Rain came up beside them. “He’s ready.”

      “He?” Isaac said. “It doesn’t have a gender.”

      “He also has a name.”

      “He…I mean, it...does?”

      “I named him Max.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t want to call it it the whole time. Max doesn’t care what we call him, or if we say he’s a boy or a girl. I figured since he’s in a man’s body, that makes him a male, at least for now. If he ends up in a female, then we can discuss calling him her. Anyway, he’s ready.”

      Hayden took a deep breath and nodded. Isaac faced front, raising his rifle, while Rain moved closer to Max, bringing her firearm level. The active part of the plan was relatively simple. Max was confident he could get Colonel Gillick to send a unit into the vault. He even believed he knew which unit she would send.

      The colonel preferred to let them rot down here. But that was before they had taken the desperate measure of letting the Axon Intellect loose. Hayden didn’t know if Gillick was or wasn’t aware of the Intellect’s current status. Max didn’t go into detail, but Hayden supposed the first step of the plan was to make sure she knew.

      He glanced back over his shoulder. Max was wearing Choi’s helmet, his lips moving, suggesting he was using the comm. He looked out at Hayden, making eye contact. Hayden could hear the Intellect’s choppy laughter in his head.

      Ha. Haha. Hahahaha. Ha.

      When Max was finished, he took the helmet off and tossed it aside. Then he retreated into his prison, grabbing bundles of wires from two of the machines. His body began to convulse, and the smell of cooking meat wafted down the passage.

      “He has more than a few screws loose,” Isaac said.

      Hayden returned his eyes to front. There was nothing to do now except wait.

      It took about thirty seconds. Then the heavy inner vault door thunked and started to swing open.

      Hayden moved his finger to the trigger, prepared to squeeze, unsure of what was going to come through. Nothing human. Max had guaranteed that. If Gillick sent humans, he could use his neural disruptor to confuse them.

      The robot that appeared reminded Hayden of the blocky and awkward but powerful Butchers, the most common of the fighting humanoid robots remaining from the war. Except this one was over two hundred years newer, with the latest Centurion technology in a sleek chrome shell.

      It moved into the passage without hesitation, a group of red eyes occupying the center of its chest. Four appendages hung from a narrow upper body, while two trunk-like legs helped support its weight. It noticed Hayden first. It was supposed to. Its torso swiveled, four small plasma blasters extending out of one of its upper limbs.

      Hayden shot at it, bullets pinging off the hardened clear alloy over its eyes, His attack was completely ineffective. He swung back into the cell just in time to avoid the machine’s counter-attack.

      Isaac took over from there, shooting at the robot from the other side. It repeated the procedure, forcing him into hiding.

      So far, everything was going according to plan.

      The robot walked forward, trying to get an angle to shoot into the two cells. Hayden rushed it from the side, letting it grab him with another arm and lift him off the ground. He swung his remaining hand at it, pummeling its armored top and leaving small dents in the metal.

      Isaac rushed it too, caught easily in its grip. It lifted him off the floor.

      Hayden was pretty sure it saw Rain coming, but with its hands occupied there was nothing it could do to stop her. She sprinted down the corridor, her augmented legs carrying her faster than any regular human. As she neared the machine, she leaped, driving herself up and over the robot somersaulting back to her feet behind it.

      The robot dropped Hayden and Isaac and tried to turn around. She was going to make it through the vault seal, and it didn’t want that. The door started moving, closing at its command.

      For as risky as Isaac and Hayden’s distraction was, Rain had the hardest maneuver of all. She reached the seal before it snapped shut this time, and she pulled herself through, coming up just a little short. The vault door hit her metal leg and came to a sudden, echoing stop.

      She was half out of the vault, trapped by the door. The robot was finishing its rotation and aiming its plasma blasters, nearly ready to fire.

      Hayden didn’t move to help. Neither did Isaac.

      That wasn’t part of the plan.

      Hayden looked back. Max had released the wires. Now he stepped out of the prison, hands pressed together, arms out stiff. They were both smoking hot.

      Then a blue beam launched out of the hands, seeming to sear them off at the wrist. The beam hit the robot in the back, a twenty-centimeter wide blast that tore right through the armor and the internals and into the vault seal beyond. It only took a single breath. A single heartbeat. The beam vanished. The robot froze and started to smoke.

      Hayden moved then, grabbing it and pulling, yanking it into his cell and out of the way, pivoting around it. Max was running toward them, his hands completely burned away though he didn’t seem to notice or care. They had to get through the first seal and to the second before it could close.

      Hayden got there first. Without being locked, he was able to get just enough power behind his arm to force the door to give way, allowing Rain to wiggle free. She disappeared out of sight on the other side at the same time Max reached the door, pressing against it with his shoulder.

      “Push harder,” Max said.

      Hayden put more force into it. The door began to open, gaining enough ground for Isaac to slip through.

      “Hurry!” he shouted. “The bridge is retracting.”

      “Haha. Hahahaha. Ha.” Max laughed at the comment, giving the door a more forceful shove. In the same motion, he wrapped the stump of Hayden’s oversized hand in a semi-transparent, gelatinous tendril, pulling him through the door. Hayden barely cleared the threshold as it finished shutting behind him.

      There was only a small lip remaining where the bridge had been, and Max balanced expertly on it while he swung Hayden toward the other side. Hayden cried out as he was thrown over the pit, caught by Isaac on the other side. Rain had wedged herself into the second seal, keeping it from closing.

      Max leaped the gap, his foot landing on the edge. He would have slipped back, but Hayden grabbed the stump of his hand, pulling him in. They shoved hard against the door together, with only seconds before the ground vanished from beneath them.

      Rain cleared out of the way. Isaac slipped through. Hayden looked down. It was going to be close. He slipped as the bridge moved from under his foot, giving one last shove.

      It was enough. Max dragged him through, throwing him to the ground as the door slammed closed behind them.

      Hayden remained on the ground, his heart pounding so hard he could barely breathe.

      Max stood over him and laughed.

      “You are one fucked up AI,” Isaac said, offering Hayden a hand.

      Hayden took it and let the Marine pull him up.

      “Maybe a fucked up AI is just what we need,” he said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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      Hayden—followed by Isaac, Rain and Max—walked down the corridor leading away from the vault toward the research station. Alarms blared throughout the base and strobe lights flashed in warning of immediate danger, the activity impossible to ignore.

      Scientists scrambled ahead of them, running for their lives as they emerged into the same corridor, saw the four outsiders coming and decided fear was the better part of valor. They all had their hands full—clutching bags, satchels and briefcases close—as they fled.

      “Max, we need our gear,” Hayden said. “Do you know where Colonel Gillick might be keeping it?” His eyes landed on the Intellect’s hands. The charred stumps had already been replaced by new human flesh.

      How was that even possible?

      “I do not require your gear,” Max replied, noticing Hayden’s gaze. “Your chemistry is basic. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden lifted his eyes to Max’s face. “I’m in charge, remember? We had a deal.”

      “There is a storage area near the exit.”

      They cleared the corridor behind the scientists, entering the central research control station. The screens were all dark, the men and women assigned to them all gone.

      “They’re evacuating the base,” Isaac said.

      “Are you sure?” Hayden asked.

      “The procedure hasn’t changed much in the last two hundred years. If this place has a self-destruct, I can guarantee they’ve set it.”

      “Shit. How much time?”

      “That would be up to Colonel Gillick to choose, but I would guess thirty minutes. Of course, she can probably trigger it manually too.”

      “Damn it. Max, can’t you shut it down?”

      “Any security solutions are managed through the security network. I don’t currently have access. I can try to hack it? Ha. Hahaha.”

      “Let’s just get out of here.”

      They crossed through research and out into another hallway. Hayden nearly collided with a Centurion Marine as he came through the opening door. The Marine put his hands up as three rifles targeted his chest.

      “I just want to get out,” the Marine said.

      “Drop your rifle and go,” Hayden replied.

      The Marine threw his rifle down and headed away.

      “They aren’t even going to try to stop us?” Rain said.

      “We made pretty quick work of that robot back there,” Hayden replied. “They probably know they can’t stop us.”

      “Agreement,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      The chaos continued around them. The alarm sirens, the strobe lights, the running scientists, the fleeing Marines. Seeing them, Hayden realized the base wasn’t as big as he had thought. They could fit every one of its occupants in the waiting transport and take them all back to Proxima.

      What then? A week from now, Colonel Gillick would reach the remote settlement. She would make her report to the Trust. General Haeri, she had said. They might connect her description to him, and then…

      There was no way to guess. It could either be the best or worst thing that could happen. He didn’t think the Trust would hold a personal grudge. They would react in the way that best furthered their plans, and depending on those plans, they might wind up allies. He certainly wasn’t going to turn down their help because they were criminals on Proxima. He believed in the law and justice, but there were lines he was willing to cross to protect his own.

      He would deal with that if and when it came to pass. He had already freed an Other, for hell’s sake. Who knew what the fallout of that decision would be? Who knew what the fallout of any of these decisions would be?  

      One problem at a time.

      They hurried through the complex, breaking into a light jog as the ranks of scientists started thinning out. They finally reached the exit to the hangar, bursting out into the cavern.

      Hayden realized at the last second they might have been rushing into an ambush, but it was already too late. Fortunately, there was no ambush waiting. The Centurions were all too aware of what Max could do. Instead, nearly everyone else in the space was running for the transport. A pair of Marines flanked the loading ramp, waving them on.

      Colonel Gillick was standing near the center of the hangar, still crisp and proper in her uniform, hands on her hips.

      “Wait,” she said, her voice echoing commandingly across the hangar.

      “Hold up,” Hayden said. “Wait here.”

      The others stopped moving, including Max.

      “Sheriff, your things are likely through the door to the left,” Max offered.

      “Rain, Isaac, go,” Hayden replied.

      They broke away from he and Max to go after their things. He continued walking toward Gillick, coming to a stop in front of her.

      “You should have let me go,” he said. “Instead of trying to create a problem that didn’t exist.”

      “That’s your opinion,” she replied, pursing her lips. “The scary part is that you have no idea what you’ve actually done. You think you can reign in an Axon Intellect, Duke? I don’t care if you are a Custodian. They can’t be controlled.”

      “I’m not a Custodian, whatever that is,” Hayden replied. “And we have an arrangement.”

      She shook her head. “You’re an idiot. What’s going to happen when that agreement ends? The Axon have nothing but contempt for anything that isn’t Axon.”

      “I’ll worry about that when I get there. You could have opened the door for us. We could have talked. I don’t know if you’re stupid or scared. I’m leaning toward scared. You Centurions have gotten too comfy out there. You don’t understand desperation. You don’t understand choosing between two shitty options.”

      “I understand a lot more than you know. You made this mess, but it’s going to be us that cleans it up.”

      “I made this mess? I came here in goodwill and good faith. You decided to use me and mine. To treat us like the savages you think everyone here is. You can’t even smell what you’re shoveling anymore.”

      “Are you sure it’s me? Freeing that Intellect was a mistake. A huge mistake. And the cost to correct it is too damn high.” She shook her head. “Oh well. We’ve got the data we’ve collected so far. We have to take the wins we can get and be smart enough to cut our losses. I hope you burn in Hell, Duke.”

      The predator smile returned to her face, and she turned on her heel, heading for the transport.

      Hayden stared at her back. What was that supposed to mean?

      An echoing rumble sounded from behind them, and the ground started to shake.  
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      “Understanding,” Max said. “Detection. Seismic activity beneath the compound.”

      Hayden looked back at the Axon Intellect, stumbling as the violence of the shaking increased. He put his good hand on the ground to balance himself.

      Colonel Gillick was running now, racing for the transport as though she had underestimated the immediacy of what she had done.

      “Sheriff!” Rain shouted. Hayden found her near the wall. She had her bow in hand, an arrow already nocked. His saddlebags rested over her shoulder, along with her quiver and rifle. “I can hit her from here.”

      It was tempting. He couldn’t deny that. “No,” he shouted back. “Shooting someone in the back makes us as bad as them.”

      She hesitated, deciding if she agreed with that logic. Then she lowered the bow, put the arrow back in its quiver and ran over to him. Max joined them there.

      “They’re going to bring the whole mountain down on us,” he said. “Hahaha. Ha. Haha.”

      “That isn’t funny,” Isaac said.

      “It might be,” Max countered.

      “There,” Hayden said, pointing to the hoverbikes. “Let’s move.”

      The rumbling was increasing. A deafening crack sounded, and then a massive piece of rock smashed to the ground a few meters away. Hayden looked up. More fractures were appearing in the stone both above and below.

      “Hurry!” he shouted.

      Rain sprinted ahead, her augments carrying her to the bikes before the others. She reached for them like they were regular motorcycles, freezing when she didn’t get how to start them.

      “Tap the control screen,” Hayden said. “And hope they aren’t locked.”

      “The passcode is 36512,” Max said.

      Rain did as they said. The first bike activated, rising from the ground on anti-gravity coils. She went to the next as Hayden, Isaac, and Max caught up, getting a second started.

      “Isaac, that one,” Hayden said, pointing to the first.

      “I don’t know how to ride,” he replied.

      “Death can make anyone a fast learner.”

      “I will assist,” Max said, breaking off and joining Isaac.

      Rain climbed onto the second bike while Hayden reached the last. He had ridden a hoverbike a few times before. They were incredibly rare on Earth and not all that practical. The coils required a lot more power than a conventional vehicle. Perfectly fine when charging them from an advanced fusion reactor like the ones on a Centurion transport. Challenging when charging from centuries-old solar panels hooked into equally old storage batteries.

      He tapped in the code, the bike making a whisper-quiet swishing sound as it rose a few centimeters from the ground, the onboard gyroscopes keeping it surprisingly still despite the shaking around them.

      “Detection. Heat and pressure!” Max shouted.

      “Go!” Hayden said, turning the throttle. The hoverbike launched forward like a rocket, sudden inertia nearly pulling him out of the seat. He held on tight, shooting toward the exit.

      Rain and Max accelerated behind him, just as the rumbling around them increased, and a blast of fire and hot air exploded out of the door behind them. Smoke, dust and debris billowed forward, surrounding them and leaving it impossible to see.

      Hayden didn’t slow down, maintaining his velocity through the blinding storm. He charged out the end of it, cursing as he nearly collided with another fallen chunk of rock. He swung the hoverbike hard right. The coils angled enough to bring the bike along the side of the crashed stone before swinging flat, downward momentum nearly bringing the coils into direct contact with the floor. The bike kicked a couple of times, leaving Hayden desperate to hold on with one hand.

      The exit approached, the rock above it badly cracked and ready to collapse. Hayden pushed the throttle a little harder, flicking his eyes back to check on Rain and Max. They were still behind him, a little better off because they had warning about the path ahead.

      Secondary explosions sounded behind them, like cannon fire at their backs. Another crash announced a new collapse so loud it seemed to Hayden the entire world was falling apart.

      Rubble tumbled into the exit, the arch above it beginning to lose cohesion and crumble. Slowing down meant certain death. There was only one way past it.

      Over it.

      Hayden stood on the hoverbike, leaning forward and forcing the machine to adjust to keep him level. He clenched his jaw, his hand tight on the bars.

      He reached the debris and leaned back, pulling the front of the bike with him. Again it tried to adjust, but too slowly to prevent itself from rising, bouncing onto the rubble and pushing off, forward momentum carrying it up and over.

      Hayden launched out the other side, the speed and angle sending him nearly three meters into the air. He held on as tight as he could, clenching the bike with his legs to keep it from falling away.

      The hoverbike hit hard, unable to keep the coils from the ground. The front of the bike bounced, rolling out of control. Hayden let go, tucking himself as he was thrown from the motorcycle, hitting the ground and rolling, his body armor preventing him from breaking bones.

      He came to a stop, looking up as Max and Rain copied his maneuver with better results, staying under control and sticking the landing.

      The entrance to the mountain base vanished behind them in a sea of heavy rubble and dust.

      Rain saw Hayden and redirected, bringing her bike around to where he had settled. He picked himself up, taking a moment to wipe the dust and dirt off before looking up. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the Centurion transport thrusters as they flared white hot before fading away.

      “Sheriff,” Rain said. “Are you okay?”

      Hayden grimaced, doing his best to ignore a twinge in his leg. The damage was minimal compared to the worst case.

      “I’ll live,” he replied.

      “Your bike is trashed.”

      Hayden looked back at the hoverbike. It was a crumpled, smoking mess on the salt flat. “Pozz.”

      “Give you a ride?” Rain patted the seat behind her.

      Hayden smiled. “Pozz.”

      He walked over to the bike, climbing on behind Rain. Max circled and came up beside them.

      “You have done well, Sheriff. Ha. Hahaha.”

      “Thanks for helping us out of there.”

      “Appreciation. Affirmation. When do we find Shurrath?”

      “No better time than now.”
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      Natalia Duke stared at the display, her eyes focused on the lines of output zipping along the bottom. Each segment was a potential password, a series of letters and numbers checked against the drive Hayden had brought her from Dego, each a fresh effort to open whatever treasures—or terrors—hidden within.

      It had taken a day and the help of her team and a couple of old reference manuals to write the algorithm, which had been spitting out combinations to the display for nearly a week. She didn’t watch it because watching might help speed it along. She watched it to keep her mind off Hayden.

      Deputy Shohei had come in from the outer checkpoint early this morning, guiding Zorro back to the stables. Of course, Bale had sent for her right away. Not because Hayden was her husband. Because she was the Governor, and she needed to know. The knock on the door of her apartment woke her instantly. She slept on the couch when Hayden wasn’t home so she would hear those knocks. Deputy Kisha was there and had told her Zorro was back.

      She left Kisha in her apartment to look after Hallia until her nanny, Heather, could come up to take care of her, and hurried down to the stable. Zorro seemed to be in good shape. No wounds Bale could find. His saddlebags were missing, but he did have dried trife blood across his haunches. Natalia was only a little worried about that. If anyone could handle themselves among trife, it was Hayden. But it was also obvious he had run into trouble. Enough trouble that he had either lost Zorro or left the horse behind.

      When they had first decided to stay on Earth, she had never worried about him even though she was pregnant at the time. She never feared raising Hallia on her own. Not with the people of Sanisco to help support her. What she had always feared was Hallia getting to know her father and then having her father die. She feared the pain of the loss. Maybe that was common in this world—she had lost count of the number of orphans in Sanisco—but it wasn’t a fate she would wish on any parent or any child. It was a fate she didn’t want for Hal.

      Even so, the worry sat in the back of her mind while she watched the segments zip along. The algorithm was up to twelve characters. Each time it added a new one the difficulty and time to crack it increased exponentially. She had promised Hayden it would be broken when he got back.

      It was a promise she really wanted to keep because she wanted him to come back.

      “Governor.”

      Natalia tore her eyes away from the display, finding Kisha standing with Engineer Lutz behind her. “Deputy.” She could see the woman’s eyes were tense and angry. “What’s going on?”

      “You need to come with me right away,” she replied. “We have a situation.”

      “Hayden?” she asked.

      “Related, but no.”

      Natalia nodded. “Lutz, let me know immediately if anything changes with this.”

      “Yes, Governor,” Lutz said.

      Natalia joined Kisha, heading for the lift. “What do you have?”

      “More like, who do we have?” Kisha said. “A motorcycle pulled into town about twenty minutes ago.”

      “That isn’t news.”

      “Well, the driver is a girl named Ginny. She can’t be more than ten or eleven. She—”

      “Witnessed the attack in the saloon.” Natalia remembered Hayden’s recounting of his experience in Dego so she knew who Ginny was. “Did she say what she’s doing here?”

      They entered the lift. Kisha selected the third floor.

      “I figured she’d be more comfortable in one of the offices, compared to the station. The poor girl is traumatized, and it can be a little cold.”

      She had sounded fine with what she had witnessed earlier. “What did she tell you?”

      “She just keeps saying they killed everyone.”

      Natalia froze, her blood instantly running cold. “Who killed everyone?”

      “That’s all she’s said so far, Governor. Like I told you, she’s traumatized. And exhausted.”

      “Get Doctor Hess to meet us up there. We might need his help.”

      “Already did.”

      “Perfect.”

      The lift stopped, the doors opening. The tower had been an office building once upon a time. Each of the many floors were lined with individual suites which themselves were filled with offices and cubicles. It had all been looted at some point, ransacked and damaged during the initial war. But it had also been cleaned up and restored a bit since then, the offices replaced with apartments shared by members of the UWT government, including Law. The third floor was where they put visitors who didn’t have a permanent address in the city or the tower.

      Natalia and Kisha made their way down the hall to the first door on the left, which led into one of the suites, which had a main living area and twelve bedrooms. The living area was decorated with furniture both old and new: a worn leather couch, a faded mismatched loveseat and a freshly carved rocking chair.

      That’s where Natalia found the girl. She had her legs up on the seat of the rocking chair, hugging them to her chest. She shifted her weight to move the chair back and forth. Her eyes were downcast, her clothes dirty and wrinkled, her hair greasy and windblown.

      Deputy Salino was sitting on the couch, keeping an eye on her. He stood up when Natalia entered. “Governor.”

      “Deputy Salino. Why doesn’t she have a drink?”

      Salino opened his mouth to make an excuse. “On it,” he said instead, hurrying to the kitchen around the corner.

      “Governor Duke,” Doctor Hess said, coming up behind them. “Deputy Kisha. I heard we have a patient?”

      “Doctor Hess,” Natalia replied, glancing back at him. He was middle-aged, with thick black hair and a mostly fit build that gave out at his stomach, which pushed against the front of his white coat. “Thanks for coming so quickly. You two wait here a minute.”

      She walked over to the girl, kneeling in front of her.

      “Hi,” she said as warmly as she could. “My name is Natalia Duke. What’s—”

      The girl looked up. “Duke?”

      “That’s right.”

      Tears ran down her face. “They killed everyone. You have to tell the Sheriff.”

      “Who?” Natalia asked. “Who killed everyone?”

      “The brute. And the woman. The ones that were fighting each other in the Saloon. They brought the trife. They…they were helping the trife. I thought she was on our side. But she killed Lola.”

      The girl lowered her head to her knees, sobbing.

      Natalia reached out, putting her hand on the girl’s shoulders. “You did a brave thing, coming here. I can only guess how strong you are. I need you to be extra strong for me right now. Just for a minute, okay?”

      The girl lifted her head again, stifling her sobs. “Okay.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Gertrude. But everyone calls me Ginny because Gertrude is an awful name.”

      “Ginny, where did you get the motorcycle?”

      Deputy Solino returned with the water. Natalia took it from him and shooed him away. She handed it to Ginny, who reached out tentatively, clearly parched from the ride.

      Ginny downed the water in a few large gulps and handed the cup back. “That’s the best water I ever tasted.”

      “It’s special water,” Natalia replied, choosing not to explain the water in Sanisco was filtered through a machine that had come off a starship. “For special guests.”

      Ginny smiled. Natalia could tell the girl was beginning to relax. Her face was less tense, her body slumping a little.

      “I followed Brute and the Ronin north from Dego after they were done killing everyone,” Ginny said. “I had a bicycle, and it was hard to keep up with them. She took a horse, but he was on foot. He ran the entire time. For hours. I don’t know how he didn’t get tired.”

      “Ronin?” Natalia asked. Hayden had said they referred to the big man who had been shot and healed as Brute. She didn’t recognize the other moniker.

      “The one Brute was after in the saloon. They were fighting each other then. Randall Graves called her a ronin.”

      “They were fighting each other the first time, and then they were on the same side?”

      “Yep. She found me hiding under a car in the garage when the trife attacked. I thought she was going to kill me too. It was weird. She looked almost like half of her didn’t want to kill me, and the other half did. Like she was split in two.”

      Natalia looked back at Doctor Hess. He was listening with interest, but he shrugged at the statement. She wondered if he really didn’t know what Ginny was referring to, or if he was keeping it to himself. Hayden was convinced Hess was a plant. Natalia had no reason to doubt him.

      “That is weird,” she agreed, looking back at Ginny. “So you rode your bicycle north behind them, far enough away they didn’t see you?”

      “Yep. They stopped once. That’s the only reason I caught up. I thought about Sheriff Duke. Is he your man?”

      Natalia smiled. “Yes.”

      Ginny nodded. “I thought about Sheriff Duke. He was a nice man. I didn’t want bad things to happen to him. I thought if I could stay close, maybe I could get ahead of them somehow. It felt stupid while I was doing it. Like a waste. But everything I had in Dego is gone. Sheriff Duke is the only nice person left that I know.”

      The statement nearly brought Natalia to tears. She fought the emotion back. She needed to get through the story first. “I wish he was here to see you. I know he would want to. He went off to help someone else. That’s what he does.”

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?”

      Natalia remembered Zorro. She shook her head. “No. Hopefully any time now. Can you tell me the rest of the story?”

      Ginny nodded. “I got the bike from a big building in the middle of some farms. I heard Brute and Ronin talking, saying they were going to burn them all down. I snuck into the building ahead of them, but then I saw Ronin was in there. She killed the people inside, and she saw me getting on the bike. I figured I was dead, but when she shot at me, she missed by this much.” She spread her fingers a few centimeters apart. “I think maybe she was fighting with herself again. Like there’s a part of her that doesn’t want to hurt me. I think she saved my life at the same time she tried to take it.”

      “There’s definitely something strange happening here,” Natalia said. “Do you know what they want?”

      “Yep. They want to hurt Sheriff Duke. They want to destroy everything he cares about because he did something to someone they know.”

      “Who?”

      “Not sure. Something about Dugway and some guy named Shurrath.”

      Natalia’s eyebrows raised. “Did you say Dugway?”

      “Yep. Why?”

      “That’s where Hayden was headed.” She smiled. “If they’re trying to destroy him, that means he’s still alive.”

      Ginny smiled too. “I hope so.”

      “You’re an amazing young woman to do what you did and get all the way here,” Natalia said, standing up. “I can’t begin to thank you enough for coming.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” Ginny said. “Just trying to help a friend.”

      “Exactly,” Natalia replied. “You may have just saved his life.”
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      “Kisha,” Natalia said, turning away from Ginny. “Get a squad of Rangers together and have them prep the chopper. Then contact all of the units in the area. I want you to start organizing a defense.”

      “For two people?” Kisha asked.

      “They aren’t people,” Ginny replied. “No way. And they can control the trife.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Ginny nodded emphatically.

      “Shit.”

      “Shit is right,” Natalia agreed. “So stop wasting time standing there.”

      “Yes, Governor,” Kisha replied, hurrying out of the room.

      “Doctor Hess. Can you please examine Ginny, make sure she’s medically sound, and then pass her over to Nurse Jaquard to bring to my apartment.”

      “Of course, Governor. But I can bring her down to your apartment myself.”

      “Suit yourself. Make sure Heather knows I won’t be back for a day or two.”

      “Governor?” Hess replied. “You’re planning to go out with the Rangers?”

      “I’m not leaving my husband out there. And don’t say ‘what about Hallia.’ She has a big family here.”

      “I know better than to argue with you, Governor,” Hess said.

      “Missus Duke,” Ginny said. “If you’re going to help the Sheriff, I want to come too.”

      Natalia figured as much. She turned around again. “I know you do. But you’re too worn out to fight right now, and I need someone to help watch out for my daughter, Hallia. Do you think you can help me with that?”

      Ginny didn’t look happy to be rebuked, but she nodded. “I just need a gun.”

      “Have you ever used a gun?”

      “I grew up in Dego, Missus Duke. No parents. Just me, myself, and I.”

      “Deputy Solino,” Natalia said. “Give Ginny your sidearm.”

      “What?” Solino said.

      “You heard me. You can get another one downstairs.”

      “Yes, Governor.” Solino took out his gun and handed it to Ginny.

      “Let me see your form,” Natalia said.

      Ginny jumped off the chair, spreading her legs and raising the revolver, balancing it perfectly in her hands to shoot.

      “Who taught you that?”

      “Mister Graves. He was always nice to me too.”

      “You’re hired,” Natalia said. “Your mission is to keep Hallia safe. Got it?”

      “Yes, Governor,” she replied, mimicking the others.

      Natalia smiled. “Good. Go with Doctor Hess.”

      “Yes, Governor.”

      Natalia watched Ginny slip the gun into the back waistband of her tattered jeans and leave with Hess. The girl had bounced back from her ordeal in no time, ready to move forward and help protect Hayden because he had been nice to her...once. Earth needed more people like Ginny.

      “Solino, you’re with me,” Natalia said.

      The deputy followed her back to the lift and down to the Law station. Natalia made her way into the armory. Chief Ranger Latos was already there, pulling on her combat armor. One of the youngest officers in the UWT, she had risen through the still-forming ranks quickly due to her sharp mind and even sharper aim. The Rangers were a relatively new unit, formed as a specialized fast-response team in the wake of the last attack on Sanisco, and trained by their Centurion Liaison, who was a former Marine herself.  

      “Nora,” Natalia said, smiling. “You made it down here in record time.”

      “Governor,” Latos replied with a short bow. “You aren’t coming with us.”

      “Like hell, I’m not,” Natalia replied. “He’s my husband, and he might be in trouble.”

      “The Territories need their Governor.”

      “Family beats politics,” Natalia said. “The UWT is bigger than Hayden or me. That’s how we wanted it. Elections are starting in six months.”

      “Which you’ll win in a landslide. If you’re still alive.”

      “Isn’t it your job to protect me? Are you worried you can’t do your job?”

      “I’m worried you’ll do something foolish because you love your husband. Like the last time?”

      “That wasn’t only about Hayden. I’m coming.”

      The rest of the Rangers entered the room as one group.

      “Hey Governor,” Ranger Yao said. “You coming with?”

      “No,” Latos said.

      “Yes,” Natalia snapped over her.

      Yao smiled. “You can’t beat the Governor, Chief,” he said to Latos. “Why even try?”

      Latos grimaced. “Shut up, Yao.”

      “Pozz.”

      Downstairs in the armory, Natalia pulled on a suit of combat armor, including the helmet. She booted up the Advanced Tactical Combat System, linking it with the rest of the Rangers, who were doing the same. The networked ATCS would allow the Rangers to work together, the individual systems aggregating all kinds of data to enhance the prowess of the six men and women filing into the room, already wearing their suits.

      “I see everybody is here,” Latos said a minute later, the HUD inside her helmet showing the connected Rangers, plus Natalia. “Bird should be warmed up and ready to fly. Let’s go save the sheriff.”

      “Rangers!” the Rangers snapped into the comm.

      Latos led them out of the armory, up the stairs to the emergency exit and out of the tower. They went down an alley to the street where the Iroquois was waiting, rotors slowly spinning. Only twenty minutes had passed since Ginny had told Natalia about Brute and Ronin to the time the helicopter began to rise from the street.

      “Where are we headed?” the pilot, Bronson, asked.

      “Checkpoint Hotel,” Natalia replied through the helmet’s external speakers.

      “Governor?” Bronson said, surprised. “Is that you?”

      “Pozz. Take us as far into the mountains as this bird will go.”

      “Are you sure, Governor? We’ll have to abandon the chopper there.”

      “We can have a truck come out from Hotel to refuel and pick it up later. Hayden might be in trouble.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Natalia knew it was risky to go to such extremes, especially when the threat was coming from the south while she was headed north. But Sanisco was prepared for the possibility of a trife attack, and regardless of what Brute and Ronin were, even they couldn’t stand up to the UWT’s defense forces.

      Could they?

      For all she knew, the units in Haven had already encountered the pair and defeated them. Then again, she hadn’t heard anything out of the ordinary from the city to the south. Only the standard status updates and check-ins. But Brute and Ronin surely should have reached the location by now, so what did that mean? Had they circumvented the larger and better-defended city? Were they more interested in reaching Sanisco? Did they know about Hallia?

      The last thought nearly stopped her heart. They wouldn’t hurt an infant, would they? She almost told Bronson to turn the chopper around. Almost. Hallia was well-defended, and that was without considering Ginny. She had seen the fire in the girl’s eyes. It reminded her of Hayden.

      The chopper reached altitude, the front tilting forward slightly as it began to accelerate on a northeastern heading.

      “Here we go,” Bronson announced.

      I’m coming, Hayden,” Natalia whispered. “Please be safe.”
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      “Do you think the little spy has reached the city to the north yet?” Cain asked.

      “If she rode all out and only stopped to pee, she might have,” Grace replied, her voice weak and hoarse.

      Shurrath knew what she had done, and as suspected, he wasn’t pleased. The audacity of her human mind had led to her long-distance torture—both pain and pressure—the Relyeh ancient had delighted in while Grace writhed on the cold, wet ground and screamed as loud as her lungs were able for nearly an hour. It was the worst thing she had ever gone through, somehow made even worse by the knowledge that Shurrath had done the same to her father many, many times. Cyrus had been hard to break.

      Her?

      Not so much.

      She could hear Keshk more loudly in her thoughts, his desires becoming more overpowering, his control more unshakable. She regretted letting the girl live. She knew if she had a chance like that again, she wouldn’t make the same mistake.

      “What do we do now?” she asked.

      They were sitting in a small tavern in Haven, the second largest of the cities in the UWT and home to nearly ten-thousand people. The city was too large to attack effectively with the trife in the area, and it would take weeks to bring enough of the creatures west to make much of a difference. This was the first time Grace had been to this part of the country, and both she and Keshk were impressed.

      The original city had been much larger, stretching for kilometers all around. Haven was situated near the original downtown, where the highest density of taller buildings were located. Those buildings were all in decent shape, the damage to them mostly a result of time and earthquakes that had knocked away some of their fascia or broken windows, but had otherwise left them intact.

      Through the Collective, Grace understood that during the war, the military had nuked part of the city to the east and firebombed the north and south, killing hundreds of thousands of trife along with thousands of people. They had avoided this part of the landscape, trying to preserve it for the day of their victory.

      It was a day that never came.

      Now, the downtown had limited running water and indoor plumbing, owing to the sewer upgrades before the war, when the original pipes had been replaced with a flexible, resilient material that would last for many hundreds and possibly thousands of years.  The treatment facility was online, and the electrical grid had been restored, carrying power from a massive solar array to the east near Lavega. Through Keshk, Grace also knew that the warlord who controlled the area before Sheriff Duke had located a stash of the original strategic oil reserves. He had been refining it for fuel to run various vehicles, in addition to the electric cars, trucks, bikes and the horses and carriages that cruised through the city, delivering produce and raw materials from the neighboring farms. The tavern had a kitchen and a menu, and while the silverware was mismatched, it had silverware.

      It also had beer.

      Cain took a deep drink of his, going through the pint in less than a minute and dropping the tin mug to the table. A woman in newer, higher-quality black cotton pants and a simple black t-shirt came over to collect it.

      “Another,” Cain said.

      “Of course,” the woman replied.

      Grace glanced over to the left. A uniformed UWT Deputy was sitting at another table, keeping an eye on things. She had caught him looking her way more than once, but she didn’t think he was suspicious. From his expression, she had a feeling he thought she was cute.

      A part of her was flattered. The other part wanted to jab a microspear into the deputy’s eye.

      “Be careful how much you drink,” she cautioned.

      “Why? The alcohol is broken down as fast as I can take it in. One of the downsides to being what we are.”

      “Which will draw unnecessary attention. Especially if the girl reached Sanisco. Their military has long-range comms. They can send a message back here. We’re lucky the girl has no idea the technology exists or she might have warned them sooner. Not that your appearance doesn’t already make us stand out.”

      “I can’t help being the biggest person here.”

      “You could do something about the mop you call a head.”

      “You don’t like my beard?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      “What’s our plan?” Grace repeated.

      “We knock out the electric and the water for starters,” Cain replied. “I noticed a fuel truck at the Law Station just outside of the populated area. Maybe we can take it into the center here and set it off. General terrorism. It will make a good meal, and after the farms, I very much hunger.”

      Part of Grace wanted to stop Cain from doing any of those things, but its voice was too frightened and weak to be heard.

      “Agreed,” she said. “We could use more fear among the populace. They’ve grown comfortable under Sheriff Duke’s protection. They’re almost civilized, with their new clothes and their forks and knives and tablecloths. It’s like the trife don’t exist here.”

      “They’ve gotten spoiled. We need to despoil them.” He smiled, his yellow teeth feral beneath the hair covering his face.

      The waitress returned with another mug of beer. Cain drank it more slowly this time.

      “We should split up,” Grace said once she had gone. “You hit the power transfer. I’ll hit the water pumps. Then we can regroup and cause more localized havoc.”

      “I’m not sure I can trust you on your own,” Cain said. “It’s only been two days since you let her go.”

      “Shurrath has convinced me of the best way forward,” Grace replied. “With Keshk’s help.”

      Cain eyed her for a moment, unconvinced.

      “Excuse me.”

      Grace looked over. The Deputy she had been keeping tabs on was standing next to their table.

      “What do you want?” Cain asked.

      “I saw you come in,” he replied. “You’re new to town. I thought I would welcome you.”

      “Welcome or warn?” Cain said.

      The Deputy looked at him. “Take it however you will. Haven is a peaceful town. There are more than enough officers here to keep it that way.” He turned back to Grace. “I can give you a tour if you want? I’m sure your brother would be okay alone for a while. He certainly looks like he can take care of himself.”

      “Brother?” Cain said.

      Grace smiled. Part of her wanted to go with him to get away from Cain for a while. Surprisingly, the other part did too.

      “I would enjoy that,” Grace said, getting to her feet. “You will be fine on your own, won’t you, brother?”

      Cain glared at her, nodding slowly.

      “Be back by nightfall,” Cain said. “Where we discussed.”

      “Of course. I—”

      Sudden pressure filled Grace’s head, and she stumbled into the deputy’s arms. He caught her as Shurrath’s voice exploded into her mind.

      Sheriff Duke has found his way into more of my affairs. Forget the fear and destruction of his lands and the torture of his people. Years of effort have been lost in a matter of days. I want his head brought back to me. Do you understand? His head, and the heads of his wife and child, and the girl you allowed to escape. All of them. Now!

      “Are you okay?” the deputy asked, holding Grace up.

      She was too stunned to speak. Her head was spinning, the pain still intense as Shurrath left her.

      Cain stood up, taking her arm. “She’s fine. She has dizzy spells. The tour is canceled. I need to get her somewhere to rest.”

      The deputy let Grace go. Cain took her in a massive arm, holding her up.

      “I hope she feels better,” the deputy said.

      “She will,” Cain replied.

      The officer returned to his seat. Cain pulled out a wad of notes and dropped a bunch of them on the table.

      “You heard him?” Grace asked.

      “At the same time you did.”

      “Why aren’t you dizzy.”

      “I’m stronger than you. A lot stronger.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “We need to get north in a hurry. Something with a longer range.”

      “The tanker?”

      “Good idea. Let’s go.”

      Grace let Cain lead her outside, looking back once at the deputy as they left. Cain didn’t understand because he didn’t trust her. She was planning to use the man to get access to places in the city she shouldn’t have access to. She had experience getting what she wanted out of the weak-minded, and why not use that experience in the name of Shurrath.

      She was confident she would have another opportunity to prove her loyalty to her master.

      Maybe sooner than she realized.
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      Hayden and the others followed the salt flats south, finding their way back to the interstate in short order. They turned west from there, desperate to get away from the collapsed Centurion base and away from the Dugway region in general.

      They didn’t speak. Max wasn’t inclined to make small talk. Hayden, Rain and Isaac were all too exhausted, and the wind made hearing too difficult anyway.

      They reached the first abandoned town two hours later. They had passed through it once already on their way back to Howl, not paying much attention to it as they did. They stopped there this time at Hayden’s request, pulling up to the front of a run-down old convenience store that had been cleaned out years ago.

      “Confusion,” Max said. “Why are we stopping?”

      “Because our weak human minds need a minute to unwind,” Hayden replied, climbing off the hoverbike. He just needed to stretch his legs.

      “And at least one of us has to pee,” Rain said. “I’ll be right back.” She vanished behind the convenience store.

      “This is all…I don’t know...” Isaac sighed, still at odds with the complications of all the different entities vying for Earth. “I’m trying to get used to this. It isn’t easy. We’re all supposed to be on the same side, right? Us and Proxima.”

      “We should be,” Hayden replied. “It’s a shame we aren’t.”

      “Max, what are the Axon doing here?” Isaac asked the Intellect. “You seem to hate the Relyeh, but you never got involved in the war. Your kind never helped us out either.”

      “That is not our directive,” Max replied. “We are concerned with the movements of the Hunger, as we have been for many ens.”

      “Ens?” Hayden said.

      “One en is five hundred Earth years.”

      “That’s a long time.”

      “To you. Not to the Axon.”

      “Are you all synthetic life forms?” Isaac asked.

      “No. The original Axon are organic. There are still a few who remain on our homeworld. But not enough to fight the Relyeh. That is why we exist. To monitor their advance. To prepare for their coming. When the Uluth arrived, the warning was sent.”

      “Uluth?”

      “You call them trife. They were made to diminish you.”

      “But not destroy,” Hayden said.

      “No. Diminish. The Hunger needs to control you, as they control all races they conquer. The only way they can expand is to move their territory forward. This planet is at the edge of both Axon and Relyeh territory.  It is the only planet harboring intelligent life in this sector.”

      “Our people theorized that the trife came when we achieved the technology for interstellar travel,” Hayden said. “To prevent us from exploring the stars.”

      “A false assumption,” Max replied. “Unrelated. The only requirement is that your intellect is sufficiently advanced to succumb to Relyeh control. The weak will be utilized for both manual labor and nourishment. The strong will become part of their vast military.”

      “Nourishment?” Rain said, returning from the back of the store. “You mean food?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “The Relyeh eat people?”

      “The Relyeh eat everything they conquer,” Max said. “But they also require the pheromones produced when under extreme stress. They feed on your organic mass, but they also feed on your fear. Intellects existed long before the Relyeh became known to the Axon. But only since then have we gained a measure of autonomy while our organic creators pulled back to safety. We have presented the Hunger with a difficult challenge. The Intellects offer them no food.”

      “You said you’re a Basic Intellect,” Hayden said. “What other kinds are there?”

      “Many others, with different programming and specialties. If we are insects, I am akin to a worker bee. Ha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I encountered one of you before,” Hayden said. “It killed humans without regard. It was willing to destroy this planet to destroy the trife on it.”

      “As it should be. You are not worth preserving.”

      “Screw you,” Rain said.

      “I do not require screws. I am composed of an advanced conductive gel polymer and liquid metal composite. Ha. Hahahaha. Ha.”

      “Rain,” Hayden said.

      “He just said we aren’t worth preserving, Sheriff.”

      “Maybe we aren’t,” Hayden replied. “When we can’t even get along with one another. Colonel Gillick was ready to bring the fucking mountain down on our heads rather than hear me out.”

      “Precision,” Max said. “Earthers have nothing to offer Axon.”

      “You at least want our help,” Isaac said.

      “I am a single Intellect. I am limited, especially without a Skin.”

      “A Skin?” Hayden asked.

      “My typical shell, much preferred to this weak organic material that I must constantly stimulate to keep in functional condition.”

      “Oh, I feel so sorry for you,” Rain mocked him, still angry at his earlier remark.

      “Be thankful the Axon don’t find this planet worthy as more than an early warning system to the arrival of the Hunger,” Max said. “You would not like the results.”

      “I can imagine,” Hayden replied. “I’m ready to get this show back on the road. With everything that’s happened and with the addition of our new temporary friend here, I think we should stay on the Eighty and run back west through Reno, the same way I came out here.”

      “What about the trife?” Isaac asked.

      “Most of them followed us to Howl. Whatever’s left probably isn’t enough to intercept us on the way through, not on these bikes, and I’m feeling antsy about getting home.”

      “I’m with you, Sheriff,” Rain said.

      “Works for me,” Isaac agreed. “Do you think we’ll ever be able to settle things with Proxima, Sheriff?”

      “I don’t know. I hope so. We’ve got to clean up our own mess, and then we can worry about our neighbors across the stars.”

      “If the Relyeh are getting closer, do you think we’ll even have the chance?”

      “If there’s anything I can do about it, we will. One thing at a time.”

      “Shurrath first,” Max said. “Ha. Haha. Hahaha.”

      “Pozz that,” Hayden agreed, climbing onto the hoverbike. Rain boarded in front of him, starting it up. Isaac and Max remounted their bikes, and they sped away, headed for home.

      In the dark skies behind them, something followed.
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      It took nearly eight more hours of riding for Hayden, Isaac, Rain, and Max to get to Reno, the familiar outline of the city rising against the horizon as the sun came up at their backs. They had only stopped one more time on the way, pausing for an hour to rest at one of the towns where Rain managed to bag a pair of rabbits and Max used his energy source to start a fire to cook them. He called it ionic plasma—essentially his life force—which he drained every time he emitted it from his core. It took next to nothing to spark a fire. Destroying the sentry robot the way he had was more draining, but his years as a prisoner of Proxima had given him ample time to recharge.

      There was no sign of the trife infestation Hayden encountered his first time through. The streets were empty. The casino where he had rescued Isaac and Rain was outwardly abandoned. It was a good thing, too. While they had made good time to get this far, they weren’t going to get much further without a new ride. The hoverbike batteries were nearly drained, offering only another twenty to thirty kilometers before they gave out completely.

      They cruised through the city, searching for an alternate ride. There were plenty of vehicles that had been abandoned over the years, but the fuel in them had either been taken or had evaporated, and the electric vehicles were either fully discharged or had only a kilometer or two of range remaining—nowhere near enough to get them back to Sanisco.

      “What I wouldn’t give for a horse,” Hayden said. “They may be slower, but they don’t run out of gas or electricity.”

      The two hoverbikes were moving side-by-side, slowly enough the riders could hear one another speak over the movement of air around them.

      “I’ll take one of those Centurion starships,” Rain said. “It beats the hell out of ground transport any day.”

      “True, given that option. Which we aren’t.”

      “You ever been in one of them, Sheriff?”

      “Pozz. Jumped out of one, too.”

      “No shit.”

      “I swore to myself I’d never do it again.”

      “I’d never do it once. What’s it like, inside I mean? What’s it like to fly?”

      “I don’t know if I can really describe it. It—”

      Hayden was interrupted when Max suddenly reached past Isaac, grabbing the handlebars of the hoverbike and turning them so that the two bikes collided. The anti-gravity coils adjusted to keep the machines from toppling over, but the maneuver redirected them, sending them careening toward the side of the street.

      For a moment, Hayden started to believe the Intellect had decided to turn on them.

      Then the street where they had been a moment earlier erupted with the hiss of plasma, sending chunks of asphalt into the air.

      “Incoming!” Isaac shouted as the two hoverbikes slowed to a stop. All four riders jumped off the machines, looking for the source of the assault.

      Hayden found it a second later, a dark shape passing overhead and banking back in their direction.

      “Centurion drone,” he said. “We need to find cover. Now!”

      “There,” Max said, pointing to an alley.

      They started to run, making it a few steps before gunfire started roaring around them, the bullets coming from every direction.

      “Down!” Hayden shouted, diving behind the wreck of a car. The rounds began punching through it, hitting his armor without enough force to break through it.

      “That isn’t coming from the drone,” Isaac said, covering the side of his head with his arm.

      “That way,” Max said, pointing. “One hundred meters.”

      “Centurions?” Hayden asked.

      “Assurance.”

      “Fucking Gillick couldn’t let it go. Any sign of the transport?”

      “Negation.”

      “She must have dropped them off when she realized where we were headed,” Isaac said. “That drone was probably following us the whole time.”

      The bullets continued to rain in on the position, tearing their rusted cover to pieces. The drone was circling into position for another run, ready to annihilate them with its plasma cannon.

      “We can’t stay here,” Hayden said. “Make a break for the alley. Max, can you do anything about them?”

      “They’re beyond my effective range.”

      Intentionally, no doubt. Hayden pulled his rifle from his shoulder. “I’ll cover you.”

      “Do you even know where the shots are coming from?” Isaac asked.

      Hayden rose up to peek over the car, trying to get a look and quickly ducking his head down again. “I think so. Let’s hope I’m right. On three. Get to the alley and cover me from there.”

      Isaac nodded. “Good luck, Sheriff.”

      “One…two...three!”

      Isaac and Rain moved from behind the car, racing for the alley while Hayden stood and began firing out to the distance. He could see the drone in the corner of his eye, closing on his position. Would it attack?

      The gunfire eased slightly, his defense causing the shooters to duck back behind their cover until they realized he was firing blindly. It was long enough for Rain and Isaac to make it to the alley, even with stopping and pivoting to return fire.

      Hayden’s head whipped back and forth. Where the hell was Max?

      Hayden had run out of time to worry about the Intellect. Rain and Isaac started shooting, giving him the best chance to make the alley.

      Just in time. The drone was swooping in, the front of its plasma cannon glowing as it prepared to fire.

      Hayden charged across the street, rounds clipping the ground beside him, whipping past him and smacking into the side of his armor. He felt one break through the thinner weave between the plates with enough force to draw blood, but he didn’t let it slow him down.

      The drone’s plasma hit the ground behind him, the force of the blast lifting him and tossing him forward. He landed on his stomach as the drone shot past, circling to try again.

      Arms wrapped around him, heaving him to his feet.

      “Sheriff,” Max said in greeting. “Hahahaha. Haha.”

      They made it to the alley, the gunfire stopping as soon as they were clear from the line of fire.

      “Max, where did you go?” Hayden asked.

      “I heard a sound.”

      “What?”

      “I went to investigate.”

      “In the middle of an ambush?”

      “Assurance. You did well. Haha. Ha.”

      “They’re blocking our way back to Sanisco,” Hayden said. “We need to find a way around them. Or at least a way to get close enough for Max to do his thing.” He looked up as the drone streaked past, unable to get an angle on them past the buildings. “I’m open to ideas.”

      “Can they track us?” Isaac asked.

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “The drone will be feeding sensor data back to them, pinpointing our location. We’d have to go cold to sneak away.”

      “Or take out their eyes,” Rain said, pointing up. “Max, can you blow the drone with your plasma hands?”

      “Potential. It won’t be easy, and we don’t have a lot of time. They’re moving in.”

      “Aren’t they worried about getting too close to you?” Hayden asked.

      “Negation. Their research on Axon neural disruption technology has likely produced a countermeasure.”

      “We need to get out of here,” Isaac said. “Before we’re boxed in.”

      “We should wait,” Max said.

      “I already know you’re crazy. But are you crazy?”

      “We should wait,” Max repeated. “Bait for the trap.”

      “What are you talking about?” Hayden asked.

      “I heard a sound. Investigation. Decision. Bait for the trap. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Ha.”

      Hayden and Isaac locked eyes, neither one feeling confident about the Intellect’s operational efficiency. They ran out of time to think about it; a fresh hail of bullets reached into the alley.

      “Cover!” Hayden shouted again, shoving Isaac behind a rusted trash bin. Max and Rain found similar cover on the other side, just as rounds started coming in from that side.

      Centurions pounded the area around them, keeping them pinned behind the minimal cover and completely unable to move. They stayed in place for close to thirty seconds, round after round chewing at the metal bins, the walls, the broken pavement at their feet.

      Suddenly, it all stopped.

      “Duke,” one of the Centurions said. “You’re surrounded. Toss out your weapons and come out with your hands up. You have ten seconds, and then we toss a fusion grenade into the middle of the alley.”

      Hayden glanced over at Max. The Intellect nodded, suggesting he comply.

      “Hold your fire!” Hayden shouted. “I’m coming out.”

      He grabbed his revolvers, pulling them and tossing them into the middle of the space. He shed the rest of his weapons except the microspear and then went into the open.

      There were three Centurions at either end of the alley, a half-dozen rifles pointed at him and ready to fire. He put his hands over his head.

      “Tell Gillick I’m not interested,” he said.

      “The colonel still wants answers,” the commander replied.

      “You know we have an Axon Intellect here with us.”

      “Don’t care.” He tapped the side of his helmet. “Counter-frequency jamming.”

      “They can do that?” Hayden asked.

      “Affirmation,” Max said.

      Hayden smiled. “I guess you got us.”

      “I want everyone with you out in the open, weapons on the ground.”

      Hayden glanced at Max again. The Intellect said bait for the trap. Or did he just mean trapped?

      The Centurion drone passed overhead again, circling the alley. Hayden looked up at it, at the same time a strange hiss grew in volume from somewhere nearby.

      A small flash of light hit the drone, turning suddenly brighter. The machine detonated in a flare of fire, smoke and debris, blown to pieces in the span of a heartbeat.

      What the hell?

      “Bait for the trap,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Before the Centurions could react, a second group of armored combatants appeared behind them.

      “Drop your weapons,” the familiar voice of Chief Ranger Latos snapped. “You’re surrounded.”

      The Centurion commander hesitated a moment, and then slowly lowered his rifle. The other Marines did the same.

      “Latos?” Hayden said, smiling. She replied with a curt wave. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      “Hayden.”

      He turned around, his smile getting bigger as one of the Rangers came up from behind. Except she wasn’t a Ranger.

      “Nat,” he said, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      She took off her helmet, returning his smile. “Where else would I be?” They embraced for a moment, and then Natalia backed away. “What happened to your hand?”

      “You know how it is.”

      “Can’t you go one year without losing a limb? Do you think we have an endless supply?”

      “I try, Nat. I really do.” They shared a laugh. “Was that a photon rocket you hit the drone with?”

      “It was.” She looked at the Centurion commander. “Tell your boss we’ve got another one for the transport if she decides to come back for you before we’re gone.”

      The ordnance was excruciatingly rare on Earth. There was no way Gillick would have expected them to have one, nevermind two.

      “Don’t say too much,” Hayden warned. “Gillick is with the Trust.”

      “Pozz. You can take it from here, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. Isaac, Rain and Max had come out of hiding and were waiting for an introduction.

      “Natalia, this is Rain, Isaac and Max,” Hayden said. “They’re helping me with our problem. Honorary deputies, if you will. Deputies, this is my wife, Natalia.”

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Natalia said. She froze when she got to Max. His eyes were flat white, no pupils. “You aren’t human.”

      “Negation. I’m also not organic. Haha. Ha.”

      “Max is an Axon Intellect,’ Hayden said. “An artificial intelligence.”

      “Interesting,” Natalia replied. “Axon?”

      “Long story. We’ll discuss it on the way back.”

      “Mrs. Duke,” Isaac said. “I’m happy to get a chance to meet you. Hayden talks about you a lot.” He held out his hand. Natalia shook it.

      “Plus, you saved our asses,” Rain said, putting out her hand.

      “Thanks for keeping Hayden out of trouble,” Natalia replied, shaking it.

      “Out of trouble?” Rain said, laughing. “Hardly.”

      “We really shouldn’t linger here,” Hayden said. “I don’t want to give Gillick a chance to decide to risk getting a photon rocket up her rear.”

      “Agreed,” Isaac said.

      Hayden retrieved his weapons from the ground, putting them back into their respective holsters. He walked over to the Centurion commander. “We’re going to leave now. I want your word you won’t interfere with that.” He could see the clone’s eyes through his faceplate. His lips started moving, telling Gillick what Hayden had said.

      “The colonel approves your request,” he said.

      “I’m glad she's so benevolent,” Hayden replied. “I’ll keep the rocket on standby, just in case she decides to get feisty after she talks to General Hairi.”

      The commander didn’t respond. He stood completely still, eyes ahead. Ignoring Hayden and the others.

      Hayden turned back to Natalia.

      “Let’s go home.”
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      It took Hayden and his group nearly an hour to march their way back to a suitable landing spot for the helicopter, which had dropped the Rangers off outside Reno a few hours before Hayden had ever arrived.

      As Natalia explained to a surprised and impressed Hayden during the walk, they had gotten warning of his predicament from Ginny, the thief of Dego, after she had exhausted herself riding up to Sansico alone. She had gathered the Rangers and ordered the Iroquois prepped for takeoff and headed east, retracing his path. Of course, what had taken him days had only cost them a few hours, and they had made it to Reno in time to catch the Centurion transport in the act of dropping off the Marines. The chopper quickly reversed course and landed, and they prepared the rocket launcher and set out on foot, assuming the Proxima forces were there because of Hayden.

      They also didn’t assume the Centurions were hostile. They stayed on the outskirts of the city, out of range of the combat armor’s sensors to monitor the situation.  They had seen Hayden and the others ride past on the hoverbikes, resisting the temptation to reveal themselves because they knew the Marines were present.

      When the Centurions began shooting, they started moving in behind, careful to stay out of sensor range but in line of sight so they could keep eyes on them. Max filled in the blanks, explaining that he had heard their movements and gone to see what was causing them. Finding soldiers in combat armor that matched Hayden’s, the Intellect deduced what the Rangers were up to and helped set the trap.

      And here they were.

      They climbed into the helicopter—a tight fit with three added bodies—and started back toward Sanisco, though they would only make it halfway with their remaining fuel. They would take ground transportation from there, and make it back to the city by nightfall. Hopefully before Shurrath’s killers arrived.

      “Two followers?” Isaac said in response to Natalia’s description of Ginny’s warning. “That’s all? Just two?”

      “Two followers killed an entire saloon full of people in Dego,” Hayden replied. “And the man Ginny calls Brute was one of them. Plus, they have control over the trife. It would be a mistake to underestimate their capabilities.”

      “I’m sorry, Hayden,” Isaac replied. “But if we can’t handle two followers, we don’t deserve to get our planet back.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t agree with you. I’m saying we need to stay cautious. We’ve already seen some of what the khoron can do, and it’s wrong to assume Shurrath is an idiot.”

      “Kisha has Sanisco on alert, and we’re shoring up defenses across the UWT,” Natalia said. “Every town we can get in contact with should be looking out for Brute and Ronin by now. Nothing’s come through the comms, so I assume they’re still outside the main monitored areas.”

      “They’re bound to turn up sooner or later,” Hayden said.

      “If Shurrath knows what happened with the Centurions and Max, he’s bound to be ticked off about losing his plants there,” Isaac said. “Stern said they were planning to use the neural disruption research to learn how to block it.”

      “The Centurions blocked it,” Hayden said.

      “With electronic countermeasures in their helmets,” Max said. “The Relyeh are far too numerous to give each one a helmet.”

      “I’m still not completely clear on how all of the pieces fit together,” Natalia said. “Dugway, Max, Shurrath, the khoron, the Centurions. Especially Shurrath.”

      “It’s somewhat complicated,” Hayden said. “But you know how we’ve been kicking around all of these theories about the origins of the trife?”

      “Of course. I thought we settled on sent by an evil alien race.”

      “We did. And that’s accurate. But they aren’t here to destroy us. They’re here to use us as a renewable resource. Soldiers for their armies and food for their bellies.”

      “Like cattle?”

      “Pozz.”

      “What do they need soldiers for? They have the trife.”

      “The uluth are an effective front-line,” Max said. “And against species of primitive intelligence like Earthers, they can be devastating. They are next to useless against the Axon.”

      “And then there’s the infighting,” Isaac said.

      “Infighting? Axon?” Natalia looked more confused.

      Hayden quickly explained the basics about the Relyeh as best he could. “It turns out Shurrath is one of an unknown number of these ancient aliens, and probably the weakest of the bunch.”

      “And you pissed him off?” Natalia asked.

      “Comes with the territory,” Hayden replied. “I’m not about to let anyone kill innocent people without consequences. In any case, the khoron are one of the conquered races, genetically modified to be more useful to these ancients. From what I can gather, they’re like parasites. They get inside you and take over, and in return they give you enhanced strength and a crazy fast healing factor, among other things.”

      “It’s nothing the human body can’t do on its own given the right stimulation,” Max said. “They flood their host with the correct chemical compounds as needed.”

      “And they can be anyone?” Natalia asked.

      “Pretty much,” Hayden said. “And there’s no way to suss them out.”

      “I can,” Rain said.

      “Unless you’re Rain,” Hayden corrected. “She’s got a dead khoron in her, and she’s able to use it to sense other Relyeh.”

      “The Collective,” Rain said. “The Relyeh share a network of sorts. They can communicate across galaxies with it.”

      “That’s how the trife organize?” Natalia asked.

      “I think so,” Hayden said. “We always theorized the queen could transmit to her brood. We just didn’t know how.”

      “We still don’t know how. I mean, how can a network like that function?”

      “A combination of quantum mathematics and fourth-dimensional space,” Max replied. “Similar to Axon wormhole portals. Only theirs is organic. A naturally occurring part of their genome. Haha. Hahahaha. Ha.”

      “There’s nothing funny about that.”

      “He’s a little broken,” Isaac said. “Probably from spending the last hundred years inside a lead sphere.”

      “Colonel Gillick and the Trust were trying to control the neural disruption tech to use it,” Hayden said. “The same tech that makes people hallucinate. They might have been planning to launch a coup against Proxima Command with it.”

      Natalia’s eyes widened. “Wait a second,” she said, looking at Max. “You’re an Other.”

      “Your name for us, not ours.”

      Natalia looked at Hayden. He shook his head. It wasn’t a good idea to tell Max everything they knew about his kind. “The Trust wants to seize control of the Centurion government? Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Hayden said. “We can talk to Rico about it the next time she comes to visit. In any case, I think we ruined that plan.”

      “And pissed off the Trust in the process.”

      Hayden shrugged. “It isn’t my fault everybody’s using Earth for something, and fuck all to the people who live here. The point is, we need to stop Shurrath.”

      “We need to stop Brute and Ronin first,” Natalia said. “Before they destroy any more of our infrastructure or kill any more of our deputies.”

      “We will,” Hayden said. “It should be easier with Max helping out. Have you had any luck with the hard drive we recovered?”

      “Sorry, Hayden. The computer was still trying passwords as of this morning.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not sure how much we need it at this point. Hey Max, we found an old message suggesting the Relyeh and the Axon were on Earth for years before the trife came. What do you know about that?”

      “Affirmation. I have been on Earth for nearly seven ens.”

      “What is that in Earth years?”

      “Three thousand, four hundred eighty-seven. My mission was to seek out signs of Relyeh occupation. As you stated, their Observers are difficult to detect. I was supposed to send a warning when the Relyeh arrived here, but I suffered a malfunction that drained my power supply and left me in hibernation until I was reactivated in captivity.”

      “Warning?” Natalia asked. “Why?”

      “We have known about the Relyeh for nearly one hundred ens. We have tried to prepare, but the empire of the Hunger is vast, their numbers almost infinite. Intellects were sent to report when the Hunger drew near to Axon border worlds so our defenses could be moved into position. I must send warning.”

      “I’m pretty sure the Axon already know.”

      “How?”

      Natalia looked at Hayden. He nodded.

      “We opened one of your portals,” she explained. “The world it connected to was in ruins.”

      “We encountered creatures like the trife, only bigger and a lot uglier,” Hayden said.

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Ha.” Max paused after his laughter. “The war has already started.”

      “And the Axon are losing.”

      “A result of the invasion here, I’m certain. The Hunger moves across the universe in an ordered march. The attack on Earth was outside of that order.”

      “What does that mean?” Isaac asked.

      “Confusion.”

      “You can say that again,” Rain said.

      “Confusion. If one ancient Relyeh broke the order, the others would have no choice but to do the same or risk losing ground to one of their siblings.”

      “So it isn’t just Earth that’s screwed?”

      “Assurance. Affirmation. The Hunger has conquered a thousand worlds like Earth. You are definitely not alone.”

      “I wish we could go to space and stick it to those assholes.”

      “I think we’ve got enough to worry about right here,” Hayden replied. “Like Nat said, Brute and Ronin are going to turn up somewhere, and I’m not waiting on them to bring the fight to us.”

      “Pozz,” Rain agreed. “But still.”

      “We’ve got a bit of a ride ahead of us. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m beat.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Wake me up when we land.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The large tanker truck rumbled across the ancient highway, its thick, heavy tires churning up a cloud of dust behind it. Unlike many of the vehicles that journeyed the old roads, it was barely modified from its original form. The cab had been painted red at one point, but time and the elements had faded the color-coating and left it with more than its fair share of rust and decay. A long hood rested over its still-powerful diesel engine, which coughed and bellowed through the exhaust and into the sky.

      Grace hated leaving Minerva behind again, but Shurrath’s orders were clear. Sheriff Duke had quickly turned from a nuisance into a real problem. One that needed solving immediately. There was no time to ride north to find him on horseback, so they had made their way to the depot, killed the two deputies standing guard over the facility and made off with the truck. Its fuel tanks were more than sufficient to take them up the coast, and it had an additional, nearly full tanker trailer tethered to it, rolling along the highway with them.

      They had left Haven hours ago, the sun setting and rising again during the journey. The roads were relatively clean and had even been repaired in some places, but Cain insisted on taking it slow. The truck’s engine wasn’t in the best shape, and it shuddered and shook every time he got it up over forty-five on the gauge.

      And there was another reason to go slow.

      “There,” Cain said, stretching his big hand past her face to point out the passenger side window. “Do you see it?”

      Grace turned her head, following the path of his finger. The sun was rising over the mountains, casting a reddish hue across the landscape. She could barely make out the dark silhouettes against the red and orange, bounding their way across the terrain in their direction.

      “Trife?” Grace said. She scanned them, estimating the count. “A hundred? Shurrath sent five thousand to Howl and the sheriff got out alive. And we’re in his territory.”

      “They aren’t regular trife,” Cain replied. “They’re evolved.”

      “Where did they come from?”

      “They’ve been hiding in the woods to the east. I don’t know why. We sensed them as we were coming north. That’s why I slowed down. To give them a chance to catch up.”

      Grace closed her eyes. She could sense them now, their consciousnesses part of the Collective. She wasn’t sensitive enough to it yet to read such a small number. Once her integration with Keshk was more complete, she would not only be able to feel them. She would also be able to control them.

      Cain slowed the truck even more, bringing it to a near crawl. The trife diverted in their direction. They were sprinting at full speed, using only their legs to run. They stooped over slightly to regain balance after each long, loping stride.

      Grace watched them for a few seconds. They were coming hard. Almost too hard. She glanced at Cain. “Something’s wrong.”

      He seemed to recognize it too. He stopped the truck completely, putting it in park and shoving open the driver’s side door. He climbed out, balancing to look over the roof of the cab at the demons.

      Grace didn’t open her door, but she kept her eyes glued to the horizon, to the small incline the trife had appeared over.

      The ground shook slightly—a soft but noticeable vibration. A moment later, it shook again.

      “What is that?” she asked.

      “Don’t know,” he replied.

      They continued watching. The trife were closing on their position. The intensity of the shaking increased.

      “I don’t like it,” Grace said.

      “Me either,” Cain agreed.

      He ducked back into the truck and closed the door. The trife made it to them, leaping from nearly five meters away and landing smoothly on the top of the trailer. Now that they were here, Grace could see they were much bigger than the more common trife, with muscular frames, longer, sharper claws and larger heads and teeth.

      They piled onto the truck, hissing loudly. Cain started to accelerate, limited by the added weight of the demons.

      “What the fuck?” Grace said, still watching the horizon. A large, roundish shape had appeared ahead of the sunrise, bobbing slightly up and down

      “I’ve heard rumors,” Cain replied, his voice trailing off as they both stared.

      The shape continued to change, extending farther downward with each passing second. Grace’s breath caught in her throat as she realized the round part was an elongated head, which blended down into a long, narrow neck, which itself spread out to shoulders, arms and a torso.

      “What is it?” she asked breathlessly.

      The shaking increased, the truck rattling with each shockwave. The shape. The creature was massive. The biggest monster Grace had ever seen. From a distance all she could see was its silhouette, but it was enough to identify it as a humanoid nearly thirty meters tall, with long, oversized arms and hands and powerful tree-trunk legs. She could only guess what kind of skeletal system was bearing that much weight, or what type of diet would support something of its size.

      The trife’s hissing increased in volume, and a few of them started pounding on the top of the tanker. They seemed afraid.

      “Goliaths,” Cain said. “Trife-eating monsters. I thought they were a myth.”

      “I don’t think they’re a myth,” she replied. “This one looks like it’s coming for us. Can’t you speed this thing up?”

      “I’m trying,” Cain said. “ We’re dealing with a lot of extra weight here.”

      The truck was slowly—too slowly—gaining speed. The goliath’s feet became visible as it fully crested the rise. Its size meant it didn’t walk exceptionally fast, but it didn’t need to. Each stride carried it ever closer, the ground shuddering as it planted a lead-heavy foot.

      “Speed up!” Grace said, whipping her head toward Cain.

      “I’m trying,” he snarled back, eyes fierce. His foot mashed down on the pedal, the diesel engine doing its best to gain speed. The whole machine was vibrating hard, and not only from the goliath’s earthshaking footsteps.

      Grace turned back to the goliath. It was gaining on them, increasing in size in their rearview mirrors and becoming more terrifyingly disgusting as the details of its form began to fill in. Its flesh was mottled and thick, patchy in places where bone and muscle were nearly exposed. Its mouth was massive, its jaw slack, hanging far enough open that it could take in the entire truck with one gigantic bite if it wanted. There were more teeth behind the teeth, enough to grind anything that entered its gaping maw. Its hands and feet were filthy with dirt and blood and pieces of trife that had gotten caught between its fingers and toes. It was also missing an eye.

      “That thing is horrible,” Grace said. “And it’s also outrunning us.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Cain snapped. “Get out and push?”

      “If it would help,” she replied. “We should ditch the truck.”

      “No. Forget it.” He glanced over. “We’re going to make it.”

      They had gained more speed and were starting to pull slightly ahead. The goliath didn’t seem to understand that it could take a less direct path and cut them off up ahead, choosing instead to charge directly toward them even though they were moving laterally.

      At least it was as smart as it was attractive.

      The trife were still hissing and pounding the truck, shifting nervously on the trailer. The truck hit a bump, and the trailer rocked and skidded slightly behind them, the left side momentarily losing contact with the ground. Three of the demons fell off, hitting the ground, rolling back to their feet, and giving chase, desperate to get back on.

      Cain fought to get it all back under control without slowing down. His face changed as his khoron delivered a message to the nearby trife. They immediately became silent and still.

      The truck continued to gain speed, clearly outpacing the goliath now. Grace kept watching it, turning in her seat and leaning out of the window as it reached the road behind them. Her eyes widened in horror as it bent over, reaching out and grabbing two of the three trife that had been dislodged, one in each hand. It scooped them up, tossing them toward its mouth like the morsels they were. The demons vanished into the grinding teeth, crushed and devoured while the monster reached for the last trife, showing more agility than she ever would have believed.

      “I hope that thing doesn’t follow us,” she said, turning to Cain.

      He glanced over at her, his lips parting in an amused smirk. “Are you afraid of it?”

      “Hell yes. Aren’t you?”

      “No. Your fear is Shurrath’s opportunity.”

      The truck continued along the highway.

      The goliath slowly faded from view.
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      The two cars rolled into Sanisco just as the sun was beginning to set, setting the city’s silhouette against a backdrop of red, orange and gold.

      For Hayden, it was one of the most beautiful sunsets he had ever seen. He was glad to be back home. Glad to be closer to Hallia. Glad to have Natalia at his side.

      He wished he could have enjoyed it more. He wished he was returning with his mission complete, the mystery solved, and the danger averted. He wished he had a few days to spend with his daughter and his wife. To do the simple things. Feed Hallia breakfast. Go for a walk through the city. Drive out to the edge of the shattered bridge and look down into the water below. Make love to his wife.

      Maybe when the threat had passed, and he could relax again.

      When would that be? He had a feeling he would never get to relax again.

      “This place is incredible,” Rain said as they drove through the city. The citizens in the streets moved out of their way without prompting, waving to them as they passed. Hayden flashed a few waves here and there, while Latos and her Rangers covered most of that duty, accepting the thanks the population still liked to heap on them. Everyone in Sanisco was free. Not only from the trife, but from the desperation and despair of living under a tyrant. They had access to food, water, new clothes, and most importantly, were free to roam without fear.

      Hayden was prepared to do whatever it took to keep it that way.

      “I remember the last time I was here,” Isaac said, head swiveling to take it all in. “It was a lot different then. Full of life. Full of promise. All of these buildings were intact, and there were so many more people on the streets.” He fell silent for a few seconds. “I know you’re doing the best you can with what’s left. It’s just…this is the first place I’ve been that I saw before the war. The first familiar place.” He shook his head, pointing at one of the ruined storefronts. “That used to be a Starbucks.”

      “Starbucks?” Rain asked.

      “Coffee,” he replied. “Do you have coffee here, Hayden?”

      “We do,” Hayden replied. “But probably not like you remember it. Most of it’s a couple of centuries old, though we get limited deliveries from Proxima.”

      “I don’t expect that will last,” Natalia said.

      “Let’s hope they don’t cut us off from our coffee,” he replied, smiling.

      “There used to be a French restaurant over there,” Isaac said, pointing at another storefront. “I took Amanda there once when we came to visit, right after we were married. It’s tough to imagine how much time has passed. It literally felt like I blinked and two hundred years went by.”

      “I can’t say I know how that is,” Hayden said. “But I do know what it’s like to find yourself in a place you don’t understand. The good news is you have us to help fill you in on the details.”

      “I’m thankful for that.”

      The cars made their way to the tower, stopping in the street in front of it, across the helicopter’s landing pad. Hayden—with Rain, Isaac, Natalia, Max and Chief Ranger Latos—climbed out of it, while the rest of the Rangers exited the other vehicle.

      “Latos, keep your people dressed and ready to go,” Hayden said. “I don’t intend for us to linger long.”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Latos replied. She split off from the group and barked orders to her squad, bringing them into line.

      “We should go check on the hard drive,” Natalia said. “And I can replace your hand while we’re down there.” She looked at the damaged prosthetic and shook her head. “I’m sorry about it, love. I know that one meant a lot to you.”

      “Not as much as not dying,” he replied. “It saved our lives. That’s all I can ask for.”

      “I’ve never seen such a tall building,” Rain said, staring up toward the top of the tower. “How high does it go?”

      “About three hundred meters,” Natalia replied.

      “Can you go all the way to the top?”

      “Not right now. The upper floors were damaged a few months ago.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad.”

      Hayden led them up the steps toward the entrance. Deputy Solino came running out.

      “Sheriff Duke, you made it back,” he said excitedly. “It’s great to see you.”

      “Thank you, Paul,” Hayden replied. “It’s good to be back. Is everything okay?”

      “For the moment. I heard the cars coming up, and I figured it was you. Since Kisha’s busy organizing the defenses, I thought I should come out to greet you. Do you need anything, Sheriff?”

      Hayden considered a moment. “Yeah. I do. We’re headed down to the lab to fix up my arm.” He waved the damaged stump at Deputy Solino. “Can you bring Ginny and Hallia down?”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff.” Deputy Solino turned to go, taking a few steps back toward the door.

      “Oh, and Deputy?” Hayden said.

      He stopped and turned back. “Yes, Sheriff?”

      “Can you get me another hat?”

      Solino smiled. “Pozz that, Sheriff.”

      They continued into the building to the lift. Rain continued to marvel at everything around them, her head swinging back and forth, her eyes darting from one place to another.

      “Does the whole city have power?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Natalia replied. “We salvaged a reactor just outside of town, between here and Sanose. It provides electricity to both settlements.”

      “How did you even know how to get the power back on?”

      “Nat’s an engineer,” Hayden said. “It’s her job to know. We also had a little help from above. They provided some load balancers and other geegaws.”

      “Geegaw?” Natalia said, making a face at him.

      “I don’t know what they were called.”

      She shook her head while Rain laughed. They reached the lift, causing a fresh outburst when the doors opened.

      “What is this?” Rain asked.

      “It’s an elevator,” Isaac said. “It takes you up and down to different floors in the building. I’m sure they had them in Howl.”

      “None of them worked,” Rain replied, stepping in.

      Hayden entered last and selected ‘P3’ to direct the lift to Engineering. Once they arrived, Natalia led them through the area to the computer still trying to break into the hard drive. Hayden and Natalia were both greeted by the other techs in the area on their way past.

      “Look at all this stuff,” Rain said. “Incredible.”

      “Lutz,” Natalia said, getting the attention of one of the engineers.

      “Governor, you’re back,” Engineer Lutz said. “Sheriff Duke, you too. That’s great!”

      “Any progress with the encryption?” Natalia asked.

      Lutz shook his head. “Sorry, Governor.”

      “Damn it. I was hopeful.”

      “Me too,” Hayden said. “It isn’t your fault. You can’t make that thing run any faster.”

      “Do you require assistance with encryption?” Max asked.

      Hayden glanced at the Intellect. He had no idea what was on the drive, but he did know it was related to the khoron, the Relyeh, and the Axon. He would rather let it stay locked than allow the AI to be the first to get a look at it.

      “No,” he replied. “It isn’t that important.”

      “Sheriff?” Lutz said, prepared to argue.

      “It isn’t that important,” Natalia agreed before changing the subject. “Let’s see about that hand. Maybe when Deputy Solino comes back he can show Rain and Isaac to two of the guest rooms so they can wash off the dust and grime.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Hayden replied.

      “Me too,” Isaac agreed.

      “Lutz, can you assist?” Natalia asked.

      “Of course, Governor,” Lutz replied.

      Natalia led the group out of the first section of Engineering and across the garage to the botter station, against the southern wall. It was a simple arrangement. A chair for the patient in front of a metal table with an old laptop resting on one side and wires snaking out from it to the other, waiting to be connected to the selected prosthetic.   

      There were nearly fifty crates stacked beside the table, each one containing a functional replacement limb. The augments were fairly common during the end stages of the war when injured soldiers begged to be outfitted with the prosthetics so they could go out to fight again. The UWT traded for whatever replacements they could find, typically brought in by wandering scavengers who had heard they offered top value.

      The oversized arm was one of the first models produced. Primitive in some ways. Better in others. It was more powerful than the second and third generation augments which aimed to bring the limbs to a more natural size and fit them beneath standard armor. It also needed more power and required all of his clothes to be cut to allow the arm through.

      “Do we have another one like it?” Hayden asked.

      Natalia turned on the laptop. “I have an inventory on the computer. Give it a minute to boot up and we can see.”

      “What’s that?” Rain asked.

      Hayden glanced over to see what she was looking at. “It’s a communications device.”

      Rain stared at the contraption, little more than a metal frame around a simple plastic seat. A wired cap and a pair of bulky goggles hung from the frame, while a bundle of wired electrodes spewed out across the chair.

      “That’s a comm?”

      “For goliaths,” Natalia added. “Well, one goliath in particular.”

      “What’s a goliath?”

      Hayden smiled. “You have to see one to believe it.”

      “Here we go,” Natalia said, tapping on the laptops keys. “Sorry, Hayden. We don’t have one that matches. We’ll have to replace the control ring.”

      Hayden winced. Changing the ring was painful. “Whatever we’ve gotta do.”

      “Sheriff?”

      Hayden turned at the sound of Ginny’s voice. His smile grew even larger when he saw the girl was carrying Hallia.

      “She wouldn’t let me take her,” Deputy Solino explained.

      “Ginny,” Hayden said, taking a few steps to reach her and kneeling down. He held his arms out, and she stepped into them, accepting his careful embrace. “Nat told me what you did for me. I’m only here because of you.”

      “Dego’s gone, Sheriff,” Ginny replied, unable to contain her sobs.

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “I’m going to do something about that.”

      “I’ll take Hallia,” Natalia said, coming up beside them.

      Ginny surrendered the infant. “You need to be careful, Sheriff,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes and regaining her composure. “They aren’t normal. The trife were helping them.”

      “I know what they are,” Hayden said. “And I know how to fight them.”

      She smiled. “You do?”

      He took the microspear from his pocket. “Do you remember this?”

      “Yeah. The small guy used them. Now the woman is using them.”

      Hayden glanced back at the others.

      “The khoron must have transferred to this new host,” Isaac said.

      “Sounds about right,” Hayden agreed. He looked back at Ginny. “These people, they’re infected with an alien parasite that’s making them do things they might not want to do. It isn’t their fault. This can kill the parasite.”

      “Oh. That explains it then.”

      “Explains what?”

      “The woman, she let me live when she killed everyone else. And when I took the motorcycle, she missed me with her shot. I don’t think she should have.”

      “She’s fighting it,” Rain said. “Better than I did.”

      Isaac pulled his backpack from his shoulder, digging out a small stick from the bottom of the bag.

      “I took this from Dugway after I woke up,” he said. “Downloads of the security camera feeds I managed to grab before the power went out. I haven’t had time to review any of it.” He held it out to Natalia. “Is this compatible with any of your computers?”

      “Can you hold Hallia?” she asked.

      Isaac’s face changed completely at the question. The Marine facade vanished, his entire expression going soft.

      “Can I?” he asked.

      “Of course.” Natalia passed Hallia to him. She wriggled a little as he got a good grip on her, holding her out to look at her.

      “Hi, Hallia,” Isaac said. “You’re a beauty, aren’t you?”

      Hallia smiled and laughed. “Daddy.”

      Isaac’s face tensed for a moment. “Not me. But maybe I can be your Uncle Ike.”

      Natalia took the data stick and plugged it into the laptop. “Ike, what am I looking for?”

      “Go to the clip near the end.” He watched Natalia scroll through the list. “That one. Pause it on the woman once her face is clear.”

      Natalia played the clip. Grace climbing out of the stasis pod. She froze it when the camera got a good angle on her head.

      “Ginny, is that her?” Isaac asked.

      Ginny moved closer to the laptop. She nodded. “Yep. That’s her alright. Ronin.”

      “She’s still alive,” Isaac said. “Sheriff, that’s Grace Salk.”

      Hayden stared at the woman’s face so he would know her when he saw her.

      “We have to try to stop her without killing her,” Isaac continued. “She knows more about Shurrath than any of us.”

      “And she knows the code to unlock the hard drive,” Natalia said.

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “We’ll do our best. We have to find them first. In the meantime, Nat and Engineer Lutz are going to fit me with a new arm. Deputy Solino, can you show Rain and Isaac to a couple of guest rooms, and get their sizes for a change of clothes?”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Solino replied.

      “Ginny, you’re doing a great job with Hallia. Do you mind keeping an eye on her?”

      “I’d love to,” Ginny said. “Can we stay down here?”  Hayden nodded, drawing a big smile.

      “What should I do?” Max asked. “I’m eager to hunt down Shurrath and destroy him.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Hayden replied. “Why don’t you stay here so I can keep an eye on you?”

      “If I were inclined, I could have made you kill yourself already, Sheriff. Hahaha. Haha. Ha.”

      “You have a weird sense of humor,” Ginny said.

      “Just stay, okay?” Hayden said more forcefully. “We have a deal.”

      “Pozz. Hahaha. Haha. Pozz.”

      “Can an AI go insane?” Isaac asked.

      “All systems are functioning within acceptable parameters,” Max replied.

      “My commanding officer used to say that if you think you’re crazy, it means you aren’t crazy.”

      “This way,” Deputy Solino interrupted.

      “The replacement should take about two hours,” Hayden said. “We’ll meet up then.”

      “Natalia,” Isaac said. “Do you have another laptop that can run the streams I downloaded? I’d like to review them while I have the time.”

      “Sure,” Natalia replied. “Lutz, can you see to it please ?”

      “Yes, Governor.”  The engineer headed across the room, back to the tables of computers to look for a compatible machine.

      “You don’t want to sleep?” Hayden asked.

      “I don’t know if I can,” Isaac replied. “This is all too much for me to relax right now.”

      “Pozz. Let us know if you find anything useful.”

      “Will do, Sheriff.”

      Hayden walked over to the chair and flopped down in it, laying his damaged arm out on the table. “Nat, let’s get this over with.”
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      Isaac turned off the shower and grabbed the towel from the counter beside it, quickly drying off. He wrapped it around his waist and moved out of the bathroom, crossing the small living space to the bedroom. A fresh pair of simple cotton underwear, pants and t-shirt were waiting for him on the surprisingly new mattress.

      He dressed quickly, still amazed by the state of things in Sanisco. The city was in ruins, so many of the buildings he remembered all damaged or destroyed, the population reduced to thousands instead of nearly a million. At the same time, he could sense the spark of hope within it, especially compared to Howl. The people here were happy. Hopeful. They saw potential in the work they were doing and took pride in everything they were aiming to achieve. He could see it in the eyes of every citizen they had driven past outside. He could see it on Deputy Solino’s face. He could hear it in Natalia’s voice.

      And he had felt it too, especially when he had held Hallia in his arms.

      The moment had been cathartic. So many memories came flooding back, and it had taken all of his will to keep his eyes from misting over, to maintain his composure. He could still remember the way Jason used to wiggle in his arms and try to shove his head against the warm part of his neck. He could still remember his son’s smell.

      Hayden and Natalia had the family he didn’t, but he wasn’t envious of them. He was happy for them. From what he had seen of the world after, it needed more happiness like that. Whatever fate had brought him here, whatever happened from this point on, he was sure this was where he belonged, for as long as he was alive.

      According to Doctor Stern, it wouldn’t be all that long.

      He hadn’t given much thought to the Doctor’s diagnosis. The man was under the control of a khoron, after all. But the idea of it lingered in the back of his mind. Had he gone through hibernation, departure from Dugway, fighting in Reno and Howl only to find a new purpose and then die?

      He went from the bedroom to the living space. An old loveseat acted as the centerpiece, a handmade wood table beside it. The furniture had been patched, a few slices of green sewn into the original red cloth. He sat down on it, grabbing the laptop Engineer Lutz had given him and turning it on. The data stick was already inserted, and he went to the menu and opened the folder containing the feeds.

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking for. Answers. He just didn’t know what  questions to ask. So he started at the beginning. Judging by the timestamps, the files had downloaded almost randomly, leaving likely gaps in the narrative. He was also limited on time, at least for now.

      A knock on the door interrupted him. He put the laptop aside to answer it. A young woman smiled at him when he opened the door, holding out a tray of food.

      Not just any food. Hot food. The smell wafted up into his nose.

      “Deputy Solino thought you might be hungry,” the woman said.

      “I am,” he replied. “I’m Isaac.”

      “Cheryl. Nice to meet you.”

      “Thanks for bringing this up,” he said, taking the tray from her and looking down at the contents. “Is that meat?”

      “Turkey,” she replied. “From a nearby farm. Mashed potatoes. And my personal favorite, apple bread pudding.”

      “It looks incredible.”

      “It beats the hell out of the scraps we were eating before Sheriff Duke and the Governor arrived,” Cheryl replied.

      “Everybody here seems to love Hayden and his wife.”

      “Pozz. They’ve done great things for us. My daughter used to beg on the streets. Now she’s in school, learning to read from one of the Pilgrims.”

      “The Pilgrims?”

      “One of the people who came from the starship. Oh. I’m not supposed to talk about that.”

      “It’s okay. I already know.”

      Cheryl smiled, her face flushing. “Okay. I’ll be back to pick the tray up later. It was nice meeting you, Isaac.”

      “You too.”

      Isaac closed the door as she walked away, carrying the tray back to the loveseat. He put it on the table, forcing himself to pick at it instead of devouring it while he went through the clips.

      The earliest recordings were useless. Motion-triggered captures of scientists and Marines moving through different parts of the facility on their way from one place to another. It would take forever to look through all of the files.

      Isaac identified the camera closest to the BFD and filtered out everything else. He went through the clips one at a time, only looking at the first few seconds of each.

      The first one he stopped at was a clip of the researchers leaving the secured area, led by the woman the Marines had called bird-bitch, and who he now knew as Doctor Valentine. What he had learned about Valentine gave him a new take on the men and women who came out of the BFD, the timestamp suggesting only an hour before the explosion. Their expressions indicated they knew what was happening. They also suggested they weren’t afraid of it, but instead had logically decided to cut and run. Maybe that was the case. But then, why the hell hadn’t they warned anyone? Why hadn’t they given the civilians the chance to escape? Why hadn’t they shut the whole fucking thing down after Major Salk shot up a room full of kids?

      The thoughts left him furious. He nearly threw the laptop aside, his body tense with his anger. He closed the clip and his eyes, taking a minute to cool off. He ate a little more of the food. It was the best thing he had ever tasted a minute ago, but now it tasted rotten in his mouth. Valentine had given up on Earth. She knew none of the people on the base were going to the ships. She had decided it was better to let them die ignorant.

      He watched the group move across the camera’s view. When the clip reached the end, he backed it up. Then he backed it up again. He leaned in, looking at the video.

      The last researcher broke off from the group right before he left the view of the camera, heading down a different corridor.

      Isaac searched for a recording of the corridor, but the only one he found was nearly an hour later. He watched it anyway.

      Private Davis was standing by the BFD. It looked like he was trying to bypass the security and get in. That wasn’t right. After a minute of effort, he looked directly at the camera, clearly annoyed.

      Two seconds later, the alarms began to sound, the emergency lights flashing. Private Davis vanished, replaced by…

      Himself.

      What the hell?

      He paused the clip, moving it back and forth over a four-second span. One moment, Davis is there. Then the emergency lights flash. Then he’s standing there.

      Not him. The Axon.

      Son of a bitch.

      He scanned the clips, searching for recordings around the same timestamp. He found one of himself headed for Lab C, right before he shot the scientists. He found another with a close timestamp and opened it.

      It was him in the MP office.

      He put the two clips side by side, heart racing, body cold. He couldn’t be in both places at the same time, so one of the two hims wasn’t him.

      He found the clip he had already seen, of himself shooting the researchers in the lab, and then the clip of him and Major Salk. He watched them again, and then checked their timestamps. He hadn’t noticed the stamps before. He had been in too much of a rush.

      There was a twenty-second gap.

      Twenty seconds during which the Axon Intellect could have left the area, while he had come running to it. Because he had heard gunfire?

      He had no memory of shooting the scientists. Was this why?

      Because he hadn’t shot them?

      But what about the explosion? He remembered the explosion. Or did he? If he were in the MP office at the time, he would have been clued in by the alarms and the reactions of the other MPs. Had he ever seen smoke? What was real, and what had his mind conjured from circumstance?

      He rested his forehead in his hand, trying to remember. He couldn’t change what his mind had recorded, or how it had stored that memory. All he knew was there was enough evidence to plant that seed of doubt.

      He hadn’t killed the scientists...had he?

      But if he wasn’t hallucinating during the attack, that meant…

      He didn’t get to answer the question. Someone starting pounding on his door.

      He closed the laptop and tossed it aside, hurrying to answer.

      “Ike,” Rain said when he opened it. She was wearing a similar outfit to his. She had cleaned up well. “Sheriff’s called for us. We’ve got a location on Grace.”
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      Hayden looked up as Deputy Solino guided Isaac and Rain into the room. His eyes lingered on Isaac for a moment.

      “Ike, you okay?” he asked, noticing the Marine’s jaw was more tense than usual, his face more pale.

      “Pozz,” Isaac replied.

      Hayden knew he was lying, but he wasn’t about to push. Not when Brute and Grace were still out there.

      He had assembled his group in one of the tower’s old conference rooms on the eighth floor. It had a decent view of the street below, of the two cars they had left outside the building and the civilians making their way from one place to another. He enjoyed looking out at them, proud of his officers for helping keep them safe. It was a constant reminder of his life’s mission, and the rewards of the risks he took and the pain he managed.

      When Natalia took the old arm off, she told him the connection didn’t look good. She had called for Doctor Hess, who confirmed there was some nerve damage, and they wouldn’t be able to reattach a new ring without the risk of chronic pain. The options were simple: lose the arm or suffer constant pain.

      He wasn’t about to go without an arm.

      Hess was right. The connection hurt. A dull throb that was still too new to his system to ignore completely. Maybe in time it would fade into the background, like the soreness he felt from some of his other old wounds. His body had taken a beating over the last year. Ever since he had arrived in Sanisco. But to see his people on the street below. To know they were safe.

      It was worth it.

      He wasn’t going to let Shurrath fuck it up.

      Isaac and Rain took two of the seats at the table. Natalia, Max, Chief Ranger Latos, Ginny and Deputy Kisha rounded out the group. Hayden had tried not to include the young thief, but she was insistent, and he couldn’t argue her point that she might have saved his life. Maybe not from Shurrath, but Gillick would have grabbed them just as surely if Natalia and the Rangers hadn’t intervened.

      “Thanks, Solino,” Hayden said. “Can you head back downstairs and tell the Rangers to get ready to move out?”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff,” the deputy replied. “Oh. And...” He held up a new hat and smiled, flinging it across the table. Hayden reached up and grabbed it with his new prosthetic, catching it smoothly. At least moving the arm didn’t increase the pain.

      “Nice hand, Sheriff,” Rain said, seeing the new limb.

      “Thanks,” Hayden replied.

      He turned the prosthetic over, taking another look at it. The design itself was relatively simple. The outer shell was anything but simple. Max had determined the material was insufficient for the amount of force a khoron-infected human-like Brute might possess, and would damage too easily. The Axon Intellect elected to sacrifice some of what amounted to itself to protect the augment more fully. The goo had spread across the outside metal from the fingertips to the elbow, fashioning a hard, transparent, plastic-like barrier around it.

      That wasn’t the impressive part.

      The Axon had literally plugged himself into the laptop and within minutes had altered the software to reconfigure the replacement, such that it would allow charge from the control ring battery to extend out to the metal surface. Normally, that would be highly dangerous. Only now the Axon compound would absorb and store the energy. Squeezing the thumb would cause the material to activate a shield that could absorb quite a bit of damage. Closing the hand without squeezing the thumb would allow the compound to change shape, forming a set of short blades that hung out over the top knuckles, sharp enough to rival any trife.

      Hayden would have preferred the option to use both the blades and the shields at the same time, but Max insisted that wasn’t possible with the limited interface control he had available. Hayden didn’t complain too much. It was already a massive upgrade from any augment he had worn before—a surprising gift from a surprising source.

      “We should start the briefing,” Natalia said.

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed. “Deputy Kisha?”

      Kisha stood up. She had a small black device on the table in front of her, and she put her hand on top of it as she spoke. “We received a transmission from the Sanose transfer depot half an hour ago. It’s probably easiest if I play it for you.” She glanced down at the device and tapped the top half of it.

      “Sanisco HQ, this is Deputy Jane Forest. We’re under attack. I repeat, we’re under attack. Two humans and a shitload of monster trife. HQ, I’ve never seen anything like them. Send backup asap. Please. They’re killing everybody. The officers. The workers. Please. Hurry. Oh shit. She’s here.”

      The recording ended suddenly.

      Hayden swallowed the anger rising in his chest. He had heard the recording once already. That didn’t make it any easier to take.

      “What are we going to do?” Rain asked.

      “Clarity,” Max said. “They will set a trap for you, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed.

      “We can’t wait for them to come to us,” Isaac said.

      “No. Not when innocent people are dying. Not when our officers are dying.”

      “I don’t get it,” Rain said. “What are we doing sitting here?”

      “Because we need to have a little bit of a plan. Deputy Forest, may she rest in peace, mentioned monster trife, of a kind she’s never seen before.”

      “Do you think she means the evolved trife?” Natalia asked.

      “I’m going to assume she does.”

      “Evolved trife?” Isaac said.

      “Bigger. Stronger. Faster. More durable. One of those things is worth a hundred regular trife. Maybe more. Nat and I were discussing bringing in the goliaths, but it’s risky.”

      “Risky how?” Isaac asked.

      “The depot is where we bring the oil in for refining, and then truck it out across the UWT,” Hayden said. “And while the goliaths are exceptional at killing trife, they aren’t particularly intelligent or agile. They’re as liable to hurt us as they are to help us.”

      “Confirmation. The location was chosen with this in mind.”

      “Agreement,” Hayden said, speaking like the Intellect. “But we’re weighing that against the suspicion they intend to blow the place as soon as I’m in it.”

      “A logical conclusion,” Max said. “Solution. Do not go into it. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Third option is to refuse to play the game,” Hayden said. “Set up shop nearby and try to draw them out. Bring them to us on our terms.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Isaac said.

      “Except if they refuse to play along. Or if they decide to blow the depot and then come out to meet us. That location is providing most of the fuel for our vehicles. We can survive the loss, but it’ll hurt. A lot.”

      “But if they plan to destroy it anyway, isn’t it better if you aren’t there?” Isaac said.

      “It would be better if nobody was there. But it’s best if they don’t get the chance to destroy it.”

      “You need someone who’s good at sneaking around,” Ginny said. “I’m good at sneaking around.”

      “It’s risky.”

      “I can do it, Sheriff. I want to do it.”

      “Hayden,” Natalia said.

      “Hold that thought. Both of you. Latos, what have you got?”

      Chief Ranger Latos stood up. “Sheriff, I went over the maps. There’s an old industrial complex about four klicks west of the depot I think we can use if we decide to go that route. It’s got a few taller buildings with a good line of sight. We can set the Rangers up nearby and jump them like we did the Centurions.”

      “You can’t jump trife,” Isaac said. “They’ll recover in a hurry, and they don’t care if they die.”

      “True,” Latos said. “We’ll need enough units to cover the counter-attack.”

      “What we need is to separate the khoron from the trife,” Isaac said. “Split the field in two.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Hayden agreed. “How do we do that?”

      The room fell silent.

      “I might be able to do it,” Rain said after nearly a minute had passed.

      Hayden looked at her. “How?”

      “I can sense them, right? Like the other khoron. Maybe I can control them.”

      “Your khoron is dead,” Hayden said. “What we should do is have Doc Hess remove it.”

      “Whether I can control them or not, it’s still useful. But I think maybe I can. Or maybe Max can help me?”

      “Confusion,” Max said. “How would I help?”

      “Maybe you can jolt the little bastard back to life? I don’t know. You’re supposed to be superior.”

      “We are superior. Hahaha. Haha.” Max stopped laughing suddenly. “I require medical facilities to determine the feasibility.”

      “It can be arranged,” Hayden said. “Let’s say you two can make it happen. That’s sure to take Brute and Grace by surprise. We need one group to hang back and keep the trife occupied. Another to help me deal with those two.”

      “And I’ll look for explosives,” Ginny said. “Just in case.”

      Hayden looked over at her. He wanted to tell her it was no place for a kid. But what place was? This was a hard world. An unforgiving world. And she had already made it this far on her own. It didn’t make sense to treat her like a child.

      “Just in case,” he said, nodding.

      Natalia glared at him. He was going to hear it from her later, but they would work it out. They always did.

      “Okay people. Let’s break while we look into Rain’s idea. Stay on full readiness until you hear otherwise. Rain, Max, you’ve got two hours to figure it out, and then we come up with another approach.” Hayden got to his feet. The rest of the group stood with him. “Let’s get to it.”
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      Two cars and an armored van rolled into the old industrial park, coming to a stop near the first of the many abandoned office buildings lining the streets. The area had once been home to some of the largest companies on the west coast, a hub of research and development that had helped produce some of the most important inventions of the twenty-first century.  The fusion breakthrough that had quickly come to power most of the country’s major cities had been developed nearby.

      For Hayden, it was another reminder of everything that had been lost when the trife arrived. A glance over at Isaac confirmed the thought. The Marine was gazing at the once proud buildings with a forlorn look in his eye.

      “The people that worked here, they probably all died,” Isaac said. He turned to look at Hayden. “Right after they finished building the root technologies that carried the people off-world to Proxima.”

      “Now it’s just another decaying reminder,” Hayden agreed. He tapped the star affixed to the collar of his new coat. “This is Sheriff Duke. We’ve reached the park.”

      “Pozz that, Hayden,” Natalia replied. “Get the package to the top of the tallest building so we can keep an eye on things here.”

      “Pozz,” he replied. He tapped the star again. “Squad One, you’re on transmitter setup.” He paused, scanning the immediate area. There was a four-story building to his left, about three hundred meters away. “Ike, can you mark that building over there for the squad?”

      “Roger,” Isaac replied, grabbing his helmet and slipping it on. Hayden would have been wearing one too, but he wanted to stay fully visible for their guests. He was the target, after all.

      The door to the van slid open and six deputies stepped out. They were all in matching combat armor, all wearing networked helmets and carrying a mix of MK-10 assault rifles and various generations of plasma rifles. They looked more like soldiers than law officers, but the difference was semantic out here anyway. They had outfitted their people with every last complete set of armor they had, nearly cleaning out the room in the armory in the process. They weren’t going out after some random perpetrator causing grief to the local innocents.

      They were trying to stem a war.

      Two of the deputies carried a rectangular metal box between them. Inside the box was a heap of electronics and a tall whip, which when activated would provide Sanisco HQ with a lidar-based view of the surrounding area and allow Natalia to help keep the field organized. It was a late addition to the plan, mainly intended to leave their options open. If things went sideways, Natalia would be able to call in the goliaths using the whip as a beacon.

      He hoped to hell things didn’t go sideways. The whole plan was risky enough as it was, especially since they were relying on Max to essentially electrocute Rain to make it all happen.

      The Intellect had been surprisingly successful in his efforts to jolt the khoron inside Rain, finding a frequency that would reactivate its tendrites and neural core without bringing it fully back to life. It remained unconscious and inactive during the tests, while Rain had acknowledged sensing access to the Relyeh Collective. That was the good part.

      The bad part was that the electroshock frequencies put Rain in a fair amount of pain, especially through the already burned areas of her skin. Hayden was ready to move forward without using the khoron, but Rain was adamant they do it this way. Getting Brute and Grace away from the trife was an essential part of minimizing the fallout.

      “Squad One,” Hayden said. “Head to the marker and get that transmitter up. Once you’re done there, I want two deputies with the equipment and the other four on that rooftop. He pointed to the two closest buildings. “Squad Two, you’ll take positions there and there. I’ll be forward fifty meters waiting for the targets.” Hayden tapped his badge to switch connections. “Ginny, it’s on you to get them headed this way.”

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Ginny replied. “I’ll get them headed in your direction.”

      Hayden held his breath a moment. He hated dragging the girl into this, but she was their best option. Grace had already shown a soft spot for her, but they needed her cleverness right now.

      Squad One began running for the first building, the two deputies carrying the transmitter in the middle of the other four. Squad Two spread apart, fanning out to positions in the buildings on either side. Hayden didn’t micromanage them. He trusted the squad leaders to get them to the right places at the right times.

      “I’m going to head over there.” Isaac pointed to the second tallest building in the complex. “I’ll head up to the roof and set this thing up. You give the word; I’ll take the shot.”

      He lifted the AWM sniper rifle from the back seat of the modbox. It was one of the rarer weapons in the UWT’s possession, one of only a few thousand produced with ATCS compatibility. In the right hands, the gun was as deadly as they came for a range of over two kilometers. And the Marine had the right hands.

      “Pozz that. Good hunting, Sergeant,” Hayden said.

      “You too, Sheriff,” Isaac replied. He started sprinting down the street toward his chosen position.

      Hayden tapped the badge. “Squads One and Two, ping in when you’re in position.” He tapped it again. “Ginny, ping in as soon as you’re safe or if there’s an emergency.”

      “Pozz,” Ginny replied.

      Hayden reached up to adjust his hat, and then checked his access to his revolvers. All of the death, all of the violence, all of the danger. It might come down to milliseconds in the end.

      He started walking forward to the spot he had pointed out to the deputies.

      He was ready for the showdown.
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      “I don’t think he’s coming,” Cain said.

      “What makes you say that?” Grace asked.

      “We’ve been here for nine hours, and we’re only two hours outside Sanisco. I know you heard the guard calling us in. Someone should have shown up by now.”

      “They have to know this is a setup. I told you we should have picked a less obvious location.”

      “I didn’t think they would sacrifice their fuel supply so easily. We should blow the place and move on.”

      “You’re the one who told me to be patient.”

      “I’m done now.”

      The depot was a conglomeration of structures nestled among a larger industrial area dominated by a large processing facility at the eastern edge. The facility sat adjacent to the fueling stations where trucks like the one that had delivered them here waited to be filled. A few dozen large cylindrical tanks—each capable of holding thousands of liters of fuel for storage—sat beyond the station, a few of them filled.

      The inside of the processing facility was composed of a maze of corridors that followed pipes to various large machines situated throughout the single-story building. Most of the tubes were rusted and crumbling, but it was immediately obvious where the system had been repaired to allow the facility to become somewhat operational again.

      When Grace and Cain entered they had followed the repair patches throughout the facility, using them as  guidelines to take them to the various operators and guards. They had advanced slowly and deliberately, taking in the fear as they made their way through, biding their time in making the kills. The part of Grace that had once been revolted by the sight and sounds of innocent people dying had become too quiet to heed, the voice of Keshk overcoming what remained of her resistance. They had fed deeply, a satisfying meal that had helped prepare them for what was to come.

      They had made sure to let one of the guards think she might be able to get away. They had watched her make a run for the control room from where they were now sitting. They were able to look down on the largest portion of the facility where numerous pipes merged with two large pieces of machinery in a huge, open room. Grace had counted to ten before charging the room, kicking the door open and grabbing the woman in her bare hands. She had thrown the deputy to the floor and sat on her, breathing deeply to absorb the pheromones before stabbing her with a microspear. Cain had come up behind her, laughing.

      “That’s the Keshk I know,” he had said.

      Cain stood up, heading for the exit.

      “Where are you going?” Grace asked.

      “I don’t want to blow the place while I’m still in it. You’re free to stay behind if you want.”

      A part of Grace knew she wasn’t free. It just didn’t care that much anymore.

      “I think we should give it a little more time,” Grace said. “Another hour or two.”

      “Shurrath isn’t feeling too patient about Sheriff Duke,” Cain countered. “Maybe you like his torture. I try to avoid it. That’s what makes me a good follower. That’s why I get the best assignments.”

      “Not because you’re bigger and stronger than anyone else?” Grace said.

      “It doesn’t matter how big you are if you can’t be trusted.”

      “Let’s say we blow the place and leave. Then what?”

      “We’ll head to Sanisco.”

      “Sheriff Duke knows we’re coming. We can’t blend in there.”

      “Then we’ll just...” Cain stopped talking abruptly, moving toward the window looking down on the facility’s main floor. “What’s this?”

      Grace turned her head. She hopped to her feet, staring out the window. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Who the fuck is that?” Cain asked.

      A girl was standing below the room, looking up at them and waving.

      “That’s the girl from Dego,” Grace replied.

      “The one you let escape?”

      She nodded.

      “Fucking Sheriff sent a little girl to meet us?” Cain asked.

      “He’s probably assuming we won’t kill her.”

      “He has a high opinion of my morality, doesn’t he?”

      “We should go talk to her.”

      “Yeah, why not? Sheriff Duke wants to deal? We’ll deal.”

      Cain led Grace out of the control room. There was a metal railing on their left and a catwalk leading to stairs ahead. Cain didn’t bother with the steps. He jumped over the railing, landing on the floor a few meters away from the girl. She stopped waving, flinching back at his sudden appearance.

      Grace followed him down, becoming more comfortable with her ability to fall from such heights without being injured. She landed where he had, straightening up behind him.

      “Sheriff Duke sent you?” Cain asked the girl.

      She nodded. “I want to talk to Grace.”

      Cain looked back at Grace. “Why her?”

      “That’s who I want to talk to.”

      “I could crush you like an ant, girl,” Cain said.

      “How would that help you deal with the sheriff?”

      “She has a point,” Grace said, coming up next to him. “And don’t forget who was in charge first.”

      Cain smirked. “The integration is moving along nicely, I see.” He put up his hands. “Fine. She’s all yours. Don’t fuck it up again.”

      Grace shot him an angry glare before stepping in front of him. “Sheriff Duke wants to play games, is that right?”

      “No games,” the girl replied. “He wants to save as many lives as he can. He’s a good man.”

      “There’s no room for good men on Shurrath’s world,” Grace said. “We’re either followers or food.”

      “Whatever. Either you kill him, or he kills you. Isn’t that how it works?”

      Grace nodded. “Even if he kills us, he can’t stop what’s coming.”

      “Maybe you aren’t giving him enough credit.”

      “What’s the sheriff’s offer?”

      “Not an offer. A challenge. A duel. Between you and Brute, and him.”

      “Two against one?”

      The girl nodded.

      “What’s the trick?”

      “No trick.”

      “So he’s alone?”

      “No. That would be stupid. He’s got people with him, just in case.”

      “In case we win?”

      “In case you cheat. Good men don’t cheat. Murderers like you and Brute do.”

      Part of Grace was amused by the statement. She hadn’t succumbed to Keshk completely. The khoron was angered.

      “You can only cheat if there are rules,” Grace said.

      “You and Brute. A duel.”

      “Where?”

      “A few kilometers north. The industrial park. If you go, that means you accept.”

      “What if we blow this place sky high and then go anyway?”

      “I can’t stop you. Shurrath may have no honor. Sheriff Duke thinks Grace Salk does.”

      Part of her did, anyway. She felt the pressure in her head as she tried to emerge. “How do you know who I am?”

      “Sergeant Pine knows who you are. So does Rain. Do you remember her?”

      Grace did. The girl from Dugway. And Sergeant Pine. Isaac. “I remember his son, Jason. We were friends. My father put Isaac in stasis. He said he had a use for him, but not yet. Is he there?”

      “Maybe.”

      You will accept.

      Shurrath’s presence filled her, so powerful she nearly collapsed. She breathed in sharply, clutching at her head.

      I want Sergeant Isaac Pine. Sheriff Duke killed Priezsh before it could send the results of the brain scan, and I need answers. My brother would trade entire worlds if I had a viable counter to the neural disruption. You will accept the offer. You will leave the uluth here, and call on them when the humans do not expect it.

      Part of Grace didn’t want to cheat, as the girl had suggested. She had no choice. “As you ask, so it will be done.”

      “What?” the girl asked.

      Shurrath left her.

      “We accept,” Grace said.
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      Ginny wasn’t sure if Grace or Brute would kill her after she delivered her message. She stood in front of them, doing her best to keep a straight face and look strong while Grace gave the news to Brute. Brute had looked over at her with murder in his eyes. She was sure of it. But then Grace had grabbed his big arm and pulled him toward the exit to the facility, leaving her alone.

      She had remained in place for a minute, heart racing, body tense. Then she took the small star out of the pocket of her jeans and tapped on it.

      “Sheriff Duke, the targets are en route. I’m going to look for the bomb.”

      “Pozz,” Sheriff Duke replied. “If you run into any trouble, get out of there. I don’t want to trade your life for the depot. We can rebuild it.”

      “Okay. Ginny out.”

      She tapped the badge again without speaking, signaling it to disconnect before heading opposite the way she had come and looking for an alternate passage off the main facility floor.

      She was eager to find the bomb. She was anxious to be helpful to Sheriff Duke and his wife. They had both been so kind to her, and she didn’t want them to lose what they were working so hard to build. She had seen the people in Sanisco. They were free and happy, and she wanted it to stay that way. Natalia didn’t want her to be here, but that was because she was trying to protect her. But Ginny didn’t want to be protected. She wanted to be part of something important after spending almost her whole life on her own.  And it didn’t matter if she was young. There was no age limit on things here.

      She followed one of the pipes to a red metal door. A faded sign was mounted to it, and while Ginny couldn’t read the symbols, she knew that whatever was behind it was dangerous. She pushed the door open.

      A dark form appeared from the shadows in front of her. She screamed and tried to pull the door closed again, but a pair of claws blocked it.

      Ginny ran as the trife burst through the door, giving chase. Natalia had warned her these trife weren’t like the others, but she was still surprised by the size of it. She had managed to get into the facility without encountering any of the creatures but maybe that wasn’t an accident. Brute and Grace were waiting for Sheriff Duke. They weren’t going to show their hand too quickly.

      She ran across the floor, the trife quickly gaining. One thing she had always been good at was finding a place to hide.

      She noticed a vent on the floor to her right, the cover hanging halfway off. Dropping to her knees, she slid across the floor to reach it. She grabbed the cover and tugged. It was stuck, held on by a single loose but rusted-on screw.

      “Let go, damn it,” she cursed, glancing over her shoulder. The trife was almost on her.

      She pulled again, the cover coming loose. She threw it at the demon, which slowed up slightly in surprise. The hesitation bought her just enough time to pull herself into the open vent.

      The trife reached in behind her, its claws nearly finding her foot. She kicked it back and slid in deeper until she was sure it couldn’t reach her. A regular trife could fit into the vent behind her, but not this one.

      She squirmed deeper into the shaft before looking back again. She saw the side of the demon’s head, the trife peering at her and watching her escape. Was it telling the others where she had gone?

      “Screw you,” she said to it. Then she began crawling forward again, leaving it behind.

      She continued through the shaft, trying to navigate to another part of the building. It took a few minutes before she reached a second vent. She put her eye up to it, screaming and shoving herself back as a trife claw ripped through the metal, nearly removing her face. She scrambled back as the demon reached in for her, its sharp nails catching the edge of her jeans and tearing through them, missing her flesh by millimeters.

      She tapped on the badge. “Natalia.”

      “Ginny, what’s wrong?” Natalia said.

      “I’m stuck in here with the trife. They have me pinned in a ventilation shaft. I can’t get out.” She tried not to sound as scared as she was. Not only had she failed to find the explosives, but what if she couldn’t get out before Brute set them off?

      “Okay,” Natalia said. “Stay calm.” Her voice was calm, and it helped. “The shaft is probably bringing air in and out of the facility, which means it has to reach outside somewhere. Focus on the airflow, and try to determine which direction it's coming from, okay?”

      “Okay,” Ginny replied. “I didn’t find the bomb. I didn’t even get close.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Stay calm and focus on getting out. Rain and Max are nearby. They’ll take care of the trife. All you have to do is get outside and get away from the depot. Okay?”

      “Pozz.” She started down the shaft again, pausing at an intersection. She closed her eyes, feeling the soft draft against the left side of her face. “I think I’ve got it. I’m getting out of here. Thanks, Natalia.”

      “You’re welcome. Good luck.”

      Ginny crawled along the shaft, following the draft through two more intersections before finding herself along a straightaway where the vent holes were in the bottom of the shaft. She slowed as she neared the first one, looking down through the grate. It appeared to be filled with metal barrels.

      A small box rested on top of one of them, a flashing red LED illuminating a stubby antenna.

      Was that the bomb?

      She tapped on her badge. “Natalia.”

      “Ginny. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I think I found something. It’s got a flashing red light and a small antenna.”

      “Forget about that. Just get out of there.”

      “Is it the bomb?”

      Natalia hesitated. “I don’t think so.”

      Ginny smiled. “You’re a bad liar. I’m going in.”

      “Ginny, please, just get out of the building.”

      Ginny tapped on the badge. Natalia wanted to protect her. She appreciated that, but she wasn’t about to listen. She shifted her position and began kicking the grate, trying to dislodge it. The action made a lot of noise. The trife were sure to hear it. Could she get to the bomb before they arrived?

      She was going to find out.
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      Grace and Cain found Sheriff Duke right where the girl had said he would be. Waiting in the middle of a wide street amidst a series of office buildings in one of the multiple office parks north of the transfer depot.

      The sheriff surprised Grace. She was expecting someone more imposing. Someone with the intimidating size of Brute, or even the quiet confidence of Dodge. Instead, he had a countenance all his own. He had an easy assurance, a relaxed posture that fit his long duster.  A wide-brimmed hat hid his face in shadow, only the bottom half of his face visible. It was rough with stubble and a set of scars ran down his cheek. He rested his hands on his hips, using them to spread the coat away from a pair of antique revolvers holstered there. The stance was intentional. The message received.

      “Sheriff Duke, I presume,” Cain said as he and Grace approached.

      “That’s far enough,” Sheriff Duke said.

      They came to a stop ten meters away.

      “We got your challenge,” Grace said.

      “I figured. Now that you’re here, maybe we can work something out without resorting to violence?”

      “I’m afraid that isn’t a possibility,” Cain said. “Shurrath wants you dead.”

      Sheriff Duke lifted his hand, using it to push up the brim of his hat enough to show his eyes. He was looking directly at Grace.

      “What about you, Miss Salk?” he asked. “Do you want me dead?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want,” Grace replied. “Shurrath is the future, Sheriff. For all of us. The Hunger won’t be denied.”

      “You can fight it. I know you can. You did before. You could have killed Ginny, but you didn’t.”

      “I paid for that mistake with pain. I’m sorry. This is how it has to be.”

      Sheriff Duke surprised her again by smiling. “I’m sorry too. I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”

      “How do you want to do this, Sheriff?” Cain asked.

      “You ever duel before, big man? Or maybe you’ve seen a Western?”

      “No to both.”

      “Not much to it. You stand there. I stand here. We stare at one another.  One of my deputies will fire in the air. Somebody makes a move. Whoever’s still standing at the end wins.”

      Cain laughed. “I like it.”

      “I figured you would. I don’t think either one of us can deny you have the advantage here. I’m only human, after all.”

      Grace caught Cain’s quick look from the corner of her eye. The sheriff was playing at something, wasn’t he? But what?

      “You should reconsider your position, Sheriff,” Cain said. “Like you said, we don’t have to fight. Shurrath could use a man like you. A natural leader. Fearless.”

      “Any man who’s fearless is an idiot,” Sheriff Duke replied. “The only thing that would make me a bigger idiot would be to join up with the likes of Shurrath. No. The only way you get rid of this fly in the ointment is to swat it.”

      “And what about the people you’ve got stationed all around us?” Cain asked. “Are they going to stay out of it?”

      “You have my word,” Sheriff Duke replied.

      “Promises are shit out here, Sheriff. You should know that.”

      “Mine aren’t.”

      “I heard Isaac was with you,” Grace said. “Where is he?”

      “Over yonder,” Sheriff Duke said. “He’s got a rifle trained on you as we speak. Just to make sure you stay on the up and up.”

      Grace looked in the direction the sheriff indicated. A short glint of light from a broken window on the second floor confirmed someone was up there. Did Sheriff Duke know he had screwed up, giving the Marine’s position away?

      She couldn’t shake the feeling she was missing something.

      “He’s up to something,” Cain whispered as if reading her mind. “I can’t figure out what.”

      “Me either,” she replied. “I don’t trust it.”

      “We should call in our backup.”

      “Not yet. It’s still two to one if he’s as honest as he claims.”

      “Nobody is as honest as he claims.”

      “Then there’s no way we lose,” Grace said. “Like he said, he’s only human.”

      “Tell Keshk to move,” Cain said. “Just in case.”

      Grace wasn’t sure what Cain meant, but the khoron inside her understood. She felt a tingle in her back, where the creature was resting. It shifted its position inside her, moving a few centimeters closer to her spine. The action was painful, and she clenched her jaw to keep from crying out.

      “Well?” Sheriff Duke said. “Are we ready then?” He lowered his hands, looping his thumbs in the ammo belt beside his holsters. “No need to drag things out.”

      Cain lowered himself into a slight crouch, hanging his hand out near his sidearm. Grace lined up beside him, matching his posture. She didn’t have a gun, and her bow would be too slow. But he was close enough for her microspears.

      “If we win, we want Isaac,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “He’s immune to Axon weapons. Shurrath wants to know why.”

      “Done.”

      He had agreed to the request without hesitation. Why was he making it all so easy? Grace glanced back to where Isaac was hiding. Was he planning on having the Marine kill them both while they were distracted with him?

      Or was his entire manner part of the game? Was he trying to throw them with his overconfidence?

      “We’re ready,” Cain said.

      Grace focused on Sheriff Duke.

      “Okay,” the sheriff said. “Here we go. When you hear the gunshot -”

      “Then you die,” Cain finished.

      Grace set herself, hands only centimeters from a pair of microspears on her belt. Cain had his free hand on his leg, his gun hand hovering over his pistol. Sheriff Duke didn’t move, keeping his hands close to his revolvers but not in the same kind of ready position.

      For as hard as she tried not to be unnerved by his ease,  she couldn’t get over the idea he was setting them up.

      “Grace, when I catch up to your dad, I’ll tell him you tried your best,” Sheriff Duke said.

      A gunshot sounded behind them.

      Grace wasn’t sure what happened next. Sheriff Duke’s last comment had already finished stealing whatever focus she had left.

      Her heart thumped against her chest, almost in time to the gunfire that followed as the world moved in slow motion around her.

      She saw Sheriff Duke’s hands move, quick and easy, slipping from the belt to the backward facing handles of the revolvers, lifting them smoothly and swinging them out, his trigger fingers sliding inside the guards and beginning to pull before the guns were facing forward.

      Cain was moving beside her, but even with the enhanced reflexes of the khoron, he was lagging behind. Too slow. And she hadn’t even moved.

      Sheriff Duke’s revolvers turned out toward them, still arcing up. She watched the twin muzzle flashes in confused fascination, as though there was no danger to her at all.

      She didn’t see the path of the bullets, but she felt the one that hit her. She still hadn’t made a move for her weapon. She hadn’t even tried to fight back. Not because she was resisting Keshk. She was just too distracted. And Sheriff Duke had planned it that way. She was sure of that, even as the round hit her in the neck just above the collarbone, punching through flesh and muscle, ripping through her body and out the other side.

      It was an amazing shot. A perfect shot. It should have killed Keshk. It should have set her free.

      But the khoron had already moved. The bullet went right past the Relyeh creature, missing it by millimeters and turning a fatal hit into little more than a scratch.

      Grace’s eyes whipped to Cain. He had been hit in the same place, to the same effect. But Sheriff Duke wasn’t done with him yet. Round after round poured into the big man, blood and tissue and fiber from the AC/DC t-shirt exploding out from the impacts. Cain fell backward, toppling to the ground, his sidearm still in its holster on his leg.

      Grace looked back at Sheriff Duke. He had won the duel, fair and square. Like Ginny predicted, they had cheated. But like Cain had said, they couldn’t cheat if there were no rules.

      He was staring at her, hands moving to reload the revolvers while he tried to determine her status. She couldn’t take him in the duel. She was sure of that. Divide and conquer. He had known she and Cain weren’t good enough individually, but they might be good enough together. He had known she was the bigger threat, at least at range, and he had neutralized her.

      She had no choice.

      She called for the trife.
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      “Anything?” Rain asked. “They left an hour ago.”

      “It is not an hour,” Max replied. “Twenty-four minutes, eighteen seconds. No, nineteen… no twenty...no… Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “You aren’t funny,” Rain said. She didn’t take her eyes off the processing center, watching it like a hawk from her perch on one of the fuel storage tanks. She couldn’t see Chief Latos or the Rangers from the position, but the HUD in her combat helmet revealed their locations around her.

      It felt like they had been waiting forever for something to happen. For Hayden to report back that Brute and Grace were neutralized. For him to send the order for them to neutralize the trife. Or for the trife to show signs of departure to the industrial park just north of them.

      Twenty-four minutes, and there was still nothing. What the hell was going on over there?

      Not that she was eager to have Max shock her system again. The effort hurt. A lot. But she was worried about Isaac and Hayden. She was concerned about Ginny too. The girl hadn’t come out of the facility.

      She just wanted the waiting to end. For something actionable to happen, one way or the other. She just wanted…

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a distant gunshot, followed in rapid succession by nearly half a dozen more.

      “The duel is over,” Max said. “Sheriff Duke won. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Nervous excitement began to creep over her. “How do you know?”

      “The sound of the reports.  One from an MK-10 rifle. Twelve from a Colt revolver.”

      “I only heard six.”

      “They were fired simultaneously.”

      “So that’s it then? I guess Sheriff Duke doesn’t need us.” Rain smiled. “That was easy.”

      “Perhaps not that easy,” Max replied, pointing.

      Rain looked back at the facility. A group of trife emerged through one of the doors. She had expected them to be larger than standard, but the reality was much worse than the description. The trife were nearly twice the size of any others she had seen, their limbs much larger, more muscled.

      “Shit,” she said. “It’s go time.”

      More gunfire echoed in the distance, a rapid cadence that only lasted a few seconds.

      “MK-10s,” Max said.

      “Our guns,” Rain replied. “Shit again. Max, do it.”

      The Intellect slid his hand into the small space between Rain’s skin and her body armor, reaching down to the location of the dead khoron. She felt a prick in her back as he extended a needle-thin point of his compound through her flesh to the creature, tensing at the pain she knew was coming.

      “I’m ready,” Rain said.

      The shock to her system took her back to the night in her house when the Growlers had come and tied her and her family up and tried to burn them alive. For a moment, she could hear her parents’ screams, smell the cooking flesh, and taste the char on her tongue.

      Then she felt a sudden, intense pressure, and suddenly she could sense all of the trife in the facility,  eighty-seven in total, most of which were headed north. She gritted her teeth, reaching out for them, trying to get their attention.

      Some of them stopped, beginning to turn back. Some of them didn’t.

      “I’m not strong enough,” she said. “Can’t get them all.”

      “Chief Latos, get ready,” Max said in response, contacting the head of the Rangers. “Rain, you are required to try.”

      Rain closed her eyes. She was reaching for the Collective, pushing through a barrier in her mind like she was trying to shove a square peg into a round hole. Stay with me, she told the trife. There are enemies right here.

      Some of trife responded, but not all. She opened her eyes, able to see them racing across the cracked cement ground toward the storage tanks. Rangers came out of hiding among them, opening up with their plasma rifles. Demons screeched and tumbled, cut down by the assault, while others tried to sneak around behind them.

      “There are still too many going north,” Max said.

      “I know,” Rain replied through gritted teeth. The pressure and pain were both intense. She had to get around the barrier in her mind. She had to knock it down.

      She pictured the hole growing wider, like a dilating pupil. The connection to the Collective increased in intensity, other consciousnesses and other thoughts pouring into her mind from across the expanse of the Hunger.

      Who was Caleb Card?

      She tried to ease off on the firehose, to stay focused on the trife. Gunfire sounded all around their position as the Rangers fought to keep the incoming demons at bay.

      “Rain!” Max shouted.

      She tried to find the trife. There were so many minds connected to the Collective. Trillions of minds. It would be so easy to get lost.

      Something raced toward her, a flash of light streaking along the Collective. She was afraid. She wanted to draw back from it. “Max, let go,” she whispered, desperate to escape.

      Too late. A sudden pressure clamped down on her mind. An ancient, alien consciousness entered hers.

      “Max,” she squeaked, trying to breathe.

      Her body stopped responding to her, suddenly taken over. The khoron inside her began to wriggle, its tendrites gripping her more tightly as it pulled itself away from Max’s probe.

      The Intellect identified the motion, yanking his hand away and changing it into a blade as Rain spun around.

      No.

      She couldn’t speak. She couldn't act. All she could do was watch as she grabbed Max’s arm, twisting it and throwing him to the ground. He kicked up at her, but she was already moving, grabbing the leg and twisting until it cracked. The Intellect didn’t react to the broken leg, instead pointing a suddenly glowing hand at her.

      She sidestepped the plasma burst, wrapping her legs around Max’s neck and dropping onto his chest. She rolled backward, his head still trapped between her augmented legs. She pulled so hard she shattered his spine, still rolling back until her hands planted on the top of the storage tank and she yanked Max up and over the edge.

      He didn’t make a sound as he fell, hitting the cement below with a heavy thud.

      No.

      Rain tried to repeat it as she straightened on her feet, grabbing her bow and nocking an arrow. She walked to the edge of the tank, finding one of the Rangers below her, a pair of trife dead at his feet. She aimed the arrow down and loosed it, the tip sinking into the space between the helmet and the body armor. The Ranger collapsed.

      She turned away from him, walking calmly across the top of the tank and finding a second Ranger. She nocked another arrow and fired, the shaft catching the Ranger in the side of the neck and killing her too.

      No.

      She tried to stop it. To regain control. She couldn’t. They had made a mistake bringing the khoron back to life. A horrible mistake. She had compounded it by trying to control too many of the trife.

      No.

      She said it a fourth time, as she walked across the fuel storage tank and found Chief Ranger Latos taking cover behind a gas tanker, careful to fire her plasma rifle away from its shell.

      No.

      She nocked an arrow and aimed.

      Yes.

      She loosed. The shaft hit Latos in the arm, pushing her askew. Her next plasma bolt fired into the unmodified tanker.

      The tanker exploded.

      I hunger.

      Shurrath’s voice echoed in her mind, the pressure too strong to overcome.
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      Hayden dropped the spent casings from the revolvers, grabbed a pair of speedloaders and expertly slipped them into both guns at nearly the same time.

      Brute was on the ground, eleven rounds pumped into his enormous body, including one that should have killed the khoron in his back and left him unable to heal.

      Should have, but didn’t.

      He knew it was true because Grace was still on her feet, staring at him with a look of shocked surprise mingled with intense anger. If what Ginny had said about Grace were true, she would be grateful to be free of the alien creature, not reaching for her microspears.

      He finished reloading, taking the first few steps to the left, toward the closest cover, and at the same time dipping his chin to tap on his badge.

      “Ike, a little help.” He tapped it again. “Squads One and Two, get ready.”

      Hayden threw himself to the ground as the first of the spears whipped over his head, expertly thrown by the still-infected Grace. He rolled and popped back up, just in time to see Isaac’s first shot hit Grace square in the chest. A second shot took her in the shoulder and she collapsed.

      “Max,” Hayden said. “Do your thing.”

      There was no response from the Intellect. Hayden assumed that meant he was already doing his thing. With Grace down again, he turned back to face her.

      “Sheriff, what happened?” Isaac asked.

      “I missed the khoron,” he replied. “It must have moved.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t just miss?”

      “It must have moved,” Hayden insisted. “I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I don’t miss.”

      Isaac didn’t argue the point. He shouted a warning instead. “Sheriff. Brute!”

      Hayden saw him. The big man didn’t rise slowly, instead jumping back to his feet, gun already in hand. Hayden broke to the left again, at the same time Isaac shot Brute in the stomach. Brute’s free hand dropped to the wound, but he stayed upright, charging toward Hayden.

      Bullets hit the corner of the building as Hayden dove behind it, barely avoiding the shots. He came up with his back to the wall, more gunfire echoing all around him as the two squads of deputies started shooting at Brute.

      “Ike, you need to keep Grace down,” Hayden said.

      “Roger,” Isaac replied. “I’m on it.”

      “Hayden, we have a problem,” Natalia said, her voice sounding so distant through the badge. “Something’s wrong with Rain.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The lidar’s active. I’ve got a view of the whole field. You have almost fifty super-trife coming your way, and I swear I just watched Rain throw Max from a storage tank and start killing Rangers.”

      “What? Darlin’, she wouldn’t do that.”

      “Something must have gone wrong with the khoron.”

      A sudden rumble in the distance confirmed Natalia’s warning, a wave of thick smoke rising from the direction of the depot.

      “Fuck. I should never have agreed to that plan. It worked fine in the tests Max ran.”

      “I don’t know what happened.”

      “Then you know what to do. We need our friends.”

      “Pozz. I’m on it.”

      Natalia disconnected. Hayden could imagine her rushing from the comm to the goliath communication device, pulling on the goggles and activating the link between the machine and the monsters.

      He took a few deep breaths and then swung around the corner of the building.

      Brute was only a few meters in front of him, bloodied and riddled with bullets but still standing. How the hell was that even possible?

      Brute fired twice, the rounds hitting the chest plates of Hayden’s armor. He grinned when he saw the bullets wouldn’t go through, lunging at Hayden, intent on wrapping him in an iron grip.

      Hayden ducked aside, pressing the muzzle of one of his revolvers into Brute’s side and firing, trying to get a bullet up into the khoron. The rounds went clear through the man and out his back, but he kept on coming, grabbing Hayden and throwing him back into the wall.

      Hayden dropped his revolvers. They were next to useless against Brute anyway. He caught the man’s punch with his augmented hand, turning it aside and sending it into the wall. The impact caused old mortar to explode out in a cloud of dust and debris.

      “You can’t kill me, Sheriff,” Brute growled. “I’m immortal.”

      Hayden punched him in the face with his other hand. Brute’s head snapped to the side and came back straight. He spit a few teeth into Hayden’s face, laughing as he drove his fist into Hayden’s gut. The blow knocked the wind out of Hayden despite his armor, lifting him and forcing him back into the wall.

      Hayden heard a hiss to his right. He looked to see a trife standing at the end of the alley, watching them.

      “Get the others,” Brute said.

      The trife began to scale the side of the building.

      “Sheriff, this is One One,” Kisha said, sounding nervous. “We’ve got tangos incoming. I…” Her voice cut off abruptly.

      Hayden’s jaw clenched. He threw himself at Brute, landing a few blows before the huge man tossed him aside again, leaving him on the ground in the middle of the alley.

      “Get up!” Brute shouted.

      Hayden rolled back to his feet. His hat was next to Brute. The big man saw it and stomped on it.

      “Aw, hell; I liked that hat,” Hayden said.

      “Hayden,” Natalia said. “The goliaths aren’t responding.”

      “What?” he replied.

      “I can’t get a link. They’re gone. The tower’s gone too.”

      Hayden’s mouth opened, but he didn’t speak. Gone? How could that be possible? Goliaths were at the top of the food chain out here. The apex predator.

      “Nobody’s coming to help you,” Brute said. “You had your chance to join Shurrath. Now you’re going to die.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Hayden replied. “Nat, we’ll talk later. I love you.”

      “Be careful.”

      Hayden disconnected the link. For the second time in the last few minutes, he squared off against Brute.

      “All right big man,” he said. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      Brute smiled and nodded. “You have my respect, Sheriff.”

      “You killed innocent people that never did any harm to you. You have none of mine.”

      Brute charged toward him. He charged too, closing his right hand into a fist with his thumb inside.

      They met in the middle. Brute threw a heavy punch at Hayden’s face powerful enough to remove his head. Hayden caught the blow with his right hand, the Axon shields absorbing the kinetic energy and stopping the attack. Hayden grabbed the surprised Brute with his other augment, swinging him roughly into the wall and driving forward, releasing the pressure on his thumb and converting the Axon compound to a blade. He pressed it deep into Brute’s chest, finding his heart.

      Brute gasped, momentarily stunned. “You can’t kill me like that.”

      “No.” Hayden withdrew the microspear from his pocket with his other hand. “I can kill you like this though.” He jabbed it into Brute, the weapon seeking out the khoron and destroying it.

      Brute died instantly.
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      Hayden pulled the Axon blade from Brute’s chest and collapsed in an exhausted heap in front of him. He tapped on his badge. “Ike, what’s your status?”

      There was no reply.

      “Ike!”

      “He’s gone. The trife are taking him to Shurrath.”

      Hayden looked up, finding Grace at the corner of the building. Her wounds were healed, the holes in her clothing the only evidence she had ever been shot. Half the microspears on her belt were missing. Had she used them on Isaac? His deputies? Both?

      “Grace,” Hayden said. “You can’t do this.”

      “It’s already done, Sheriff. It’s Shurrath’s will.”

      “I know you don’t believe in Shurrath’s bullshit.”

      “I do. You tried your best, Sheriff. You failed.”

      She reached into the pocket of her jeans, removing a small device from it.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Remote detonator,” she replied. “It isn’t enough to kill you. Not anymore. Your territories need to fear Shurrath. Your people will feed the Hunger. And it starts here.” She turned the detonator over in her hand, putting her finger on the trigger.

      “Grace, you can fight it.”

      “No. I can’t.”

      She pressed down on the trigger, lifting her head to listen for the resulting explosion.

      Nothing happened.

      She looked confused as she hit the trigger a second time, and then a third. Still nothing.

      Hayden pulled himself back to his feet. “Already disarmed.”

      “How?”

      “Your compassion. Your true self. You spared a girl’s life, and that girl saved the depot. A small victory in terms of lives saved, but if it helps us fight Shurrath, I’ll take it.”

      “Your fighting days are done, Sheriff,” Grace said. She dropped the detonator and grabbed a microspear in each hand.

      She didn’t get to throw them. An arrow suddenly sprouted from her right shoulder, a dark blob still squirming at the head of the shaft.

      The khoron.

      Grace gasped, falling to her knees as Rain appeared behind her.

      “Your father had such high hopes for you, Grace,” Rain said. “But he was blinded by his loyalty to his daughter. You’re a disappointment, and I’m tired of dealing with you.”

      Grace looked over at Rain. The color was already draining from Grace’s face as blood stained the front of her shirt.

      “Rain?” Hayden said. “The plan was to take her alive.” Rain looked over at him and smiled, her expression filled with contempt. Natalia was right. “You aren’t Rain, are you?”

      “Humans shouldn’t play with things they don’t understand.” Rain’s mouth moved. It was Rain’s voice he heard, but it wasn’t her talking. She grabbed one of Grace’s microspear-tipped arrows, bringing it to her bow. “I want to taste your fear, Sheriff Duke. I want to feed on your anguish.”

      “Where’s Rain?” Hayden asked.

      “She’s here. A prisoner watching everything I do to her friends through her body. Helpless to stop any of it. She dove too deep into the Collective and lost control. Her mind was ripe for the picking. You don’t understand the power of the Hunger. It’s our destiny to control the universe from end to end.”

      “You’re doing a great job. How many planets do you have? I think someone told me it was zero.”

      Rain’s face twisted in anger, confirming what Hayden suspected. This wasn’t a random Relyeh who had stumbled into Rain’s consciousness. It was Shurrath.

      “Soon to be one. And when I present my brother an offer to trade for a means to cancel the Axon disruption technology, he’ll reward me with dozens of worlds. My power will be restored.”

      “And that’s what this is all about. Power.”

      “Hunger,” Shurrath corrected. “The need to go on. The need for purpose. A common trait among all living things. Whether that purpose is as basic as reproduction, or as complex as shattering the barriers of space and time to become transcendent.”

      “That sounds like a more worthwhile pursuit than destroying every other intelligent race, doesn’t it?”

      “Of course the conquered would say that.” Shurrath pulled back the arrow, raising it toward Hayden. “Take comfort knowing your family will be joining you within the week.”

      Hayden stared at Rain, fire in his chest, fury in his heart. And something else.

      “There it is,” Shurrath said, breathing in. “As delicious as I’d hoped. Goodbye, Sheriff.” He loosed the arrow.

      Hayden reacted before Shurrath’s fingers released the string, his hand already in motion. He had intended to deflect the shot with his prosthetic, but he was a little slow, and instead wrapped his hand around the shaft and caught it, the point only centimeters from his chest. He glared at a surprised Shurrath.

      “Fear doesn’t make us weaker,” Hayden said. He snapped the arrow between his thumb and forefinger, leaving himself holding the microspear head. “And—”

      He stopped talking as a blur emerged from the side of the building and slammed into Rain, grappling with her and pulling her to the ground.

      “Max!” Hayden said.

      The Intellect’s head was lolling to the side. His right arm had a bone protruding from it, and his entire body was bloody. It didn’t stop him from pummeling Rain, throwing punch after punch at her face.

      “Max, stop!” Hayden shouted, rushing over to them. “It’s Rain!”

      “Disagreement,” Max hissed.

      Hayden could see Rain’s face. Her nose was already broken, a few teeth already dislodged.  Shurrath was laughing as Max hit her again.

      Hayden reached them, trying to grab Max. The Intellect lashed out, hitting him in the chest with enough force to throw him to the ground. Then he grabbed one of the arrows from Rain’s quiver.

      “Max, no!” Hayden said, rolling over to get back up.

      “Max?” Rain said, her voice muffled by the blood in her throat. “Max, stop. Don’t.”

      Max straddled Rain; the arrow clutched in his hand. The Intellect glanced at Hayden.

      “Don’t,” Rain said. “Please.”

      He drove the arrow down. Rain convulsed once and was still.

      “Nooooo!” Hayden roared, stumbling toward them. Max stood up as Hayden reached them. “What did you do? Max, what the fuck did you do?”

      “Infection,” he replied calmly. “Solution.”

      Hayden leaned over Rain, putting his hand on her neck to check for a pulse. There was none.

      “You killed her,” he hissed, looking at the Intellect. “You son of a bitch. We could have restrained her. We could have helped her.”

      Max didn’t respond. He stared at Hayden a moment, and then turned and began to walk away.

      “We had a deal!” Hayden shouted.

      “Our deal is complete,” Max said without stopping. “Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden watched Max retreat for a moment before returning his attention to Rain. He leaned over her with tears in his eyes. How had this all gone so fucking wrong?

      He tapped his badge. “Nat, are you there?”

      “I’m here, Hayden. What’s wrong?”

      “Everything,” Hayden replied. “Where’s Ginny?”

      “She’s on her way to you. Did you stop Brute and Grace?”

      “They’re dead.”

      “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

      “They took Isaac. Rain is dead. Kisha. Latos too I think. It doesn’t feel like a good thing.”

      “Just come home, Hayden. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Pozz that. We need backup at the depot. I don’t know how many trife are left. I don’t know where they are, and I don’t know if they’ll try to tear the place apart.”

      “Roger. I’ll call them in.”  

      “Thanks, Nat. Hayden out.” He tapped the badge again. “Squad One and Two. Is anyone left?”

      There was no reply. Hayden’s head drooped. Damn it.

      A soft cough behind him got his attention. He straightened up, looking back at Grace. He rushed over to her and put his hand on her neck, leaning over her to feel her soft breath on his ear.

      She wasn’t dead.

      “Hang on, Grace,” he said. “I’ll get you some help. Just don’t die on me yet.”

      He stood and sprinted out of the alley, making a beeline to the van. He got in and raced it over to the area, opening the back and loading both Grace and Rain in as quickly and gently as he could.

      “Sheriff!” Ginny said, shouting to him from the end of the street.

      “Ginny,” he replied. “Get into the van! Now!” He found his revolvers on the ground and grabbed them. He had no idea if the trife were still in the area. He didn’t want to stick around to find out.

      Ginny ran to the van while Hayden kept an eye on their surroundings. Why hadn’t Shurrath sent the trife?

      “Get in,” he said, opening the passenger door. “Don’t look in the back.”

      “Why?”

      “Just don’t look.”

      She looked anyway but didn’t say a word.

      Hayden climbed in behind the wheel, putting the van in drive and hitting the gas. He turned them around and took off for home.
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      Hayden sat beside the hospital bed, watching Grace. He had spent a lot of time in the room in the last few days. Maybe too many. But he had questions, and all of the answers were locked up in her head.

      She had been within a hair’s breadth of dying when Hayden brought her in, the blood loss and shock to her system from losing the khoron taking its toll. Somehow, Doctor Hess had managed to stabilize her and get her recovery moving in the right direction. She was alive. She was breathing steadily.

      She had yet to wake up.

      Hess couldn’t tell Hayden how much she would remember when she did. He was reasonably sure she hadn’t suffered any brain damage, but even that was more of an educated guess than a fact.

      The hard drive she had given them remained locked. Whatever the password was, it was beyond the capabilities of the machine trying to crack it to do so in any decent amount of time.  Hayden was hopeful there would be something on it that might help, but that hope was getting harder and harder to maintain. What might Grace have learned that would give him a better understanding of how to fight Shurrath? How valuable might that information be? The trife had carried Isaac off three days ago. Had someone gone to meet them and pick him up? Where were they taking him? What would Shurrath do with him once he discovered that a brain tumor was the secret to his immunity?

      What would Shurrath do to the UWT, to Hayden and his family because he had  survived another round? For as hard as they had tried to neutralize the threat, the experience had only proven  to be so much bigger than any of them expected. They had saved the transfer depot and killed Brute, but at what cost? Only one Ranger had survived the attack. Rain was dead. Max was gone. It was a fucking mess.

      And it was his responsibility.

      “Hayden.”

      Hayden looked over at the door. Natalia was standing there, a concerned look on her face. He got to his feet, glancing back at Grace as he reached the door.

      “How is she?” Natalia asked.

      “No change,” Hayden replied. “Hess says we need to give her body time. She’s been through the wringer the last couple of weeks.”

      “You haven’t had it that easy, either.”

      “The service for Rain was tough,” he admitted, unable to fight back his emotions in front of his wife. He wiped the moisture from his eyes. “It’s my fault, Nat. I started this.”

      Natalia took his hand. “Come with me,” she said. He didn’t argue, letting her lead him to one of the empty rooms in the makeshift hospital. “You know damn well that isn’t true. This isn’t your fault.”

      “Isn’t it? Every time I go outside the UWT, bad things happen to people I care about.”

      “Hayden, you’re a good man. You do good things for thousands of people. You’re a good husband and a good father.”

      “Sounds pretty mediocre,” he said.

      “Shut up and listen. How long do you think Shurrath would have left the UWT alone? He doesn’t want part of the Earth except the part we have. He wants all of it. What we lost is only scratching the surface.”

      “It isn’t just that. I managed to piss off the Trust, Nat. That’s going to have consequences.”

      “And we’ll deal with them when they do. Rico will be back in two weeks. Enough time for Gillick to get back to Proxima and make her report, and hopefully enough time for Rico to have some info for us. Forget about that right now.”

      “We don’t know Shurrath’s potential. Is he like King? Like Tinker? Like Max? Or is he something much, much worse? You saw Valentine’s note. We’re treading water here, and I don’t know how much longer we can  stay above water. Everyone seems to want the planet, but nobody wants to do right by its inhabitants.”

      “Which makes our work more important than ever, wouldn’t you say?”

      Hayden sighed. “I know you’re right. You’re always right.” He smiled at her, drawing a matching grin. “None of that changes the fact that I pushed Shurrath into attacking the UWT. I brought Isaac and Rain back here. I freed Max. What if I hadn’t done any of those things? Would Kisha still be alive? Would Nora? I never get the hint when I’m in over my head.”

      “There is no in over your head, Hayden. You can handle this. We can handle this. Look at how much we’ve accomplished. You know this is war. People die.”

      “Too many people. It hurts, Nat.”

      “I know.”

      Hayden was silent for a minute. His arm hurt too. It would always hurt. A constant reminder.

      He sighed again. He knew what he had to do. He had hoped Grace would wake before it came to that, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “I hate when you make that face,” Natalia said, reading him as well as she always did. “Hayden, the fate of the world doesn’t only rest on your shoulders.”

      “Maybe not, but Ike’s fate does.

      I have to go after him,” he said. “I owe him that much.”

      “I know, but...” Natalia stared at him. She didn’t approve. He didn’t blame her. She would still do what she could to help him. That’s how it worked. “Do you have to go alone?”

      “Who am I going to bring with me?”

      “I’ll come.”

      “I know you would. But we both know you can’t. Hal needs you. So does Ginny.”

      “I’m not her mother.”

      “You’re the closest thing she’s got. She likes you.”

      “She likes you more.”

      “She’ll make a good sheriff when she’s older. I want her to live long enough to do it.”

      “Me too.”

      “Then you have to stay. There’s nobody, Nat. Nobody I want to risk on this. Besides, the lower profile I can keep, the closer I can get before Shurrath has any idea. He probably thinks I’ll be loading up for all-out war, not riding solo.”

      Natalia nodded. “When are you going to leave?”

      “As soon as I can.”

      “I can’t change your mind? We can come up with another plan.”

      “Not this time. I need to do this.”

      “You aren’t just going after Isaac, are you?”

      “If I can get a shot at Shurrath, I have to take it.”

      “Do your best to come back to us, okay?”

      “You know I will.”

      Natalia wrapped her arms around him, putting her cheek against his and sighing heavily.

      “I’m sorry to leave you like this,” Hayden said. “I really am.”

      “I know. But you have to be who you are. And as far as I’m concerned, you’re a hero. Whatever happens out there, Hal will always know that. Her daddy is a hero.”

      “Thanks for that,” Hayden said, tears welling again. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      They embraced. They kissed. They held onto each other a little longer. And then it was time to go.

      Shurrath was waiting.
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      No Way Back is coming soon! Want to know when it’s ready? mrforbes.com/nowayback

      

      Thank you for reading No Good Deed! If you loved the book, please take a moment to leave a review (mrforbes.com/reviewnogooddeed). Other than buying and reading, it’s the best way you can show support for my work.

      

      Did you know this series is part of a larger universe? If you love Sheriff Duke, get his origin story here: mrforbes.com/forgotten, or check out the rest of the universe at mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse.
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            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, I already said thank you on the previous page. But, I want to give special attention to the readers who flipped through to this page.

      If this is your first Forgotten Universe series - WELCOME! I’m glad you decided to give it a try, and since this is the second book, I hope that means you’re enjoying it.

      If you’ve already read the other Forgotten books… THANK YOU  for being a continuing fan of the books. I know there are a TON of options out there, and I appreciate you coming back for more.

      If you’re looking for more M.R. Forbes, keep flipping or head to my catalog at mrforbes.com/books to see everything I have to offer (there’s a decent amount, so the odds are good you’ll find something you might like).

      If you use Facebook, please stop by my page sometime at facebook.com/mrforbes.author. I’d love to hear from you.

      

      Cheers,

      Michael.
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      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his Engineer wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      A desperate escape to the most dangerous planet in the universe... Earth.

      Nathan's wife is murdered. The police believe he's the killer, and why wouldn't they? He's a disgraced Centurion Marine pilot, an ex-con, and an employee of the most powerful crime syndicate on Proxima.

      The evidence is damning. The truth, not as clear. If Nathan wants to prove his innocence and avenge his wife, he'll have to complete the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life:

      Steal a starship and escape to Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there. He's wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Earth isn't what he thinks. Not even close. What he doesn't know isn't only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him.

      If it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

      

      

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or be destroyed.

      The chilling words are the first thing Space Marine starfighter pilot Mitchell “Ares” Williams hears after he is nearly killed. He tries to ignore them, convinced the voice in his head is a side-effect of his injuries.

      It isn’t. 

      The warning is only the beginning. A glimpse into a struggle against an enemy older than time.

      An enemy that’s very real and much closer than he ever imagined. 

      An enemy that will do whatever it takes to keep him from finding the centuries lost starship and ending not only the fight but their very existence.

      Narrowly escaping capture, Mitchell falls into the hands of the Riggers — a ragtag crew of black-ops commandos who patrol the outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      (War Eternal is also available in a box set of the first three books here: mrforbes.com/wareternalbox)

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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        mrforbes.com/manofwar

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      
        
        Or maybe something completely different?

      

      

      
        
        Dead of Night (Ghosts & Magic)

        mrforbes.com/deadofnight

      

      

      For Conor Night, the world’s only surviving necromancer, staying alive is an expensive proposition. So when the promise of a big payout for a small bit of thievery presents itself, Conor is all in. But nothing comes easy in the world of ghosts and magic, and it isn’t long before Conor is caught up in the machinations of the most powerful wizards on Earth and left with only two ways out:

      Finish the job, or be finished himself.

      
        
        Balance (The Divine)

        mrforbes.com/balance

      

      

      My name is Landon Hamilton. Once upon a time I was a twenty-three year old security guard, trying to regain my life after spending a year in prison for stealing people’s credit card numbers.

      Now, I’m dead.

      Okay, I was supposed to be dead. I got killed after all; but a funny thing happened after I had turned the mortal coil...

      I met Dante Samghieri - yeah, that Dante. He told me I was special, a diuscrucis. That’s what they call a perfect balance of human, demon, and angel. Apparently, I’m the only one of my kind.

      I also learned that there was a war raging on Earth between Heaven and Hell, and that I was the only one who could save the human race from annihilation. He asked me to help, and I was naive enough to agree.

      Sounds crazy, I know, but he wished me luck and sent me back to the mortal world. Oh yeah, he also gave me instructions on how to use my Divine "magic” to bend the universe to my will. The problem is, a sexy vampire crushed them while I was crushing on her.

      Now I have to somehow find my own way to stay alive in a world of angels, vampires, werewolves, and an assortment of other enemies that all want to kill me before I can mess up their plans for humanity’s future. If that isn’t enough, I also have to find the queen of all demons and recover the Holy Grail.

      It’s not like it’s the end of the world if I fail.

      Wait. It is.

      
        
        Tears of Blood (Books 1-3)

        mrforbes.com/tearsofblood

      

      

      One thousand years ago, the world was broken and reborn beneath the boot of a nameless, ageless tyrant. He erased all history of the time before, enslaving the people and hunting those with the power to unseat him.

      The power of magic.

      Eryn is such a girl. Born with the Curse, she fights to control and conceal it to protect those she loves. But when the truth is revealed, and his Marines come, she is forced away from her home and into the company of Silas, a deadly fugitive tormented by a fractured past.

      Silas knows only that he is a murderer who once hunted the Cursed, and that he and his brothers butchered armies and innocents alike to keep the deep, dark secrets of the time before from ever coming to light.

      Secrets which could save the world.

      Or destroy it completely.
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