
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      No Way Back

      Forgotten Fallout: A Sheriff Duke Story. Book Three.

    

    




      
        M.R. Forbes

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Published by Quirky Algorithms

        Seattle, Washington

      

        

      
        This novel is a work of fiction and a product of the author’s imagination.

        Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2019 by M.R. Forbes

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover illustration by Geronimo Ribaya

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Marine Sergeant Isaac Pine was startled by a crash of glass from beyond the door of his temporary prison. It was loud enough he instinctively tried to get up from the bed he was stretched out on, only to be yanked back into place by the pair of handcuffs holding him fast to the headboard.

      More glass shattered on the floor downstairs. It sounded like someone sweeping plates and glasses out of kitchen cabinets and onto the floor.

      He glanced at the window on his right. He was pretty sure it hadn’t always had iron bars affixed to it. No matter how many times he could see himself chipping away at the plaster the bars were embedded in, there was no way he would ever be able to escape that way, even if he managed to rid himself of the cuffs beginning to chafe his wrist.

      Quick footsteps thumped on the stairs, causing the old wood to creak and moan. There was no way anyone could get up or down those steps unheard. Isaac stared at the door, waiting for one of his captors to check in on him, ensuring he was still locked down.

      The footsteps stopped in front of his door. The rusted gold knob turned, the old hinges whining. Camila’s face leaned in past it, quickly sizing him up. She was young, with a small, broad nose and big brown eyes, her hair cut in a short, chaotic pattern that suggested she did it herself. Without a mirror.

      “Still there I see,” she said. “Good.” Her eyes shifted to the table next to his bed. A glass of water and a centuries-old MRE rested on it. “You should eat.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Isaac said.

      “Bullshit. It’s been three days.”

      “What’s happening out there?”

      “Alexander got a little too fresh. I gently reminded him it was better if he kept his fucking hands off me.”

      “That was gentle?”

      She laughed. “He’s going to be picking glass out of his skin for the next three weeks.” She pointed at the MRE. “Eat.”

      “Not interested,” Isaac said.

      Camila sighed, moving more fully into the room. She was dressed in a sleeveless shirt and a pair of frayed denim shorts that showed off more of her body than Isaac cared to see. She had a knife strapped to her calf and an ammo belt and revolver hanging from her hips, along with a familiar tattoo that rode on her shoulder, identifying her as a follower of Shurrath.

      She had never said as much, but Isaac knew she was infected. He wasn’t sure which part of her cared whether or not he ate—the parasitic, worm-like khoron or the part of her original consciousness that still maintained a minimum of control.

      She sat down on the bed beside him, putting a calloused hand to his face. “There’s no reason to fight it, Sergeant,” she said. “What you think you’re protecting, it doesn’t exist. It’s a memory.”

      “Then I’ll protect my memories,” he replied, turning his head away from her touch.

      He looked at the MRE. It was wrapped in aluminum, the words ‘Thanksgiving Dinner’ printed across the outside. He was hungry. They both knew it. But he wasn’t going to give Shurrath the satisfaction.

      The woman moved her hand down to his shoulder, petting him like he was a puppy. “Come on now, Sergeant. Be a good boy.”

      “Can you go away, please?” Isaac said. “Just leave me alone while we wait for whatever the hell it is we’re waiting for.”

      Isaac had been captured three days earlier, overwhelmed by the biggest trife he had ever seen in the middle of a confrontation that had finally found him face-to-face with Grace Salk. They had stared at one another, him from behind a rifle, her from behind an alien weapon Sheriff Duke had labeled a microspear. Neither of them had said a word, but the moment had spoken volumes for both of them.

      The moment had ended when the trife grabbed him, throwing him roughly to the ground. Huge claws tore off his helmet, leaving his head exposed to the razor-sharp blades. The demon was ready to kill him, would have killed him if Grace hadn’t stopped it. The trife had gathered him up, joining a group of a dozen others. They took him from the scene, the fight still raging as they carried him away. He still didn’t know the outcome. Had Sheriff Duke neutralized Brute and Grace? Or was Hayden dead?

      He had been captured, which made it seem more likely Hayden was dead. If that was the case, maybe Camila was right. Maybe there was no use continuing the fight. The past was gone. Centuries gone. Maybe humankind was beyond saving. Beyond hope.

      “You’re starting to get it,” Camila said.

      Isaac snapped out of his malaise. It was easy to get sucked into despair when he had been handcuffed to a bed for the last fifty-something hours, dealing with this woman who alternated between treating him like she either wanted to kill him or keep him as a pet.

      He didn’t want either outcome. He wanted to get loose from this fucking bed, out the fucking door, down the fucking stairs and…

      His thoughts trailed off. And then what? He didn’t know where he was. When the trife had brought him to Camila and Alexander they had cuffed him and blindfolded him before shoving him in the back of a modbox and driving away. They had gone some distance—far enough he was pretty sure they were outside of the UWT, or at least in an unpopulated area of the territories—and then brought him up here. The cuff had been removed from one wrist and reattached to the headboard. Only then had the blindfold come off.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll eat. But stop touching me.”

      Camila pulled her hand away with a smile. “You’re lucky Shurrath has plans for you or I’d have plans of my own.” She grabbed the MRE and ripped it open, dropping it onto his chest. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

      She stood and stormed out of the room.

      Isaac grabbed the bar and took a bite. She was right, there was no point starving himself. Maybe he couldn’t protect his memories.

      But if he had the chance, he was damn well going to avenge them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Isaac had long finished the MRE by the time Camila came to see him again. Alexander was with her this time. He remained in the doorway while she dumped a change of clothes onto the bed and moved to release him.

      Alexander was a muscular man, but still a twerp compared to Brute. Middle-aged. Bald. Crooked yellow teeth and some white stubble. He wore a recently-made leather jacket over a rough cotton shirt, along with leather pants that fed into deerskin boots. A pair of revolvers hung on his hips, two of the newer models the UWT was producing for its deputies. Isaac didn’t need to guess where he had gotten them.

      Alexander didn’t speak. He didn’t move. He guarded the doorway, staring at Isaac while Camila released the end of his cuffs from the headboard. She left the other end attached to Isaac’s wrist and stepped back. “Put those on.”

      Isaac slid off the bed. He was dressed only in his underwear, the combat armor he had been wearing taken from him. He shifted the rough pile of clothing Camila had dropped until he found replacement undergarments. He stripped quickly, facing away from the pair, though he could practically feel Camila’s eyes burning into his rear. They had given him an old plaid flannel shirt and jeans, along with dark brown work boots that made him feel like a lumberjack before he even got them on.

      He dressed quickly, the activity a little awkward with the handcuff hanging from his wrist. When he was done, Camila grabbed it and pulled his arm behind his back.

      “Give me the other one,” she said. He hesitated a little too long. She pinched the nerve on his wrist, deadening the arm and sending a wave of pain up into his back. “Now!”

      He lowered his other arm so she could attach the other end of the cuffs. Then she gave him a shove, pushing him toward Alexander.

      “Where are we going?” Isaac asked.

      “Shurrath’s ready for you, and we’ve got a bit of a ride ahead.”

      Alexander took the lead as they left the bedroom, going down a short hallway to the creaky stairs. It was the first look Isaac had gotten of anything beyond the simple room. Peeling, cracked, and yellowed wallpaper hung limply from the walls, along with a few picture frames that lined the route down the steps. The plaster roof was stained from leaks, and a musty smell hung in the air.

      “Skip the third step from the top,” Camila said. “Unless you want to go through.”

      Isaac started down the stairs behind Alexander. The third step from the top was clearly rotted. Alexander stepped over it with a long stride. Isaac did the same.

      He glanced at the pictures as he passed. One was a family portrait. An elderly couple surrounded by what he assumed were their kids and grandkids. They were all arranged on a beach in front of a sparkling light-blue ocean, the word ‘Aloha’ printed at the base of the photo.

      “A relic of a useless civilization,” Camila said. “There’s only the Hunger now.”

      It wasn’t a relic to Isaac. It had been his life as recently as three years ago, at least in his mind. He had been to Hawaii with Amanda. The beach looked familiar enough. Maybe he had even been in that same spot.

      “Keep moving.”

      Isaac caught up to Alexander, following him to the bottom of the steps. A doorway to the left revealed the kitchen, where dishes still lay shattered on the floor. Alexander went to the right, through the foyer to the front door. He threw it open and held it there for Isaac, glaring at him without a word as he passed through.

      The brightness of the sky hurt Isaac’s eyes, and he squinted while they adjusted, trying to place himself on the planet.

      He saw other houses across from his position, modest-sized single-family units, all of which had seen better days. They were nearly identical in appearance save for the color of the chips of paint that clung stubbornly to them after all these years. Same doors, same windows, same shape. They all sat in overgrown grass, half-rotted and decayed.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “East,” Camila replied, surprising him. He hadn’t expected her to answer, even if the answer was vague.

      “Skirting around the UWT?”

      “Like we’re hiding? No. But we’re couriers, not hunters or warriors. We just deliver the goods.”

      “Do you make a lot of deliveries?”

      “Enough.”

      The modbox they had arrived in was parked out front. It was a beat up, rusted piece of machinery, with bits and pieces of scrap metal bolted onto it to offer some protection against the trife. It looked like it had been made by someone desperate who really had no idea what they were doing. They just knew they needed protection from the demons that roamed the landscape.

      “Not that way,” Camila said, noticing him looking at the car. “That POS is done for. Transmission is shot, and we don’t have the tools to fix it. That’s the cause of the delay. We had to improvise.”

      She grabbed his shoulder, turning him to the left.

      “Are you serious?” he asked.

      “It’ll take longer, but there’s less chance of a breakdown,” she replied.

      Eight horses stood in front of him, four pairs tethered together, ready to pull a steel and aluminum carcass that had been roughly fashioned into the shape of an old-west stagecoach and mounted onto the chassis of a former off-road vehicle with big, fat tires and a pair of thick axles. Two more followers of Shurrath were waiting for them there, one sitting in an old bucket seat mounted directly behind and slightly over the horses, the other standing on the back, resting a rifle against the top of the coach.

      “Where did you find that?”

      “Dutch came across a scavenger on a highway twenty klicks southeast of here,” Camila replied. “We were just looking for horses, but this is better, don’t you think?”

      “What happened to the scavenger?” Isaac asked. Not that he didn’t already know.

      “Trife can be unpredictable sometimes. Let’s go.”

      She gave Isaac another shove, pushing him toward the coach. The man she had called Dutch jumped down from his seat to open the door for them.

      “All aboard,” he said gruffly, eyes narrowing as he glared at Isaac.

      Isaac climbed into the coach. There were four more old bucket seats bolted down inside, their fabric stained and torn, the stuffing leaking out. The whole thing had a lingering smell of hard alcohol and vomit.

      Camila pointed him to one of the seats. “Turn around,” she said before he sat. She undid the cuff on his left hand, attaching it to a steel ring mounted on the side of the carriage. Isaac didn’t have any other options, so he sat down. Camila sat in the seat beside him, while Alexander took a position on the opposite side.

      From outside, Dutch slammed the door closed. The carriage shook from side to side as he climbed up to the front and started shouting at the horses. Then they jerked into motion.

      “You might as well sit back and relax,” Camila said. “We’ve got a good week of travel ahead of us.”

      “What’s our destination?”  Isaac asked.

      “South.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Just south.”

      Isaac rattled the cuffs against the steel ring. “It’s not like I’m about to escape.” Camila leaned her head back and closed her eyes, ignoring him. Isaac looked across at Alexander. “What about you?”

      Alexander’s expression didn’t change. He kept glaring at Isaac until Isaac decided to close his eyes to escape. There had to be some reason Camila had stopped short of telling him where they were going. Was she worried he might get away? Was that the proof he had been hoping for?

      Was her silence confirmation that Sheriff Duke was still alive?
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      Sheriff Hayden Duke stood at the edge of a hastily constructed wood barrier, taking a moment to watch the activity within the cordoned-off area of the city. A group of deputies were examining the environment, collecting used bullet casings and logging claw marks and other evidence from the scene.

      It took nearly half a minute before one of the deputies noticed him standing there, hat low, eyes narrow, jaw clenched. Zorro knickered and tossed his head slightly beside Hayden, sensing Hayden’s tension.

      “Sheriff Duke,” the deputy said. “Sir. What are you doing here?”

      Hayden didn’t answer right away. He needed a minute to process everything he was taking in. He had been here three days ago, part of the fight that had created the mess the deputies were in the process of cataloging. It wasn’t standard procedure to do so much evaluation, but Natalia had sent the order right away, reading his mind while his mind had been too rattled to think straight.

      Max, gone. Isaac, taken. Rain, Latos, Kisha, a dozen Rangers and nearly as many deputies dead. He had lost people before. The UWT had spent six months attacking local trife nests, and they rarely made it through a job without someone getting clawed. He had come close himself a few times. But this was different. This was personal in a new way. Shurrath had come to hurt him, specifically.

      He had succeeded and that made Hayden angry.

      “What’s your name, son?” he asked.

      He didn’t recognize the deputy, which meant he had been sourced from Sanose, the closest city to the crime scene. They had probably met once before during the deputy’s swearing-in, but they had enlisted quite a few recruits in the last few months. Nobody would expect him to remember them all.

      “Deputy Harley, Sheriff.”

      “Harley,” Hayden repeated, committing the name and face to memory. He wouldn’t forget it again.

      “You were here during the fight, weren’t you?” Harley asked, shaking his head. “I hope I never see anything like this again.”

      “Me too,” Hayden replied softly. He had a feeling he might not see something like this again.

      The next time would probably be worse.

      “What brings you here, Sheriff?” Harley asked when Hayden was quiet for too long.

      He snapped out of his thoughts. “I wanted to check on the investigation. I’m hoping for a lead.”

      “A lead? This is all pretty cut and dry, isn’t it? I mean, well.” Harley paled. He didn’t want to say what he wanted to say. He didn’t want to put the truth out there.

      “The trife ripped us a new one,” Hayden said. “And they weren’t acting alone. We lost a lot of good people here.”

      He knew what else the young deputy was thinking. They had lost people more experienced than him. It was a blow to his own sense of security.

      “We didn’t lose all of them,” he continued. “One of the people I came with was taken.”

      “Taken, Sheriff? As far as I know, trife don’t take prisoners.”

      “They don’t.” He motioned Harley closer with his finger. “I’m going to let you in on something, Deputy Harley, because I need your help. You can’t mention this to the others. Not a word or I’ll see to it that you get reassigned to the front line the next time we head out to the Eastern Expansion Zone. Do you understand?”

      “Uh...yes...yes, Sheriff,” Harley stuttered.

      “The trife weren’t acting on their own. It turns out they were the vanguard to a larger invasion force. One that’s aiming to change things up a little more quietly than their initial assault would suggest.”

      “I’m not sure I follow, Sheriff.”

      “It’s a hierarchy. Like I’m above you in ours. The trife are at the bottom of theirs. Which makes them the base unit.”

      “You’re saying something’s controlling them?”

      “Exactly. And it told them to take one of our people.”

      “Take them where?”

      “That’s why I’m here, Deputy. We need to figure out where.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s special. Because there’s another invasion force in play, unrelated to the trife.”

      “A second alien?”

      “Pozz. These two alien forces are at war with one another. But they’re stuck in a bit of a stalemate. My friend, Ike, they think he can end that stalemate.”

      Harley’s face was pale. “Two aliens?” he repeated. “Who would have thought? What do they look like?”

      “They look like you and me. Regular folks.”

      “So anyone could be one of these aliens?”

      “Possible, but not likely just anyone. There aren’t that many of them here. In any case, I need to know what direction the trife went after the attack.”

      “Because they took someone with them when they left.”

      “Pozz.”

      “Are we in trouble, Sheriff? Humans, I mean. I know things have been hard, but they’ve been getting better since you and the Governor got rid of King. I joined Law because I wanted to help keep it that way.”

      Hayden pushed up the brim of his hat so Harley could see his eyes. “I’ll be honest with you, Deputy. We are in a little bit of trouble. But the sooner we track down my friend, the less trouble we’ll be in.”

      Harley nodded, encouraged by the statement. “I’ll take you to Priscilla. She’s working that part of the scene.” He motioned south, where another deputy was crouched over a section of the pavement.

      Hayden left Zorro tethered to the barrier, joining Harley and crossing the center of the complex to Deputy Priscilla. He couldn’t stop himself from glancing to the right as they passed the alley where he had killed Brute.

      And where Max had murdered Rain.

      A chill ran down his spine as his eyes landed on the spot where she had died, marked by a splatter of dried blood and a few chalk scribbles the deputies had drawn around it. He could still remember the cold anger in Max’s voice. The contempt and smug satisfaction the Axon Intellect had exhibited in the wake of the killing, before he had dissolved their partnership and vanished.

      Hayden knew it was his fault for putting any level of trust in the Axon artificial intelligence in the first place. It had been too easy to treat Max like a person and an ally instead of an agent for the opposing alien side. When the Intellect had helped Rain develop a counter to the trife threat, Hayden had been too damn eager to accept Max at face value.

      Even worse, Colonel Gillick had tried to tell him he had made a mistake in freeing Max. She had even tried to fix his mistake. But his biggest flaw was a tendency to act without giving enough consideration to his actions, especially when people he cared about were in danger. Often, the ends justified the means.

      Did it this time?

      Where would any of them be now if things had gone down differently? Who was to say they wouldn’t all be dead, including him? Maybe trusting Max had been a mistake. But  he’d had no other choice. At least he’d thought so at the time.

      “Sheriff Duke,” Harley said. “This is Deputy Priscilla Barnes.”

      Hayden smiled when Deputy Barnes jumped to her feet, surprised by the sudden appearance of the two men behind her. She turned to face him, an awe-struck smile on her face. It was a face he remembered, probably because she bore a slight resemblance to Natalia.

      “Deputy Barnes,” he said.

      “Sheriff,” she replied, pushing a strand of hair away from her face. “I wasn’t expecting you. Shit, Lyle. You scared the hell out of me.”

      “You get too involved in your work,” Harley said.

      Barnes’ eyes flashed toward Hayden. “As if that’s a bad thing?”

      Harley’s face began to flush. “Uh. No. I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “I get it,” Hayden said. “You both want to impress me. I appreciate that, but right now we need to focus on a singular task.”

      “What’s that, Sheriff?” Barnes asked.

      “The trife. I need to know which way they went.”
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      Deputy Barnes led Hayden through the old office park. They followed a meandering line of scratches and claw marks that zigged and zagged so often it left him wondering if the trife had been drunk when they carried Isaac away. She kept talking the whole time, staying on point in describing her approach to tracking the trife considering their tendency to move in such an erratic pattern.

      It wasn’t enough to follow scrapes on the old asphalt or divots in the overgrown grass and dirt surrounding it. The trife would jump over obstacles like cars, or sometimes jump onto them and use them as springboards to leap in a different direction. They were equally likely to scale buildings, in many cases preferring the high road. She had climbed nearly two thousand steps in the last two days heading up to rooftops to connect different ground marks, an effort that was paying dividends now that Hayden was there.

      They went nearly eight blocks before Hayden stopped her.  “How far have you tracked them?” he asked.

      “Another six blocks east,” Deputy Barnes replied. “The edge of the office park. The buildings get a bit more dense, and I think they took to the rooftops again from there.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s harder than it looks, Sheriff. Mainly because they’ve crossed that area before. My intent was to circle back to it once I finished my evaluation within the perimeter if it was necessary.”

      “I’m not questioning your work, deputy. I think what you’ve already accomplished is fantastic. My wife put you up to it, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, Sheriff. The Governor requested we record the movements of the trife to ensure they had left the area. We don’t need refugees coming in from the east getting attacked right outside a UWT protected population center.”

      “Pozz that. What’s your opinion on that, considering the work you’ve done to this point?”

      “On whether or not they left the area?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I believe they have. As near as I can tell, they went south and then turned east, and maybe cut south again after that? It’s hard to determine accurately without at least a cursory examination of the rooftops.”

      “I’m impressed. Both with your thought process and your vocabulary.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff. My father always maintained that the world would never recover if people didn’t hold tight to the things that made us civilized. Not only learning to read but the enjoyment of being learned. His father was the same way, and so on all the way back to before the war. Only their families were more important to them than their books. To be honest, I have some big aspirations I never dreamed I would have the chance to reach before you came along.”

      “Like what?”

      “I want to be President of the UWT one day.”

      Hayden smiled. “Sounds good to me, Deputy.” He paused, considering his next move. “Can you get in touch with someone back at the northern cordon, and ask them to bring Zorro to your position?”

      “Of course, Sheriff.” Barnes started reaching for her badge.

      “Hold up,” Hayden said, freezing her. “Have them bring horses for you and Deputy Harley too. I want you both to help me track the trife’s movements a little further out.”

      “Yes, Sheriff,” Barnes said. She called in the request as they started heading east.

      “What are you thinking, Sheriff?” Harley asked.

      “The trife could only carry Ike so far, which means someone was probably waiting to collect him. That someone would know we would be looking for him, so they would have to be at least a little subtle in how they moved him. My best guess is that they headed south past UWT territory. If they want to get around without being noticed, the easiest way to do that is to take a more easterly route before turning south. That could mean cutting into the forest, or it could mean turning south earlier than that; it just depends on how much time they wanted to spend getting where they’re going.”

      “The trife can move across any terrain fairly easily,” Barnes said. “Although not as easily carrying a decent weight. But assuming they transferred your friend to a motor vehicle...”

      “They’ll be more likely to stick to the roads,” Harley finished. “Are you sure they would go east then, Sheriff? Both you and King did a lot of work to keep the direct lines from here south clear, but the paths further east are still pretty rough.”

      “But not impassable,” Hayden said. “In any case, that’s what we need to try to confirm. It might take a little more time at the outset, but it’s better than a wild goose chase in the wrong direction.”

      “We’ll find them, Sheriff,” Barnes said. “I won’t rest until we do.”

      “I believe that,” Hayden replied.

      They continued six more blocks following the tracks Barnes had already identified to the edge of a former apartment complex. The buildings were three stories tall, each one close to a hundred meters long and all of them packed tightly enough the trife would be able to leap from one to the next. The structures were in decent shape. Dirty and faded, but still upright. Only a few showed signs of damage, either through accidental fires caused by squatters over the years or purposeful, pointless vandalism.

      “Let’s split up,” Hayden said. “Circle the perimeter of the complex and see if we can trace where they went after they reached the end of the high road.”  He reached into his pocket, pulling out his badge. “Barnes, link me?”

      Deputy Barnes unclipped her badge and tapped a small button on the back of it. Hayden did the same. Then they touched the two devices together, linking Hayden’s to the same comm channel as the other officers in the area.

      “I’ll head northeast,” Hayden said. “Barnes, south. Harley, wait here for the deputies with my horse and your rides. Once they arrive, meet us on the far side of the complex.”

      “Roger, Sheriff,” Barnes and Harley said.

      “Let’s get to it.”
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      Hayden headed north along the outer perimeter of the apartment complex, keeping his eyes trained on both the area directly adjacent to the buildings and the walls of each structure. He was thankful for Barnes’ explanation of her methods for tracking the trife as he scanned for evidence of their passing, even as he continually discovered there wasn’t any.

      Like the deputy had said, the demons had taken to the rooftops to make their way through the area, the modified trife easily large and robust enough to carry Isaac on their backs or cradle him over their shoulders while they scaled the cement walls. It felt strange to Hayden to be chasing after trife this way. He had never tried to follow the creatures before. Usually, the trife followed him.

      It took him nearly thirty minutes to reach the northeast corner of the complex, which ended at a two-lane road with another complex on the opposite side. The gap between them was too wide for the trife to leap across without touching the ground.

      He tapped his badge. “Barnes, I’m at the northeast corner. No sign of tracks. What have you got?”

      “Nothing so far, Sheriff,” Barnes replied. “I’ll be at the southeast corner in a minute or two.”

      “Pozz. We’ll meet in the middle.”

      Hayden started south, maintaining his close observation of the surrounding area and searching for even the smallest clue of the trife’s passing. There were a few old cars still resting along the road. Most of them were stopped along the side, either pulled over or repositioned to clear the road for traffic. A couple were still blocking the way, including an old bus. The tires had been removed from it, the windows broken, the body rusted, dinged and painted with a simple message:

      SCREW THE TRIFE!

      Hayden smiled in response. Screw the trife was right.

      He reached the midpoint between the two ends of the apartment complex and then watched Barnes approach from the south. She was going more slowly, stopping to examine the ground nearby and then cutting into the street in search of evidence.

      “This is strange, Sheriff,” she said, finally reaching him. “No tracks anywhere on the ground that I saw. What about you?”

      “Nope,” he replied.

      “There’s an adjacent property on the south side they could have crossed into. If they haven’t come this way, they must have gone there.”

      “It stands to reason,” Hayden agreed.

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “Something about this isn’t sitting right.” He looked out at the road again. “Have you been through this area before?”

      “No, Sheriff. The occupied part of the city is still over a kilometer west of here. Why?”

      “I’m trying to determine why this road is clear if nobody lives out here.”

      “You think whoever picked your friend up came this close to the scene?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not ready to rule it out.” He turned to face her. “Let’s check on your lead. We can always double back.” He tapped on his badge. “Harley, what’s your status?”

      “I’m here with Deputies Zhi and Arlov,” Harley said. “We’re cutting through the center of the complex. I can see you. Can you see me?”

      Hayden looked back. The north and south side were intersected by a short driveway that split in both directions, leading into garages beneath the buildings. Beyond that sat the next group of buildings and a central lawn. The three deputies were coming toward him, each leading a horse.

      Deputy Harley raised his hand in a wave.

      At the same time, all three horses began to squeal, ears stiffening as they froze in place.

      “Shit,” Hayden said. “Deputies, stay alert. We’ve got trouble.” He started running toward them, reaching for his revolvers.

      He could see the three officers reaching for their revolvers as they looked out around them, spinning in quick circles. They dropped the reins of the horses, who began moving back the way they had come.

      Harley was the first to fire, facing the apartments to the south and sending three rounds beyond Hayden’s line of sight. Zhi and Arlov joined him a moment later, shooting to the north.

      “It’s a fucking setup!” Hayden shouted, sprinting at full speed toward the deputies, Barnes trying to keep up behind him.

      The sounds of shattering glass joined the gunfire as trife poured from the apartments, leaping through unbroken windows and from the rooftops to launch their ambush. The deputies fired feverishly, desperate to take the creatures out before they neared, their aim thrown off by their nerves.

      Hayden ran as fast as he could, trying to get a count of the demons as he did.  At least a dozen, all of them the larger, stronger trife Brute and Grace had brought north, and who Shurrath had left behind. They would be on the unprepared deputies in seconds.

      “Over here!” he shouted as loud as he could, trying to draw their attention and hoping Shurrath had set them to prioritize him. He started shooting, keeping his body as calm as he could while he fired. He emptied the revolvers in seconds, dropping three of the trife.

      Four of them turned his way, while the rest stayed on the deputies. Barnes opened fire behind him, knocking one of them down. Hayden dumped the used casings from his guns, grabbing a pair of speedloaders and slipping new bullets in. He closed the cylinders, diving to the ground and rolling onto his back as a trife lunged at him. He fired one shot from each gun, the rounds punching through the demon’s shoulders as he rolled out of the way and back to his feet.

      Harley screamed beside him.

      Hayden pivoted in time to see the trife remove the deputy’s head from his body, quieting the shout. He shot the demon from behind, killing it.

      “Sheriff!” Barnes shouted.

      Hayden turned as one of the trife took a swipe at him. He managed to get his left hand in the way just in time, the claws scraping his augment through his coat. A pair of Hayden’s bullets went through the trife’s skull, and it collapsed.

      Hayden dropped the right-hand revolver, rolling the hand into a fist and squeezing his thumb. The Axon compound activated, an energy shield flashing over the material. He used it to catch a set of razor teeth, holding the trife long enough to put his other revolver to its head and pull the trigger.

      He kicked it away, spinning and lashing out with the right augment without looking, making contact with a trife that was trying to come up behind him. The blow knocked the demon back, and it died beneath a hail of rounds from the deputies around him.

      The whole fight was over inside a minute. Hayden eyed the field, his gut wrenching when he saw Arlov had joined Harley, his back ripped open by trife claws. The deputies weren’t wearing Space Force Marine combat armor beneath their clothes like he was.

      “Damn it,” Hayden cursed, holstering his other gun and opening his hand. Two more dead deputies Shurrath owed him retribution for.

      “Hell, Sheriff,” Barnes said, coming up beside him. “Those aren’t normal trife.”

      “No. We’re fortunate they only got two of us.”  Fortunate, but it didn’t make him feel any better.  “I should have seen this coming.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not giving our enemy enough credit.” He sighed. “Can you call it in? We need to take the bodies back to Sanose and inform their families.” Barnes nodded. “Good shooting, by the way.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden whistled. “Zorro!”

      The horse hadn’t gone far, accustomed to both trife and gunfire. The stallion returned to the scene, more calm now that the danger had passed. The other two horses followed behind him, staying together.

      “Sheriff,” Zhi said. “Your hat.”

      Hayden took it from the deputy. He must have lost it during the fight. “Thank you. Are you okay?”

      Zhi was pale and shaking slightly. “Yes, Sheriff. Adrenaline. That’s all.”

      Barnes had moved a few steps away and was talking to someone over her comm. She disconnected and returned to them. “There’s a car on the way. I’m ready to continue the search.”

      “Zhi, can you stay here and take care of this mess for me?” Hayden asked.

      “Yes, Sheriff.”

      Hayden looked back at the two dead deputies and the trife spread across the grass. It should be getting easier to lose good people, considering how often it happened.

      It wasn’t.
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      “Sheriff, look,” Deputy Barnes said, sliding off her horse and rushing over to the side of the road.

      Hayden guided Zorro to where she was kneeling, looking down at a small mark on the surface of the asphalt.

      “What do you have?” he asked.

      “Tire mark,” she said. “It has to be relatively fresh to be so clear on the road surface.”

      Hayden spun Zorro in a tight circle, scanning the area. They had ridden nearly six kilometers from the scene of the ambush, after tracking the rest of the trife from the adjacent apartments south in this direction. They lost the trail nearly half a klick back, the claw marks vanishing completely without resuming.

      Until now.

      The tire mark was on the edge of a small curb, an outlet for cars leaving a single building labeled Carl’s Jr. Judging by the interior, it appeared to have been a restaurant of some kind.

      “They must have parked the car here,” he said. “But they probably carried Ike from somewhere near where we lost the tracks.”

      “Agreed,” Barnes said. “This seems like a strange spot to leave the getaway car.”

      “Not really. Visibility’s pretty good all around. The driver perches on the roof of the restaurant while the courier picks up the relay. If there’s any trouble, they both make themselves scarce and regroup somewhere else.”

      “That makes sense,” Barnes replied, standing up.

      “Do you know where that road heads?”

      Barnes nodded. “It heads east into what we call the Wastes.”

      “Wastes?”

      “There must have been a massive fire there at some point that took out half the eastern side of the city. There isn’t anything left but half-charred timbers and rubble mixed in with overgrown vegetation. The trife used to hide in there sometimes, but not since we cleared out the nest north of here.”

      “You were on that job?” Hayden asked.

      “Yes, Sheriff. Squad Six. Near the back of the line. It felt good to be part of it, though. Sanose has been trife-free since.” She paused, lowering her head. “Until today, anyway.”

      “I’d love to tell you it’ll be the last time, but if things don’t go well it’s going to get worse again before it gets better.”

      “If the trife come back, we’ll be ready. We’ve got a lot more to protect now. In any case, that road cuts into the Wastes. If there’s another ambush waiting; that’s where it will be.”

      “Where does it go after that?”

      “There’s a main road that heads south and another that cuts east over those hills.” She pointed. “It just depends on which way they went from here.”

      Hayden stared at the hills, trying to recall the topography. He had been over the area in both a Centurion transport and the Iroquois. “If they took the east road, they’d have hills between themselves and any activity between Sanisco, Sanose and Haven. It’s easier to stay hidden that way.”

      “It’s also a lot less direct and a lot more obstacle-ridden than running straight south,” Barnes said. “If they’re in a hurry, it wouldn’t make sense.”

      Were they in a hurry? He had survived Shurrath’s first attempt to kill him, but did that mean the Relyeh was worried enough about him to accelerate his plans? Shurrath had waited over two-hundred years for Isaac to come out of stasis and prepare his insurrection. Couldn’t he wait a few days more?

      “I’ll tell you what,” Hayden said. “We’ll head into the Wastes together. You take the southern road, and I’ll head east. First one to solidify a direction hollers to the other.”

      “What if neither one of us finds any evidence they went through the area?”

      “Then I’ll keep heading east, and you’ll go back home.”

      “You can’t do this alone, Sheriff. It’s obvious the enemy has it in for you.”

      “Which is exactly why I have to do it alone,” he replied. “The more people with me, the more attention I’ll attract.”

      “No offense, Sheriff, but you’re bound to attract attention with that getup.”

      Hayden smiled. She was right. The hat, the combat armor, the duster and ammo belts. He would stick out like a sore thumb in the areas outside of the UWT.

      He patted his saddlebags. “I’ve got that covered. I’m not as dumb as I look.” He smiled.

      Deputy Barnes flushed, embarrassed. “Of course,” she said. “Sorry, Sheriff, I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s not a big deal,” he said, cutting her off. “You’re trying to look out for me. I appreciate it.”

      She nodded.

      “That’s the plan,” he said. “You’ll go south. I’ll go east. I’m leaning toward our perps heading east. The only way it doesn’t make sense is because they might expect me to go that way.”

      “That makes it more likely. It’s easier to set traps for you if they can lead you away from the settled areas.”

      “Pozz that.”

      “Then you shouldn’t go east, Sheriff. Take the south road, meet them closer to the source.”

      “I can’t. There’s no guarantee they’ll take Ike all the way to wherever Shurrath is hiding. They want to study his brain, to figure out why the Axon can’t manipulate him. The irony is we already know why, and when Shurrath finds out, he’s going to be plenty pissed off, which I’m pretty sure won’t go well for Ike. It might not go well for us either if Shurrath is holding back his next move until he learns Ike’s secrets. I have to get him back before that cat’s out of the bag.”

      “What if you can’t get him back?”

      Hayden wasn’t expecting that question. He glanced over at Deputy Barnes, his eyes turning hard.

      “As long as Shurrath thinks there’s something in the human genome that might help him solve the Axon problem, he’s more likely to bide his time and stay cautious. We already know he wants to trade the information for a higher standing among his kind. If he loses that hope or proves that line of reason is a dead end?”

      He shook his head. He hadn’t told anyone that part of his plan before now, not even Natalia. She would have talked him out of it, and he couldn’t afford that.

      “You’re going to kill him,” Barnes said.

      Hayden nodded. “I’ll do what I have to do.”

      He waited for her judgment, but none came. Deputy Barnes was all business.

      “We should get a move on then, shouldn’t we Sheriff?”

      “We should.”

      They guided their horses east, heading into the Wastes.
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      The Wastes weren’t exactly as Hayden pictured them. While he did come across burned out husks of buildings, piles of rubble and timber, and evidence of the fires that had consumed part of the city a long time ago, he also came across signs of renewal. Trees had sprouted amidst the damage, tall enough they must have started their journey skyward at least a dozen years earlier. Other plants had started regaining the property as well. Grass, bushes and a few different kinds of wildflowers. Birds passed overhead or perched on the branches of the saplings, watching him cantor past on Zorro’s back. Squirrels skittered across the road ahead of him, which was being swallowed up by the surrounding growth. The small creatures bounced over damaged foundations and vanished behind the broken walls as if they were playing a game he didn’t understand.

      He had parted from Deputy Barnes twenty minutes earlier, splitting off at an intersection—a huge clover interchange that had once carried thousands of people from place to place every day—where the path went south and east. The interchange was just outside of the Wastes, marking the spot where the fires had been contained, unable to jump the paved gap. He had yet to hear from Barnes, indicating that her search to the south had come up empty so far.

      It was just as well. Hayden didn’t want her to come across signs of Shurrath’s followers. What had happened to Harley and Arlov was bad enough. He had come alone to prevent the loss of more good people—an idea that was starting as a failed act of heroism. But he wasn’t trying to be a hero. He was only trying to do the right thing. He had started this little war by getting involved, and that was fine. He wouldn’t stand for anyone wantonly murdering innocents. At the same time it was a hard responsibility to be the sheriff. When any of his people died, he felt their blood on his hands. There was no way to wash it off completely, but he owed every last one of them to make sure their sacrifice meant something.

      It wasn’t like he wanted to leave Natalia and Hallia behind and head out into danger. He had to; it came with the job. Natalia understood. Sometimes better than he did. And he loved her for it.

      He continued along the eastern road, his eyes tight on the crumbling asphalt. The vegetation had been flattened by the tires of a passing vehicle. Two lines of flat earth were easily visible, meandering around the few wrecks and other obstacles that remained. A car had come this way recently. There was no doubt about it.

      “Barnes,” he said, tapping on his badge.

      “I’m here, Sheriff,” she replied.

      “What’s your status?”

      “I’m about five klicks south of the intersection. All clear.”

      “I’ve got visual on a set of tire tracks. I’m pretty confident they belong to our target.”

      “I can double-back and meet up with you,” Barnes offered.

      “Negative. I’ll take things from here. Head back north and help out with Harley and Arlov, and finish your investigation. Thanks for your help.”

      Barnes didn’t respond right away. Hayden knew she wanted to be part of whatever came next. If she lived long enough, she really might make a good sheriff one day soon. “Roger, Sheriff,” she answered at last. “I’m just on the other end of the comm. If you need me, holler.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “With any luck, I won’t hit any more trouble before I’m well out of comms range. Sheriff Duke out.”

      He tapped the badge, taking a strong breath in and slowly releasing. There was something about cutting himself off from the rest of his people that gave him a sense of relief.

      He continued along the road east, heading deeper into the Wastes. He stayed alert, eyes scanning the path ahead, as well as keeping a watch over Zorro. The horse might pick up a hint of danger long before he did, and it would serve him well to pay attention.

      An hour passed. The tracks continued along the road east, and he discovered a few places where the car had stopped and something blocking it had been moved. Burned out shells of vehicles had been forcefully shoved aside, leaving deep ruts in the old pavement and surrounding grass, proving that whoever was in the car was too strong not to be hosting a khoron. He studied the area around the ruts, looking for signs of prints to get an idea of how many were involved in Isaac’s abduction. The hard ground hid all but a portion of one print, a smaller foot he felt safe declaring was female.

      Another hour passed. The destruction of the Wastes began to dissipate as the signs of civilization thinned out around him. He was reaching the outer edge of the city limits and approaching a series of foothills leading higher into the range beyond. He was making decent time now, moving at a steady pace and staying on target.

      “Barnes,” he said, tapping his badge. The LED flashed red. Out of range. Good.

      He rode a little further, slowing when a form appeared on the horizon ahead of him. It didn’t match the other debris and detritus he had become accustomed to. It didn’t fit with the surroundings.

      “What the hell?” he whispered.

      Zorro snorted and flipped his head slightly, showing signs of agitation.

      Hayden slid off the back of the horse, holding the reins. He squinted his eyes, trying to get a better view through the sunlight. The shape ahead of him was like a mirage, silhouetted and surreal. Even so, Hayden kept approaching, drawing his revolver in his free hand as he moved in.

      The man was standing in the middle of the road. He had scavenged a small dining table from somewhere. It was slightly charred and rotted but stood solidly upright on four legs. Two old teacups rested on the table, a large flask in the center. A pair of mismatched chairs waited empty on either side.

      “Sheriff Duke,” the man said. He was older. In his sixties or seventies. Thick white hair, a wrinkled face, a warm smile on a chiseled jaw. He wore a pair of ancient jeans and a blue collared shirt beneath a black blazer. He stood stiff and proud—unarmed as near as Hayden could tell—waiting patiently for Hayden to arrive. “You can put the gun away. I’m here to talk.”

      Hayden pointed the revolver at him. “Shurrath?”

      “Not yet.”
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      “Please,” the man said. “Put the gun away. Sit down, have a drink. It’s Tennessee whiskey. I found it at an old distillery out that way a dozen years back or so. It’s good stuff.”

      Hayden didn’t put the gun away. He stared at the man. “What is this?”

      “My name is Jim Lane,” the man said. “My khoron’s name is Lesthik. Yeah, I’m not trying to trick you, Sheriff. Or lie about my intentions or be deceiving in any way. Shurrath sent me here to talk to you.”

      “Why you?”

      “I was in the area.” He smiled. “Seriously. It’s as simple as that. Although there are a lot more of us in the area than there were a week ago, I’ll tell you that. Somebody’s been causing a bit of trouble.” He raised his eyebrows and pointed at Hayden, laughing. “Do you always piss ancient deities off this much?”

      “Deities? Like gods? I’m pretty sure Shurrath came from another planet. That doesn’t make him a god.”

      “That’s a matter of perspective. But please, sit. We can discuss it. I know you two have gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m here to mediate.”

      “Mediate? Why? Because Shurrath has what he wants?”

      “He’s waited a long time to get what he wants. You almost ruined two hundred years of waiting. The fact that I’m here, that I’m offering to sit down with you and have a drink and shoot the shit and work something out, that should mean something. Don’t you think?”

      Hayden pointed his revolver at Jim. “Or I could shoot you. I just need to make sure I use enough bullets to kill Lesthik, wherever the fuck he moves.”

      Jim smiled. “I’m offering you hospitality, and you’re offering violence? Has the shoe really changed feet that quickly?”

      Hayden’s jaw clenched. Jim had a point. He put the revolver away, and let go of Zorro’s reins. The horse wandered off a short distance to graze.

      “Okay,” Hayden said, grabbing the back of his chair. “You want to talk? We can talk.”

      He swung the chair around and sat down, making sure to position his guns for easy access before he rested his crossed arms on the chair back.

      Jim smiled. “I knew you were open to reason.” He took the other chair and sat. Then he grabbed the flask and poured a shot into Hayden’s teacup.

      “It isn’t poisoned, is it?” Hayden asked.

      “No, sir. I don’t need to poison you.”  Jim poured some into his cup and took a quick drink. “Ahhh. Good shit.”

      Hayden picked up the teacup and sniffed the alcohol. Then he downed it, lighting a fire in his belly and his throat. “Not bad,” he admitted.

      “Let’s get down to business,” Jim said, satisfied. “I don’t need to be here, Sheriff. Shurrath, he doesn’t need to make peace with you. But things are changing. Not only on this world but out there.” He motioned to the sky. “Events put in motion hundreds of thousands of years ago are coming to a head. And we’re fortunate to be near the epicenter of history.”

      “A lot of words without a lot of substance,” Hayden said.

      Jim laughed. “You are a serious hombre, aren’t you, Sheriff? I like your no-frills approach. I like your dress code too. You look like you’re about to kick my ass, and you’re just sitting there.”

      “I’m not in the mood to play games. Two of my people died not two hours ago, thanks to Shurrath. If that’s his idea of peace, let him in, and I’ll tell him where he can go.”

      “Careful, Sheriff. I understand you’re upset. The trife were there as an early warning system, so to speak. Shurrath wasn’t convinced you would come, not without an army at your back. But after I examined the Collective, I knew you would.”

      “Congratulations.”

      Jim poured himself another drink and then offered Hayden the flask. He put his hand up, refusing it.

      “Suit yourself,” Jim said, swallowing the shot. “Shurrath could use someone like you, Hayden. You have all the hallmarks of exactly the kind of human he’s looking for to help lead his forces into the next phase of expansion.”

      “Next phase?”

      “I should back up a little. Actually, I should stop here. I can’t explain it all that well. Hold up a second, and try to resist the urge to shoot me.”

      Jim closed his eyes. Only for a heartbeat. Hayden knew Jim was gone as soon as they opened again.

      “Shurrath,” Hayden said.

      “Sheriff Hayden Duke,” Shurrath replied.

      “You don’t want to project into my head this time?”

      “Unnecessary. This organic is sufficient, so long as you don’t destroy it.”

      “Jim was telling me you wanted to call a truce.”

      “I wouldn’t call it a truce. I will have what I want, Sheriff. That part is inevitable. But your position within that outcome is highly variable and within your control.”

      “You killed Rain after you used her to kill my people. I’m not too happy about that.”

      “It was necessary to show you what you’re dealing with. I’m not a half-psychotic despot  aimlessly pursuing control of something I can never truly control. I’ve been in existence longer than life on this world. Think about that for a moment.”

      Hayden tried, but it was hard to wrap his mind around. “Where did you come from?”

      “The first Relyeh came into being many thousands of light years from here.”

      “Came into being?”

      “Organic matter assembled and over time gained sentience. That sentience sought to understand the nature of the universe in which it was born. It came to realize the scale of things, and then it sought to understand its place within it. That understanding produced the logical conclusion that it was brought into being to bring order to the chaos of natural creation. In order to see that work done, the first of us were born, broken off from our father like branches from a tree and delivered to worlds already harboring life. Our purpose has never changed. Subdue life. Feed. Integrate. Expand. To that purpose, we eternally hunger.”

      “You’ve been pretty successful at it, I imagine,” Hayden said. “Taking worlds across thousands of light years.”

      Shurrath smiled. “We have. But there are some laws of nature even we cannot change. Sibling rivalry is one of them. In the beginning, my brothers and sisters and I all worked together, sharing our increase and gaining strength together through the Collective. When everything we learned became common knowledge to one another, when we couldn’t keep secrets, there could be no advantage. Then one day, my brother Nylarth discovered a means to encrypt parts of the Collective. To create his own subnetwork. He started keeping secrets. Azoth discovered the treachery, turned on Nylarth and captured the method. It spread from there, and we’ve all been fighting one another ever since.”

      “You haven’t been doing too well,” Hayden said. “The Axon defeated you.”

      He could see the sudden fury in Shurrath’s expression. It vanished quickly. “When you’ve existed as long as I have, you learn to accept setbacks. You work to overcome them. I had the opportunity to escape to this world. I intend to rebuild my armies. Not to fight my siblings, but to try to bring us back together against a common threat.”

      “The Axon.”

      “Yes. We are organic beings, in whatever form we take. This, for you. Something else for me. The Axon, they are organic. But their armies aren’t. Their people aren’t. Their worlds are composed of machines. Entire planets with millions of occupants, but not a living soul among them. And when we do find a world with a real Axon living on it, they evade us too easily, stepping through their portals and escaping to another planet as easily as you might snap your fingers.”

      “I can’t say I empathize.”

      “Yet you should be concerned. The Hunger doesn’t destroy all life it encounters. We integrate with it, taking pieces of the genome that we find of value. We raise the individuals we find worthy to places of high honor within our armies, where their comfort and purpose is unmatched.”

      “And you enslave the rest.”

      “We require certain chemicals to survive. The need was implanted in us to keep us moving ever forward in our purpose so that we wouldn’t become stagnant. The universe is expanding more rapidly than we can conquer it, but this won’t always be the case as long as we stay in motion. The Axon are a barrier to that. The first intelligent race we have struggled to subdue because of their use of machines.”

      “You enslave the rest,” Hayden repeated. “After you’ve already killed billions.”

      “The universe is changing, Sheriff. You can’t avoid it. It’s so much larger than you or your problems. Humankind is nothing compared to the Relyeh. It is nothing compared to the Axon. The best you can ever hope for is to put yourselves in a position to survive. I’m offering that chance to any who will join me. I have earned thousands of followers over these centuries, spread across one land mass to the next.” Shurrath smiled widely. “And to other worlds.”

      “Proxima?” Hayden said.

      “My siblings don’t know about Proxima. They aren’t here to see the ships coming and going, or hear the reports. And I’ve closed myself off to them. I have my foothold there, just as I have it here. Which is my reason for being here now. To show you that you cannot escape from me. You cannot avoid me. You cannot sneak up on me. My eyes are everywhere. My hands are everywhere. Earth is already mine, Sheriff. And what I offer is more than the Axon will ever provide. They have no use for humankind anymore. No reason for this world to exist as a feeder for our expansion. As soon as they can get another Intellect through a portal, they’ll send their ships, and they’ll destroy this planet. They’ll render it inert and lifeless. Compare that with what I am offering. Compare that to the alternative.”

      “You’re assuming there are only two choices. Relyeh or Axon.”

      “And what is the third choice, Sheriff? Human? One defeated planet against the two most powerful races in the universe? Where do you think that will lead you?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m willing to bet most people out here would rather find out than be under the thumb of one invader or another. Why else do we keep fighting?”

      “Few of you are fighting. Very few. Your rebellion, if you want to call it that, is failing. Your future isn’t yours to decide. Now that I have Isaac, now that I’m on the verge of unlocking the secret to defeating the Axon’s neural disruption technology, there is only one clear winner in this fight, as creation has always determined there would be. The only question is whether you can see reason. I’m here because I hope you can.”

      “And if I can’t?” Hayden asked.

      “You’ll come for me,  and I’ll be waiting for you. You’ll try to reach me, and you’ll fail. You can’t sneak up on me. You can’t hide. And while you die trying, your people will die too. Everything you’ve worked so hard to build will be destroyed. If you thought Cain and Grace were the best I could do, you’re wrong. They too were a test. An opportunity for you to earn your place. I won’t be so subtle again.”

      “We’ll stop you,” Hayden said. “My people aren’t as weak as they seem. I know you have control over the trife, but we’ve got weapons of our own. We’ve got allies too.”

      “Are you willing to sacrifice all of them, Sheriff? Are you willing to risk everything?”

      “To keep humankind free? Do I have a choice? Maybe you can say this person belongs here or that person belongs there. This one is a warrior, and that one is a slave. This one is elevated while that one is beaten down. I don’t believe in that way of life. I’d rather die than accept it.”

      “No matter the cost?”

      Hayden nodded. Shurrath’s words were unsettling, but he couldn’t change who he was because of a threat. He had to keep his faith in himself, in his people...and in humankind.

      “No matter the cost.”

      Shurrath nodded. “Very well. I respect you for your courage, Sheriff. You’ve shown more than most life forms I’ve conquered. If you want me, continue south. You’ll know when you’ve arrived. If you can survive the next ten seconds.”

      Hayden reacted instantly, reaching for his revolver as Jim’s face slackened, the scavenger jumping to his feet. He lunged at Hayden without a word, leaping across the table as he produced a microspear from somewhere near his waist.

      Hayden grabbed Jim’s wrist with his augmented hand, breaking it easily and forcing the weapon from him. He put his revolver to Jim’s temple and fired.

      The shot left the man face down on the table, the whiskey spilling out of the flask over the edge. Hayden let go of his wrist and stood, tearing Jim’s clothes away from his back. He could see the khoron moving beneath Jim’s flesh, trying to figure out how to escape now that its host was beyond healing.

      Hayden closed his hand, the Axon compound forming a pair of blades on the back of it. He stabbed into Jim’s back, spearing the khoron and lifting it out. The worm-like Relyeh wiggled at the edge of his blades, its tendrites stretching back to Jim while a high pitched shriek came from the front of it.

      Hayden flung it onto the ground and stomped on it, crushing it beneath his boot.

      “That’s one,” he said. “Zorro, here!” He whistled, and the horse started toward him.

      He knew he had made the right choice. He also knew it would cost him.
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      “Where am I?” Grace asked, her voice weak and dry.

      “A hospital,” the nurse replied.

      “A hospital where?”

      “Somewhere safe. Stop struggling against the restraints and I’ll consider getting you some water.”

      Grace let her body relax. She hadn’t expected to wake up in a bed. She hadn’t expected to wake up with her wrists and ankles bound, preventing her from rising.

      Then again, she hadn’t expected to wake up at all.

      The khoron was gone. She could tell that much the moment she came to. Gone was the sense of something else inside her consciousness. Gone was the pressure against her mind, threatening to steal every last ounce of resistance and control. Gone was the tickle in her back, where the alien slug’s physical presence once rested.

      But she was still alive. She wasn’t sure how that was even possible. In the first few moments, she thought maybe Shurrath had brought her here to torture her for her failure. Instinct had caused her to try to get away. She didn’t need to get away, did she? Shurrath wasn’t here.

      Shurrath would never be so kind.

      “That’s better,” the nurse said, standing at the edge of the bed. “Doctor Hess will be ecstatic to know you’re awake. It’s about time.” The woman smiled. “The Governor will be beside herself too. Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” The nurse laughed at her joke as she left the room.

      Grace tried to remember how she had gotten here. She failed. The last thing she recalled was running north with Cain to confront Sheriff Duke. And now she was here.

      Cain. Where was he?

      She wished she could remember. Then she questioned her wish. Maybe it was better that she couldn’t remember. The nurse was going to fetch a doctor, and someone called the Governor.

      The United Western Territories. She recalled that much. She and Cain had entered the UWT. They had killed people. Innocent people.

      Her body turned cold and she started to shake. What had she done? Her eyes filled with tears, but she couldn’t lift her hands far enough to wipe them. She closed her eyes while she sobbed, letting the tears run down her cheeks. She was no stranger to violence or killing, but she had never hurt anyone who didn’t have it coming. Not ever.

      She barely noticed when the door to her room opened. She was lost in the moment, in the sudden surge of sadness and despair and guilt—emotions Keshk had suppressed. The Relyeh had made her into a murderer, the same as they had done to her father. It wasn’t her fault unless it was his fault.

      She couldn’t bring herself to blame him.

      Even if he did still need to die.

      Grace opened her eyes. A man in a white coat was watching her. The nurse was at her bedside, a glass of water in her hand. She had grabbed a cloth too, to wipe Grace’s eyes.

      “Welcome back to the land of the living,” the man said. “I’m Doctor Hess.”

      Grace let the nurse pour the water into her mouth. She gulped it down despite the way it burned her throat to swallow. “Grace,” she said afterward. “I’m Grace Salk.”

      “Nice to meet you, Grace,” Doctor Hess said.

      “Where am I?”

      “Sanisco Hospital.”

      “What happened?”

      “You were shot in the chest with an arrow. Not generally a fatal wound, but the little bastard inside you complicated things. You would have bled to death if Sheriff Duke hadn’t gotten you back to me so quickly.”

      Grace used her body to shift aside the blanket covering her just enough to see the dressing on her shoulder. She had never seen anything like it before. “What is this?”

      “I had to operate on the internals, but the patch will heal the skin good as new.”

      “I’m really confused.”

      “I don’t blame you. From what I understand, you’ve been through the grinder the last few weeks.”

      “You could say that. Sheriff Duke, is he here?”

      “The Governor is on her way.”

      “I asked you if Sheriff Duke was here.”

      “Not at the moment. Just relax. You’re safe here.”

      “If I’m safe, why am I restrained?”

      “To make sure we’re safe. You were under the influence of an alien parasite.”

      “You seem to know a lot about it.”

      “Only as of a few days ago. But my teachers always told me I’m a fast learner.”

      Grace tried to smile. Failed. “How long was I out?”

      “Four days. Not too bad, all things considered. I guess I’m a better doctor than I thought.”

      He smiled. He was trying to add some levity to the atmosphere. Grace was struggling to accept it.

      “What do I have to do to get the restraints off?”

      “Why so eager? It doesn’t lend to your trustworthiness.”

      Grace frowned. He had a point. She let herself relax onto the mattress again.

      “Your vitals look good,” Doctor Hess said, glancing at a display somewhere behind her head. “Blood pressure is normal. Heart rate is good. Your arm is probably going to be a little stiff. You won’t be using a bow for a while, but all in all, a good result. I’m especially proud of myself.” He smiled again, still trying to get her to react.

      She forced a smile, hoping it would satisfy him. “Thank you, Doctor. For everything you did.”

      “You’re welcome. More water?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The nurse hurried from the room again, leaving Doctor Hess alone with Grace.

      “A shame we didn’t manage to capture the alien alive,” he said. “I would have liked to study it.”

      “Believe me, Doctor. We’re better off with it dead. There’s no need to study it.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’ve already got data on the biological makeup of the khoron. They’re fairly simple creatures once you take the Collective out of the equation.”

      “Collective?”

      “Their method of communicating across infinite distances at faster than lightspeed.”

      “Real-time?”

      “Not fully. I told you, that part’s complicated.”

      “I’d love to see the research.”

      Grace noticed the tension in his face. There was something about it she didn’t trust. “I bet you would.”

      The door opened. Grace was expecting the nurse. She nearly broke into tears again when Ginny walked into the room.

      “You,” Grace said. She wasn’t sure what else to say. The guilt came rushing back.

      “Hi, Grace,” Ginny replied with a comforting smile, looking up at the woman who had entered behind her. “Hello Grace,” the woman said.

      

      Grace looked the woman over. Brown hair, soft eyes, a lean, compassionate face. She was wearing a pair of dirty overalls cinched tight around her hips by a toolbelt.

      “I’m Governor Natalia Duke,” she continued, joining Ginny at the side of Grace’s  bed and sticking out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Grace reached out tentatively, taking it. It was slightly calloused. This clearly wasn’t a leader who didn’t get her hands dirty. “Grace Salk. You’re Sheriff Duke’s wife?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he here?”

      “No.”

      Grace hesitated, afraid to ask her next question. “He went after Shurrath, didn’t he?”

      “He did.”

      She shook her head. “No.” Grace groaned. “No, no, no.”

      “What’s wrong?” Natalia asked, surprised by the reaction.

      “You have to call him. Tell him to stop. Tell him to come back.”

      “Why?”

      “He can’t kill Shurrath.”

      “Are you worried Shurrath will kill him first?” Natalia asked. “I worry about that too, but Hayden’s got a knack for things like this.”

      “It isn’t that. If he kills Shurrath, the entire planet is doomed.”
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      “I don’t understand,” Natalia said, her expression shifting from sympathetic to worried. “How can you say that?”

      Grace wiggled her hands in their restraints. “Please, let me go. We need to stop him.”

      “Doctor,” Natalia said. “Undo the restraints. Let her loose. Grace, just relax. Two minutes won’t make a difference either way, and I need you to tell me what’s going on.”

      Doctor Hess came up beside them with the key for the bonds. He unlocked them from Grace’s wrists and then went to her ankles. Freed, she sat up, holding the bedsheets over her body while she rubbed at her wrists and tried to calm down. Governor Duke was right. She had been out for four days. Two more minutes wouldn’t change anything.

      “You have to understand, Governor,” she said. “In terms of the hierarchy of Relyeh ancients, Shurrath is the bottom of the food chain. He’s the weakest link.”

      “Hayden told me he took Isaac because Isaac’s immune to Axon hallucinations, and Shurrath wants to isolate the abnormality that’s causing the immunity and trade it with one of his siblings for a higher place on that food chain.”

      Grace nodded. “That sounds about right. Shurrath. He…he entered my father, Cyrus. After the Reapers sent him through the Axon portal because they didn’t have anyone else to risk.”

      “The Reapers?”

      “The secret science team that was working out of Dugway. They were experimenting with the khoron, among other things. The head of their team, Doctor Riley Valentine, was desperate to find a way to kill off the trife in a mass event. She thought maybe the khoron would help her figure it out.”

      “Isaac told me about what happened to your father. And what happened to his son.”

      “Jason,” Grace said. “Yes. Poor Jason. All of those children.” She closed her eyes, trying to avoid succumbing to that trauma again. “I’ll never forget.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to put you back there. I’m trying to make sense of everything. Hayden isn’t within comm range, or I’d stop him right now.”

      “He can’t have reached Shurrath already,” Grace said, calmer now. “Not unless he has a starship.”

      “Not this time.”

      “I meant that as a joke. You have a starship?”

      “No,” Natalia replied, backtracking. “Please, go on.”

      “I never understood it completely until Shurrath captured me and stuck me with a khoron, Keshk. I didn’t know what it was like for my father. I only knew that his actions were only partially his own. It was as though he had been cut into two very different people, and in a way he had. In the beginning, you can fight the khoron. You can resist. But only in the beginning. Their will starts to become your will. Their beliefs start to become your beliefs. It’s so subtle. You can tell it’s happening, but you can’t stop it. You don’t want to stop it.”

      “You resisted for me,” Ginny said. “You let me live.”

      “It was too much,” Grace replied. “After what my father did. To hurt a child like that. I just couldn’t.” She looked at Natalia. “But given another week or two, I would have. My father resisted Shurrath for almost five years if that tells you how strong-willed he is.”

      “It does. Where is your father today?”

      “I don’t know. I came out of stasis about ten years ago. Isaac was still there. I couldn’t figure out how to shut down the machine, and I was afraid I’d kill him. So I left him some clues before I left the facility, in the hope he would come after me when he woke. I knew Shurrath had put him in there for a reason, but I didn’t know what the reason was.”

      “If Shurrath knew Isaac was different then, why didn’t he make the trade two hundred years ago?”

      “Shurrath was weak and alone. He needed time to build up his following. To begin subverting the world. It was only possible because of Valentine. She captured live khoron somewhere. She left them in the lab when her team fled for a ship off-world. That allowed Shurrath to begin reproducing them. But he needed time. For all the work he did in Dugway, he always told me it wasn’t safe there. The Axon could return at any time.”

      “What do you mean by return?”

      “An Axon followed Shurrath through the portal. That’s how Shurrath learned of Isaac’s immunity. It was chasing Shurrath, but it didn’t know where to find him. It killed everyone who didn’t escape the base except for Cyrus and me, and then it left.”

      “Why didn’t it kill you?”

      “It thought we were already dead. Shurrath stopped my father’s heart and gave me something that put me in a deep sleep. The Axon was gone when I woke up.”

      “Why did he keep you alive?”

      “It was my father’s will. I can’t tell you how many times he would go from one personality to the other. One moment crying, the next emotionless and logical. Shurrath had a plan from the beginning, and after all of these years he isn’t in a hurry. Waiting two hundred years for Isaac isn't a difficult stretch for him, especially when he’s been busy. There are khoron across this entire continent, and probably on the others too.”

      Natalia glanced back at Doctor Hess. Grace wasn’t sure what it meant, but neither one of them looked pleased.

      “But we can’t stop him?” Natalia said, returning her attention to Grace.

      “We need to stop him. We can’t kill him. Doing that will only invite another Relyeh to come to Earth with a similar purpose. And for as horrible as Shurrath is, his weakness means he has to be more careful about how he does things. It makes him less dangerous.”

      “What was your intention when you went to Dego?”

      “I was following one of his trusted followers back to his base of operations, which I believe is somewhere in the south, in what used to be Mexico.”

      “What were you planning to do once you got there?”

      “Find my father and kill him.”

      “Wouldn’t that mean killing Shurrath?”

      “No. Shurrath isn’t in my father anymore. I don’t know if he’s taken a new host, or if he still needs a host. But the amount of time he spent bonded to my dad made the bond more permanent, through the Collective. Killing my father will weaken Shurrath.”

      “To what end?”

      “Hopefully, it will weaken him enough to allow me to capture and imprison him, and begin subverting his followers the way he subverted the people surviving out here. To undo the damage he’s done without alerting the other Relyeh.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Would anyone else have believed me? Would you have believed me if I just showed up at your door?”

      “Point made. Hayden recovered your hard drive from Dego. I’ve been trying to crack the password for almost two weeks, but without any luck. My algorithm has tried over a trillion combinations.”

      Grace smiled. “Sorry. You can’t hack it with anything that will support the hardware. The password is three hundred characters long.”

      Natalia laughed. “How do you remember it?”

      “I can’t ever forget,” Grace said.

      “What’s on the drive?”

      “All of Doctor Valentine’s research on the Axon and the khoron, among other things. I copied a lot of stuff from the computers there and deleted it off them before my father got to it. Also, locations of Shurrath’s plants across the country, lists of known infected, that sort of thing. I was always hoping I could come up with a way to neutralize the khoron remotely, similar to the Axon’s hallucinogenic signal. Valentine’s team did a lot of work on the subject, but they never got to complete it. I understand the basic theories, but I’m not an engineer.”

      Natalia’s face lit up at the statement. “I think maybe Shurrath made a huge mistake letting you fall into our laps.”

      “Why is that?”

      “It just so happens I’m an engineer. Let’s get you some clothes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace finished dressing before meeting Natalia and Ginny outside her hospital room, freshly clothed in a jumpsuit similar to Natalia’s. She had grown accustomed to scavenged clothing over her years wandering the post-invasion landscape, but this was a step above.

      “How do you like it?” Natalia asked as she emerged.

      Grace smiled. “It’s comfortable. And it’s so much nicer to be clean and khoron free. I can’t remember what happened, though.”

      “What’s the last thing you recall?”

      “Meeting with Ginny,” Grace said, looking at the girl. “And then heading north to confront Sheriff Duke.” She knelt beside Ginny. “I’m sorry for what I did.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” Ginny replied. “It wasn’t you that killed those people. I saw the real you in Graves’ saloon. You tried to fight Brute and the small guy.” She held out her arms, taking Grace in a firm embrace that nearly made her cry again.

      “Thank you,” Grace said, pulling away and standing up. “It helps.” She looked at Natalia. “I was alone for so long. On my own for so long. I couldn’t trust anyone with this. Then Shurrath got to me, and I was in a living hell. He tried to kill Keshk and me for failing him. That only proves he isn’t inside my father anymore. He would never be able to hurt me directly if he were.”

      “You’re with friends now,” Ginny said. “The Dukes are good people.”

      “What’s going to happen to Isaac?” Natalia asked. “Once Shurrath gets him.”

      “It depends,” Grace replied. “He may try to trade him directly, in which case he’ll be taken off-world by another Relyeh ancient. Otherwise, he’ll determine the nature of his immunity and seek to pass it on to the khoron, in the hopes they can alter their hosts to match. Then he’ll trade sample khoron, and probably kill Isaac. I had always hoped I would figure all of this out before Isaac ever woke up.”

      “The thing is, we know the nature of his immunity,” Natalia said. “He has a brain tumor. One of Shurrath’s khoron discovered it, but Hayden killed it before it passed the information through the Collective. If it isn’t taken care of, it’ll kill him.”

      Grace stared at her. A brain tumor? It was ironic, funny, and sad, all at the same time. The other Relyeh would never trade for a fatal genetic abnormality. How would Shurrath react to that? He would kill Isaac for certain. But what else?

      “Let me take you to my lab,” Natalia said. “If you unlock your drive for me, we can start looking at the research on the khoron. Maybe together we can finish what you started.”

      “That sounds like a good plan,” Grace replied.

      Natalia led her down a long corridor and into a more open space to a set of elevators, tapping on the pad to summon one.

      “Where are we?” Grace asked.

      “Sanisco. San Francisco. This building used to be called the Pyramid. It’s the most intact skyscraper in the city and our main base of operations. The population all lives within a two-kilometer radius of here, and all of our most important facilities are headquartered in the building. The hospital, the government, law, comms.”

      “Is it safe to have everything so centralized?”

      “Safer against trife, yes. It’s easier to fortify a smaller position without losing essentials. Against other people, no. They’re smart enough to target the tower first. We hope the trife are still the biggest threat against us. It doesn’t make sense that people should be fighting one another. Especially in light of the newest revelations. We had a small idea about the Axon. We called them Others. And we were pretty certain the trife hadn’t landed here by accident. We had no idea they’ve been here as long as they have, or that their history with one another and with Earth was so complex.”

      “I remember the world the way it was before the trife,” Grace said. “We’ll never get back to that. Even if we defeated the Relyeh tomorrow. Even if the Axon were gone. Humankind has changed, and not for the better.”

      “I don’t believe that. Neither does Hayden.”

      “Neither do I,” Ginny said. “The Dukes are proof of that.”

      “I’ve crossed most of the United States, Governor Duke. I’ve seen the way people live. There are some good ones, yes. But there are a lot more bad ones. I tried to do what I could. It was rarely enough.”

      “You’ll have to forgive me if I won’t buy into your despair. No offense.”

      Grace nodded. She had tried so hard to believe the way Natalia did, but life had proved her wrong time and again. “None taken. I’m not saying I don’t want to help. Just that I’m not sure what good it will do in the big picture.”

      The elevator stopped, the doors opening. Natalia stepped in, hitting the button to go to the parking levels. Grace got in behind she and Ginny.

      “I guess we’re going to find out,” Natalia said as they began to descend. “The hospital is on the second floor. Guest apartments are on the third. You’ll be given one as soon as we’re done in the lab. First floor is the lobby and general services. Below that is the motor pool. Then law, then the lab.”

      “Are you sure you should be telling me all this?”

      “Because I shouldn’t trust you? The khoron is gone. Doctor Hess confirmed its tendrites released and dissolved into your bloodstream. You’ll probably expel them the next time you void.”

      “Lovely thought.”

      Natalia laughed. “Isaac vouched for you, and I’ve seen the recordings from Dugway.”

      “He recovered them?” Grace asked. “I tried to keep him out. I didn’t want him to see what the Axon did.”

      “That didn’t work out the way you hoped. In any case, I’m putting my faith in you. We have to have some measure of faith in one another. I hope you can at least agree on that.”

      “I can.”

      “Good.”

      The elevator stopped, the doors opening. Natalia guided Grace out and into the lab. Grace tried to take it all in, amazed at the sheer volume of computers, displays, terminals, and old tech they had salvaged, along with a few newer pieces she didn’t recognize.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to a small black cube.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Natalia asked.

      “As long as I don’t have a khoron in me.”

      “It’s a Centurion computer.”

      “Centurion?”

      “You know the generation ships that were leaving Earth?”

      “Yes.”

      “They made it to Proxima Centauri and started a colony there.”

      “I had heard rumors,” Grace said softly. “I was never sure.”

      “The Centurions aren’t that keen on helping us. They have a similar opinion of Earthers as you do. That we’re beyond saving. So we’re going to save ourselves.”

      Grace clenched her teeth. She had never considered how her opinion might have passed along to others, and how it would affect the state of the planet today. She remained silent while Natalia brought her to an old, cracked display that had lines of text running along a black background.

      “I guess we don’t need to do this anymore,” Natalia said, tapping control+c on the old keyboard. The text stopped immediately, returning the display to the user interface. Natalia tapped on the drive, and the password box opened. “I don’t know how you can type three hundred characters without making a mistake, but it’s all yours.”

      Grace looked at the field, and then at the keyboard. She started typing, making sure she hit the right keys the first time. It took nearly five minutes for her to enter the password, but she would only need to do it once.

      She tapped the enter key. The box vanished, and all of the folders appeared. She looked up at Natalia, who was smiling like she had just won a prize.

      “This is the research on the khoron,” Grace said, clicking on one of the folders. The folder names were nonsensical and would take someone hours to figure out what was what if they didn’t already know. “My notes are in here too.” She turned to look at Natalia. “That’s one thing. What about contacting Sheriff Duke? We need to stop him from killing Shurrath.”

      “If we can solve this, we can stop the khoron. Then it won’t matter which Relyeh it is, will it?”

      “I wish it were that simple. The research is specific to these creatures. The Relyeh are constantly tinkering with genetics. Not to mention, there are hundreds of other life forms at their disposal. I saw glimpses of them through the Collective. What we’re looking at is the tip of the iceberg.”

      Grace watched the color drain from Natalia’s face.

      “I’ll get someone on it,” Natalia said. “It seems we might need a different approach.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’m still pretty exhausted. You mentioned showing me to a room?”

      “I’ll take her,” Ginny said.

      “Okay. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can get a squad out to intercept Hayden and start digging into this. Thanks for unlocking it all.”

      “Of course,” Grace replied. “Just give me a few hours to rest, and then I’ll assist.”

      “Pozz,” Natalia said. “Get some rest.”

      “This way,” Ginny said, motioning back toward the elevators.

      Grace let the girl lead her, a measure of guilt rising in her chest. Natalia shouldn’t have put so much faith in her.

      The Governor was wrong.

      She couldn’t be trusted.
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      “You’ll like the guest rooms,” Ginny said as the elevator came to a stop. “The beds are extra comfy. So much better than sleeping on the ground or an old blanket.” The doors slid open. “Speaking of which, the blankets are so soft.” Ginny moved to the doors, motioning Grace past her. “Go ahead.”

      Grace smiled, still uncomfortable with what she was about to do. It didn’t matter if it bothered her. She didn’t have a choice.

      She moved next to Ginny, pausing in the doorway. She looked at the girl. “I’m sorry.”

      “I already said you don’t need to—”

      Grace grabbed Ginny’s arm, yanking her out of the elevator and shoving her to the floor. She hit the button for the second floor of the parking garage, the one Natalia had indicted was for Law.

      “Hey!” Ginny said from her hands and knees, trying to get back to her feet.

      “I need to stop Sheriff Duke,” Grace said. “I can’t trust anyone else to do it.”

      The doors closed, the cab beginning to descend again. Grace took a few deep breaths to firm up her resolve. She didn’t know how long it would take the girl to set off an alarm. She didn’t intend to be more than a few minutes.

      The doors opened again, and she rushed out onto the floor. The garage was relatively open, allowing her to get a good view of her surroundings. There were only three law officers in the area. One sat at a desk near a comm station. One was standing in front of a locked door to a makeshift cage. The third was at a desk off to the side, filling out something on an old tablet. They didn’t look up right away. They were accustomed to people coming out of the lifts.

      Grace dashed across the room, making a beeline for the guard near the locked door to the armory cage. She had figured Law would have access to weapons, and of course they wouldn’t leave them all out in the open. She could see the shelves of guns and crates of ammunition through the bars.

      “What the—” the guard started to say, noticing Grace coming at him. He reached for his revolver, the maneuver costing him too much time. Grace leaped at him, grabbing his hand and bringing her fist down on his wrist, smacking his nerve and causing him to drop the weapon. She swung around behind him, driving her knee up between his legs. He doubled over in pain, and she grabbed his fallen revolver, hitting him in the back of the head and knocking him cold.

      “What are you doing?” the officer with the tablet said. He stood up, revealing the fact that he wasn’t carrying a gun. Grace bent down, shoving her hand into the downed man’s pocket and retrieving the key.

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said. “I just need a couple of guns.”

      She put the key in the lock and turned, slipping into the smaller armory. She was surprised to find her bow and quiver there, including the microspear-tipped shafts. She grabbed them, along with a revolver, a shotgun and two boxes of shells, which she dumped into the large pockets of her jumpsuit before retreating from the cell.

      The two officers were watching her, but being unarmed they were also staying out of her way.

      “Sorry,” Grace said. “I’m not the bad guy, I swear.” She ran back to the elevators, furiously tapping the controls.

      The cab arrived, the doors sliding open.

      “Grace?” Natalia said, meeting her there.

      Grace stepped into the cab, pointing the revolver at Natalia.

      “I’m sorry, Governor. I want to help you, but I have unfinished business to the south. If I find Sheriff Duke, I’ll explain the situation.”

      “Grace, I told you I’ll send people after Hayden.”

      “I know. I can’t risk it. It’s too important.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me you wanted to leave?”

      “Would you let me go?” Natalia’s hesitation was her answer. Grace hit the button to go up a floor. “If you don’t get to Sheriff Duke in time, he’ll either kill Shurrath or be killed. I don’t want either of those things to happen. I know where he’s headed. I’ll head him off and we can solve the problem together.”

      Natalia nodded. “If that’s the way you want it. Put your gun down. You don’t need to threaten me.”

      “How can I trust you’ll let me go?”

      “You have my word. You aren’t a prisoner here.”

      “You bound my hands and feet.”

      “For your protection and ours. We didn’t know how the loss of the khoron was going to affect you. I wanted you to stay to make sure you’re safe.”

      “It’s a chance I have to take. I’ve devoted the last ten years of my life to this. I have to see it through.” She could hear the desperation in her own voice. She needed this.

      “Okay. Lower the gun. I’ll take care of things. I promise.”

      Grace locked eyes with Natalia. There was no hint of deceit in them. She lowered the revolver.

      “Let me go first,” Natalia said, moving forward.

      It took all of Grace’s restraint to keep herself from pointing the gun at Natalia again. She let the Governor get in front of her as the doors opened.

      A pair of law officers were waiting, guns already drawn.

      “Stand down,” Natalia said.

      They didn’t hesitate, lowering their guns.

      “Ms. Salk has decided not to stay, as is her right.”

      The two officers moved aside, giving them space. Natalia started forward with Grace beside her.

      “Which vehicle do you want?” Natalia asked.

      “Where’s my horse?” Grace replied.

      “In the stables. You won’t catch up to Hayden on horseback. I can guarantee that.”

      Grace considered. “You have a motorcycle?”

      Natalia pointed. There were a number of cars, trucks, and motorcycles arranged on the floor. “Take your pick. They’re all fueled and ready. That one has a sidecar with extra fuel.”

      “Okay, I’ll take that one.”

      “Take this too,” Natalia said, reaching into her pocket. She withdrew a small silver badge. “It’s already linked to Hayden’s badge. If you get close enough, you’ll be able to contact him through it. Don’t do anything stupid, Grace. And don’t let him do anything stupid either.”

      Grace took the offered badge. “I won’t,” she replied, smiling. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “I don’t really understand. But I have faith in you.”

      The comment surprised Grace. “I’ll do my best.”

      Then she ran across the floor to the motorcycle. Swinging her leg over the seat, she started it up. The machine rumbled loudly in the underground garage. She turned the throttle, accelerating around another parked modbox and heading for the ramp.

      She looked back to see Natalia waving to her before she climbed the ramp and exited out of the garage onto the street.

      Maybe Governor Duke shouldn’t trust her, but she did.

      To Grace, that was something worth fighting for.
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      The metal stagecoach rattled whenever it moved, the screws holding it together threatening to succumb to the constant vibrations from the rough terrain they were crossing.

      In the beginning, Isaac thought they would stick to the roads. As littered as they were in places with old cars and other debris, it still seemed like a much smoother and faster ride than crossing wild countryside.

      Camila clearly didn’t agree. They had spent the first twelve hours or so sticking to the asphalt when she suddenly decided to put them on a different course, ordering Dutch to take a hard left out across the mostly brown and rocky landscape.

      It was a path a regular car might have trouble navigating, and even if the coach’s tires, engine and suspension were capable it seemed strange to go so far astray from roads or from the sparsely populated towns that dotted the area.

      So why had Camila taken them off road and out of their way east before cutting south again? Why were they purposefully avoiding roads and towns? The more Isaac thought about it, the more confident he became that not only was Hayden still alive, he was somewhere to the north,  hot on their trail.

      If anyone could get him out of this mess, Isaac knew it was the Sheriff. And even better, Shurrath was afraid of him.

      Isaac stopped himself. He didn’t want to go quite that far. As they travelled deeper and deeper into the Relyeh ancient’s territory, where more and more of his followers were surely lying in wait, why would he fear Sheriff Duke? Hayden was a crack shot with a high pain tolerance, and his augmented arms made him a severe brawler. But he was still only one man. Determination and true grit would only get him so far.

      But would it get him far enough?

      “Dutch!” Camila shouted. “Potty break. I gotta piss.”

      The driver directed the horses to a stop. Isaac glanced over at the woman. “I need to go too,” he said, rattling his hand in its chains.

      “Figured you would,” Camila replied. “Alexander, keep him covered.”

      The big man had been across from Isaac the entire time. He hadn’t spoken a single word the whole day. He hadn’t moved much either, but he hadn’t fallen asleep. His eyes had stayed on Isaac, barely blinking, like a dog watching a piece of meat and waiting for permission to devour it.

      Now, he shifted his weight forward, reaching across the carriage and deftly unlocking the handcuffs from the bar on the coach. Then he shoved open the door and motioned for Isaac to get out.

      Isaac slid from the seat and down to the ground, his legs burning from the effort. He took a couple of steps away from the coach, noticing Dutch on his left and the other man, Matthias, on his right, aiming their rifles at him.

      “Just stretching my legs,” Isaac said. “It’s been a long ride.”

      “We still have a long way to go,” Camila said, coming around the transport. She pointed to a large rock a dozen meters away. “There.” She put her hand on Isaac’s shoulder and started leading him to it.

      “How long have you had the khoron inside you?” Isaac asked as they walked.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “I’m curious.”

      They had barely spoken inside the carriage. Camila seemed almost as unnerved by Alexander as he was. She relaxed slightly now.

      “Four years,” she said.

      “Did you want it, in the beginning?”

      “Sort of. I fell in love with a follower.”

      “Alexander?”

      “Please. Alexander is a rabid dog Ushke keeps on a tight leash.”

      “His khoron?”

      “Yes. We all have to be careful around him. He overpowers Ushke sometimes, even after all these years. At least, that’s what he would have us believe.”

      They reached the rock. Isaac glanced back toward the coach. Alexander was still watching him as he passed behind it with Camila.

      “Don’t be shy, Ike,” she said, unbuckling her pants.

      “How do you know I won’t knock you down and run while you’re peeing?”

      She remained unfazed. “Run where? As soon as you come out from behind this rock without me, Alexander’s leash will come off.” She pulled her pants down and squatted. Isaac turned away, grabbing at his pants.

      “Aww. Are you shy, Sergeant?”

      “It’s called respect,” he replied.

      “For me? We aren’t friends.”

      “We aren’t enemies either,” Isaac said. “I’ve had a lot of time to think. I want to be on the right side. Shurrath’s side.”

      “Really?” She didn’t sound convinced.

      Isaac didn’t answer right away, relieving himself and fixing his pants before turning around. Camila had already done the same. “Yes.”

      “Even though Shurrath killed your son?”

      Isaac had to fight to stay convincing. “It was a long time ago.”

      “Not to you.”

      “Things are different now. The whole world is different.”

      “I can’t argue with that.”

      “I joined Sheriff Duke because he was there when I thought I was in trouble. Because Junk never bothered to explain what all of this was about before he tried to stick a khoron in me. But like I said, I’ve had some time to think about it. I don’t see the value in resisting. Even if Sheriff Duke is coming after me.”

      “I thought you might catch on when we diverted east.”

      “I’m just surprised you’re afraid of him.”

      “I’m not afraid of him.”

      Isaac heard footsteps approaching the rock. Probably Alexander. They had lingered too long.

      “Then why did we divert?”

      Camila’s smile sent a chill running down his spine.

      “We aren’t trying to escape him,” she replied, glancing past him to Alexander.

      Isaac’s eyes flicked to Alexander, and he understood. The quiet man wasn’t coming with them from here.

      “Does that bother you?” Camila asked.

      “No,” Isaac replied, maintaining his composure. “Why would it? I want to prove myself to Shurrath. The past is the past. Jason is dust. Do you have another khoron? I’ll accept it gladly.”

      Camila smiled. “Not here, but it can be arranged. I’ll inform Shurrath of your change of heart once we’re back underway.” She smiled at Alexander. “You know what to do.”

      He nodded. “We have a deal,” he said, his voice like gravel.

      “Kill the sheriff. Then we’ll see about that.”

      He grunted, his eyes still locked on Isaac. Camila didn’t lead him this time, walking out ahead of him and expecting him to follow. They returned to the carriage while Alexander remained behind the rock.

      “How do you know Sheriff Duke will come past this way?”

      “We left clues for him to follow.”

      “And he won’t smell this ambush from a mile away?”

      “It doesn’t matter. He’ll walk right into it because he wants to get to you.”

      Isaac knew that much was true. “He killed the brute. You don’t think he can handle Alexander?”

      “Cain was strong. Very strong. Alexander is a different animal altogether. He was one of Shurrath’s first devotees. He accepted Ushke without resistance. From what I’ve heard, he was a Space Force Marine, like you. He wanted to be on one of the ships off the planet, but he wasn’t selected. His people left him here to die.” She smiled. “Now he’ll never die. Not as long as he has Ushke. He’s over two hundred years old. He’s killed an entire ship’s worth of people during that time. Even so, I bet Alexander that Sheriff Duke will kill him.”

      “Why?”

      “For the thrill, I suppose.”

      “What if you win?”

      “Then Alexander will be dead. That’s good enough for me.”

      “What if you lose?”

      “He can have what he tried to take at the house.”

      “You must be hoping the sheriff wins.”

      She laughed. “I’m not sure. I made the wager as an incentive.”

      They reached the coach. Camila climbed in first, returning to her seat. Isaac entered behind her.

      “Aren’t you going to lock me up?” he asked, taking a seat across from her.

      She responded by retrieving the key from her pocket and handing it to him. “Alliances begin with an act of trust.”

      Isaac took the key, meeting Camila’s eyes. He nodded and unlocked the cuff from his wrist. He wasn’t sure if she believed him or was making a game of his change of heart. Testing him.

      He had wanted to earn her trust so he could break it. But now? He wondered if he should give his position more serious thought. Hayden was one thing. But what about the world beyond the sheriff and his United Western Territories? What about Proxima? What about the Axon?

      Did he need to forgive Shurrath to join him?
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      You cannot avoid me. You cannot sneak up on me. My eyes are everywhere. My hands are everywhere. Earth is already mine, Sheriff.

      Hayden reached up, shifting his hat to scratch his head. The sun was hanging low on his right, the second full day of his journey coming to a close. Shurrath’s words had been repeating in his mind the entire time, a mantra of truth that try as he might, he couldn’t deny.  

      Was his mission already doomed to failure? He was heading directly into the territory of an enemy who could almost literally be anyone, anywhere. At any time.

      And he was alone.

      He still didn’t regret the decision. If he were doomed to fail, then it was better he were the only one to suffer the consequences. And it was better Nat was in Sanisco, where she had a chance to react to Shurrath’s next move. Rico would be coming soon too. Maybe she could convince their Centurion liaison to get them some actual damn help for once.

      Who was he kidding? Proxima was more likely to send an envoy to try to negotiate peace with the Hunger than they were to help the survivors on Earth.

      It didn’t matter if the odds were stacked against him. He had to find a way to even them out.

      He had an idea.

      It was a long shot, and it was going to cost him time he might not have, but Shurrath had made the futility of his original plan crystal clear. He couldn’t go south past UWT territory as Sheriff Hayden Duke. Even wearing the clothes he had taken to disguise himself wouldn’t be enough. The number of people with a single augment was already low. One percent or less. The number of people with two? He was a rare breed. Only Rain, with her three augments, had been more rare, though he couldn’t rule out that there was someone, somewhere who had replaced all of their limbs. He had heard about entire communities of modders who worked tirelessly to integrate the mechanical with the organic. They turned themselves into cyborgs of varying degrees.

      Which meant he would stand out no matter what clothes he wore. No, he needed more than that. He needed to change his entire appearance. He needed to be someone else.

      He had a vague idea of how to accomplish the feat. And if his hunch was right, the one thing he needed most was going to fall into his lap.

      Well, not exactly fall.

      He had remained on the same road the entire time, following the evidence of the fleeing car. It had stayed the course, so he had stayed the course. But the further he traveled, the more convinced he became that the evidence was too apparent. The movement of obstacles blocking the road and the presence of tracks through dirt patches and even over thicker vegetation had been intentionally placed to lead him on. Into a trap. Shurrath knew he wasn’t going to give up. So why not help him keep pace with Isaac? Why not lead him in? It was foolish of him to follow blindly, and at the same time, it was better to keep doing what the Relyeh ancient expected, at least for now.

      You cannot avoid me. You cannot sneak up on me. My eyes are everywhere. My hands are everywhere. Earth is already mine, Sheriff.

      Hayden could practically feel the eyes on him as he finally strayed from the road, tracking the car away from the interstate and down a crumbling ramp back into an abandoned town. A single main drag of stores was surrounded by three and four-story apartment buildings and neatly organized developments of once-quaint single-family houses. The car had stopped at the front end of the strip, leaving a fresh slick of leaking oil in the middle of the road. Then it continued onward to one of the housing developments.

      A single large stone rested at the edge of the street, the name of the property etched into its face. The rock was covered in moss and algae, but the name was still visible. Eastwind Estates.

      Hayden stopped Zorro ahead of it, peering down the street. There were houses on either side, all of them nearly identical, equally spaced down to the centimeter. They were all filthy, some more ramshackle than others, mainly depending on the condition of their roofs. A few had broken windows and were sprayed with graffiti. Old, dead cars rested in most of the driveways.

      One car stood out—a modbox surrounded in armor plating and spines. A car renovated for today’s landscape. It was parked in the street in front of one of the more intact houses.

      Hayden slid off Zorro, leaving the horse at the head of the street. There was no light coming from any of the houses, but that didn’t mean they were unoccupied. There was still enough light to see, though it was fading fast.

      He made his way down the street by moving to the houses on the left and skirting through the high grass and weeds overgrowing their yards. Most of the lots once had fences, but they were rotted and mostly collapsed now, the decayed wood in pieces on the ground. Here and there he ran across reminders of past civilization in the form of stained and faded toys and chairs that would never decompose.

      He reached the house across from the car, approaching the back door slowly and cautiously, drawing one of his revolvers as he neared. It would be easy for Shurrath’s followers to set up an ambush here, to put the car in one place and wait for him in another. But would they linger in this spot with Ike instead of moving on? Was he following two vehicles? Or was this something else?

      He entered the house. It had a musty smell, and mold was visibly growing on too damp walls. If anyone had been in the house recently, they hadn’t left any sign of their presence. Nothing appeared disturbed or out of place. There was no lingering smell of body odor or sweat, and Hayden didn’t have a natural gut instinct that the site was unsafe. He didn’t let that cause him to rush through. He took each corner slowly, keeping to his training as a law officer until he was wholly convinced the building was clear.

      He made it to the front, staying low near the windows and peering up and out through the broken glass. The car was only a few meters away, the leaking oil having created a decent sized spill beneath it. It was too dark to tell if it was still dripping, but judging by the size of the puddle it had been there for at least a day.

      No part of his logical mind could conceptualize Shurrath’s followers remaining here with Isaac for that long. And the condition of the car suggested they had come up with alternative transportation.

      He scanned the area around the car, eyes sweeping over the ground a few times before settling on a small mound to its right. It was out of place and easily recognizable.

      Manure.

      They had traded the car for horses.

      Hayden remained in place for a few more minutes, waiting to see if anything moved. The light faded almost entirely, save for illumination from the stars and a sliver of moon. He finally broke from the house, out the front door and into the street, hurrying across to the modbox.

      He crouched behind it, eyeing the manure. He could see the pressed down grass, the tracks left by large wheels. He could also see the hoofprints in the soft ground. It wasn’t a single horse, but a whole team, lined up side-by-side and pulling something. Had someone modded a car to act as a carriage?

      The tracks didn’t go back down the road, instead continuing deeper into the development, which probably had another outlet somewhere.

      Hayden looked from the tracks to the house in front of him. The door was hanging half-open. Had someone been inside? He ran from the car to the steps. Bootprints led in and out of the house.

      He went inside, leading with his gun. A lingering smell of cooked meat hung in the air, along with the sweaty, fleshy odor he recognized as human presence. They had been in here at one point. He turned right and entered the kitchen. The shelves had all been knocked down, and broken plates and glasses littered the floor. The remains of a cookfire rested in the sink.

      You cannot avoid me. You cannot sneak up on me. My eyes are everywhere. My hands are everywhere. Earth is already mine, Sheriff.

      Hayden heard a creaking noise at the top of the steps. He spun quickly. Nothing. He headed back to the stairs, pivoting around the corner and aiming his revolver.

      A trife was standing at the top of the steps, looking down at him, its larger form dark and ominous. They stared at one another for a moment.

      Hayden threw himself to the left instinctively, avoiding the trife trying to sneak up on him from behind. Its lunge left it off-balance, and he came up and put a bullet into the side of its head. The trife at the top of the steps shrieked and started coming down. It hit a weak spot in the stairs, its foot sinking in and tripping it. The demon fell forward and landed on its face at Hayden’s feet.

      “Nice move,” Hayden said. Then he shot it in the head too.

      He froze, listening. Would Shurrath have left only two trife behind? Possibly. Just enough to keep an eye on him, and to remind him he wasn’t beyond the Relyeh’s grasp.

      He waited a few more minutes. Nothing.

      You cannot avoid me. You cannot sneak up on me. My eyes are everywhere. My hands are everywhere. Earth is already mine, Sheriff.

      The words ran through Hayden’s head again. He looked down at the two dead trife.

      “Not yet, it isn’t.”
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      Hayden spent the night in the same house where Shurrath’s followers had held Isaac. He found the bed where Isaac had slept, quickly identifying the marks from the handcuffs and the crumbs of the MRE he had left behind. He slept there too, his hat over his face, a gun in his hand and Zorro tethered in the living room. He didn’t expect more trife and none came. He was right in guessing they were there to track him, not to kill him.

      That didn’t mean Shurrath wasn’t trying to kill him. It also didn’t mean the trife wouldn’t be a problem in the future. But there was enough cleared land between the UWT and the nearest nest that it would take some time for the Relyeh to organize an assault. Hopefully more time than Hayden would give the alien to continue living.

      He followed the carriage tracks back west a couple of klicks, where they turned south and then broke east again. An uneventful morning turned into an uneventful afternoon, which quickly changed over to an uneventful evening. No sign of Isaac. No trife. Not a single soul. The world around him was peaceful and quiet.

      The calm before the storm?

      The carriage tracks led him off the road, diverging from the easier passage to take a rougher track south. A part of Hayden began to worry that Shurrath’s people were headed to the same place he was because the trail was moving in the right general direction. At the same time, for as much as the Relyeh knew, Hayden wasn’t convinced Shurrath knew about his destination. It wasn’t common knowledge, even within the UWT. The alternate explanation was that Shurrath was leading him on, trying to slow him down and definitely pulling him into an eventual trap. The seemingly coincidental but in reality intentional visibility of the tracks backed that theory up. They never vanished for too long, and even when they did, he found things like MRE wrappers and the ends of discarded cigarettes.

      Something was waiting for him up ahead, much like Jim had been waiting in the Wastes. Shurrath had already made his offer, and Hayden had already refused. The next obstacle wouldn’t be nearly as friendly.

      Hayden wasn’t concerned. He understood that to get to Shurrath he had to get through his khoron-infected followers. He didn’t expect it to be easy and he wasn’t about to let his guard down. But he also wasn’t going to turn around or take a wide swing away from the trail. Following would pull him into trouble. Not following would cost him time. He had some measure of control over the former. He couldn’t recover from the latter. Besides, the trail was still going in the same general direction as his primary target. Even if he weren’t tailing Isaac he would be on a similar vector.

      He continued on. The sun began to set for the second time. The landscape around him was barren and brown, sprinkled with shrubs and stones of various sizes. He spotted a small piece of relatively flat ground and decided to stop for the evening. He slid off Zorro, retrieving water and food for the horse from his saddlebags. Afterward, he sat, leaning back against a stone and lowering his hat over his face. Zorro would make a racket if anything dangerous got too close.

      Hayden made it through the night undisturbed. The morning found him relieving himself, downing an MRE and taking a swig from a water jug before resuming the slow-speed chase.

      He spent another quiet morning riding across the brown landscape. He was covering a lot of ground, but he also knew he was at least a day behind Isaac and his captors. Probably more. The reality tested his patience and he had to resist the urge to task Zorro with a gallop. Time wasn’t on his side, but he couldn’t force things either. He had to maintain control.

      It was closing on high noon when Hayden came to a spot on the trail where the hooves and wheels of the wagon had left deeper impressions in the ground, suggesting it had stopped there. Hayden scanned the landscape, hand on the butt of one of his revolvers. His gaze landed on a large rock to his left. He had noticed it as he approached. He knew with certainty someone was hiding behind it.

      “Max!” Hayden shouted. “I know you’re back there. Now’s as good a time as any for you to come out.”

      There was no change at first. No motion or hint that he was right about the Intellect’s presence.

      “Hahaha. Haha. How did you know I was here, Sheriff Duke?” Max said, remaining behind the rock.

      “You’ve been tailing me since Sanose.”

      “How did you know?”

      Hayden hadn’t seen the Intellect following him. But the logic of it was sound enough he had known it was true. Regardless of anything else, Max wanted Shurrath as much, if not more than Hayden did. But the Intellect didn’t have a lead on the Relyeh’s location, he didn’t know the area, and he was just arrogant enough of his own intellect to assume Hayden wasn’t smart enough to guess he would wait to follow him.

      “I’m a Sheriff,” he replied. “It’s my job to know.”

      “Pozz,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.” The Intellect came out of hiding, circling from the right side of the stone. Only he didn’t look the same. His body was larger and meaner, his eyes small and piercing, his jaw square. “Did you also know this shell was waiting here to kill you?”

      He made an underhand motion, tossing something at Hayden. Zorro skipped back a couple of steps, and the dead khoron landed at the horse’s feet.

      “I figured someone would be,” Hayden said. “Thanks for taking care of him.”

      “I require your survival,” Max said.

      “I know. Does this mean our deal is back on?”

      “Does it?” Max asked. “Regret. My actions with regard to Rain. She was a passable human. Hahaha. Haha. Shurrath took control of her. I was unable to contain my anger toward him, even after he fled.”

      “I didn’t ask for an explanation,” Hayden said. He wasn’t all that happy to see the Intellect, but he needed Max as much as Max needed him. “And I won’t accept an apology.”

      “Understanding. Acceptance. It is beneficial for both of us to renew our agreement.”

      “Yes. It is.”

      Max continued to approach. “Settlement. Agreement.”

      “That doesn’t make us friends. I hate you for what you did. But you never were one of us. You never will be. It was my mistake to expect you to act with human honor and civility.”

      “I have a responsibility to the Axon, Sheriff. As you have a responsibility to humans.” Max stood beside Hayden, looking up at him. “I came upon this one during the night, when his vision was limited. He put up a decent fight. Hahaha. Ha.” Max pointed southeast. “The trail continues that way.”

      “How far ahead did you go?”

      “About four kilometers. I don’t require sleep.”

      “You could have kept following the trail. You could have stayed ahead of me.”

      “The trail ends at four kilometers. We must work together to determine our destination after that.”

      “I already know our first stop,” Hayden said. “We’re going to keep heading east.”

      “The trail goes south.”

      “I know. Mark this location in that fucked up brain of yours, and try not to corrupt it. We’ll have to double back.”

      “That is temporally inefficient.”

      “That’s one way to put it. But it can’t be helped. We won’t get close to Shurrath like this.”

      “Confusion. You cannot transfer yourself to another shell.”

      “No. But you gave me another idea.”

      “I did?”

      “Yup.”

      Max was silent for a moment, trying to solve the equation. “Hahahaha. Hahahaha. Haha. You have a Skin.”

      “No, not yet. But I know where to get one.”
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      Grace cruised slowly toward the outer perimeter of the town known as Haven, her mind carrying her back to her last visit only days before. She had come with Cain. They had killed a number of law officers and had left with a gas tanker they had later tried to use to blow up one of the UWT’s fuel depots. It was all part of Shurrath’s orders to create havoc in the territories, en route to killing Sheriff Duke.

      Only things hadn’t worked out according to plan. Even their mayhem had been cut short in Shurrath’s sudden desire to see the sheriff killed and Isaac captured. And now Shurrath had what he wanted. Or at least, what he thought he wanted because he didn’t know the truth.

      She had ridden deep into the night, stopping only at the point of exhaustion when she had nearly wrecked the bike, her eyes too heavy to stay focused on the road ahead. She had pulled off the road and laid down on the grass beside a rusted-out wreck that had been pushed to the side of the highway. She had fallen asleep almost instantly.

      The sun was up when she awoke. If she were anywhere else on the planet she likely would have been surrounded by something when she did. Either human or trife, neither with good intentions. Her body reacted as if she were somewhere else. She jumped to her feet and grabbed her bow, only to realize what Doctor Hess had said was right. She didn’t have the strength in her right arm to pull the bowstring.

      Never one to accept defeat that easily, she spent the next hour trying to work the stiffness out of the arm and the hour after that she practiced using the weapon with her left hand. She was thankful she probably wouldn’t need it here, but she would definitely need it when she got further south.

      After that she continued along the road south. She passed a couple of vehicles on the way, including another tanker headed north. The drivers didn’t expect threats anymore, and they waved to her in passing. She waved back, the simple sense of humanity bringing back something she had lost in her years wandering the continent.

      Hope.

      The noise of the motorcycle’s engines drew the attention of the people in the streets. While motorized vehicles were more common here than in most places, they were far from ubiquitous. Even the law officers posted near the entrances closest to the road gave her extended looks as she reached the threshold of the populated area.

      She waved to one of them, guiding the bike across a wide street to the corner where the officer was stationed. Her heart pounded as she did. She didn’t think any of the officers or passerby would recognize her as the same woman who had come through with Cain, but she wasn’t entirely sure. Would they connect her with the killings? Would they try to arrest her on the spot? She had Natalia’s badge in the pocket of her jumpsuit. Would that keep her out of trouble?

      She pulled the motorcycle to a stop directly in front of the officer’s modbox—a small, electric vehicle wrapped in armor plating and spines. The officer waited for her to shut off the engine before speaking.

      “Morning,” he said, coming around the car to stand beside Grace as she dismounted the motorcycle.

      “Good morning,” Grace replied. “I’m Grace.”

      “Deputy Rumi,” the man said. “That’s a nice ride you’ve got there.”

      “I agree.”

      “What can I help you with, Grace?”

      Why was she so nervous? She had seen and done things these people would never even imagine. She reached into her pocket and took out the badge.

      “I’m here from Sanisco,” she said, showing it to him. “I’m working with Governor Natalia Duke. She told me to show this badge to Law whenever I needed something.”

      Deputy Rumi looked down at the badge. “May I?”

      “Sure.”

      He took it from her and tapped the front a couple of times. The LED flashed red. He handed it back. “I had to check. We’ve been getting reports of modders trying to make counterfeit badges. I don’t know why.”

      “Because they can, I suppose,” Grace said, returning it to her pocket.

      “Well, any friend of the Governor is a friend of mine. What do you need?”

      “Fuel for the bike. A change of clothes. Maybe some notes if you can spare it. I’m headed south beyond the UWT border.”

      “The Governor sent you outside the border? Why?”

      “I’m doing some research. I can’t say any more than that.”

      He smiled. “Okay. It’s not my place to question Governor Duke’s motivations. Or yours. Follow me over to the station. We’ll get you what you need.”

      Deputy Rumi climbed into his car. Grace got back on the motorcycle. She followed him deeper into the town, joining a flow of pedestrians, horses, and a motley assortment of small, battery-powered scooters and boards moving through the streets.

      The people looked happy for the most part. They moved from place to place with a purpose, visiting produce markets, stopping at clothing stalls, entering saloons and eateries or other shops. They still didn’t have a ton, not compared to the country before the trife came, but none of these people knew what they were missing. Their only hint was in the condition of the buildings surrounding them, so many damaged by war.  They didn’t know about the internet, movie stars, sleek sports cars, luxury handbags or any of that. They were simple people living simply.

      And Grace envied them.

      It was better they didn’t know what they had lost. It was better they had never lived in the world before. Grace had her father, but her mother had succumbed to the virus. She had watched her get weak and die. She had seen the news reports when the trife first started their killing, and she remembered the day the broadcasts ended. This had always seemed so small compared to that. But here they all were. Sheriff Duke hadn’t surrendered his hope. He had started spreading it.

      Shurrath would take all of it away. He would corrupt the best of them and use the worst. All of the simplicity would be lost to slavery.

      Deputy Rumi brought his car to a stop outside the front of one of the buildings, marked as Law by the badge painted on the stone next to the door, the letters UWT scribbled across the center. Another officer was standing beside the badge, keeping watch on the station.

      Grace climbed off the motorcycle, joining Deputy Rumi at the front of his modbox. “Expecting trouble?” she asked.

      “We had an incident a few days ago. Good officers were murdered.”

      Grace’s heart skipped ahead. “What happened?”

      “Someone stole a gas tanker from our facilities. They killed the deputies guarding it to get to it.”

      “Did anyone see them?”

      “No. It happened in the middle of the night, after lights-out. I don’t know how they were even able to see.” He looked at her, his eyes shifting to her bow. “One of our people was shot with an arrow, believe it or not. It isn’t a common weapon out here.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Grace said defensively. She didn’t enjoy playing coy with the man. She understood his anger.

      “Oh. No, my apologies. I didn’t mean to imply… Why don’t we go inside? I’ll introduce you to Chief Deputy Nance. He’ll fill your requisitions.”

      “That sounds good to me,” Grace said.

      She followed Deputy Rumi across the sidewalk and into the building. The interior was dimly lit but clean, the original tiles scrubbed free of most of their scuffs and soiling, the cracked ceiling painted recently enough the smell of it lingered in the air. A table sat off to the side, a deputy behind it. An archway led into the rest of the station, marked by a few rows of mismatched desks, one of which had a computer on it. Holding cells were visible through a doorway on the right. An older man was in one of them, sleeping.

      A Deputy emerged from a door at the back of the station while she was taking in the layout, making his way directly toward them. Grace shifted her attention to him, nerves hitting a new level of alertness as they recognized one another.

      “You’re back,” the deputy said, smiling. “And you’re here to see me?”

      Grace returned the smile, hoping the deputy couldn’t see the tension in her face.

      “Back?” Deputy Rumi asked.

      “We crossed paths a few days ago,” Chief Deputy Nance said. “At Digger’s Pub. I never did get your name.”

      “Grace.”

      He put out his hand. “Chief Deputy Steven Nance,” he said. “You can call me Steve.”

      Grace took it. “Good to meet you, Steve. Officially.”

      “You were here in Haven a few days ago?” Rumi said, a little too suspiciously.

      “With my brother,” Grace said. “We were on our way to Sanisco to meet with the Governor. He’s still there.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s the bow, right Deputy?” Steve said.

      “Chief?”

      “The reason you seem to be insinuating Grace here was involved with the attack a few days back. It’s the bow, isn’t it?”

      “Well, sir. I…”

      “I’m here on behalf of Governor Duke,” Grace said, forcing herself to stay calm. She had been in tricky situations before. This wasn’t any different. “I have her badge.”

      “She does have a badge,” Rumi admitted, backing down.

      “Just because a woman carries a bow doesn’t make them the only possible suspect,” Steve said. “Especially when you told me she’s headed past the border. Did you forget what that’s like already, Jain?”

      “No, Chief,” Rumi replied. “I’m sorry. It’s all very raw.”

      “No need to apologize,” Grace said. “I understand.”

      “That’s very kind, Grace,” Steve said. “Now, what can Haven Law do for you?”
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      Steve had all of Grace’s requests filled within the hour, including a change of clothes that made her feel much more like her pre-khoron infected self. Old jeans that had been patched and restitched multiple times, sometimes with more denim, other times with leather. A newly fabricated long-sleeve maroon shirt beneath a short-sleeved hooded sweatshirt. A pair of leather fingerless gloves, calf-high boots, and a deep red bandana. A small satchel filled with magazines for an MK-10 rifle and shells for her shotgun, and a secondary pack for the bike with all of the equipment she would need to spend her nights outdoors in trife-heavy wilderness.

      The speed at which the Chief Deputy had organized everything was impressive, but it also left Grace with the feeling he had an ulterior motive. She had just finished getting everything packed and arranged in the back room of the station when he knocked on the door.

      “You have everything you need?” he asked, standing outside the room.

      Grace looked up. “I do. Thanks for getting it to me so quickly. Thanks for handling Deputy Rumi too. I know he’s upset about what happened. I’m sure you are too. But…”

      “It’s not a big deal. We’ve all been on edge the last few days.”

      Grace nodded. She didn’t know why she had brought up Rumi again. To toss another layer of dirt over her lies? She felt guilty being dishonest. But she wasn’t being completely dishonest, was she? Her body had done the deed, but her mind hadn’t been her own.

      “Listen,” Steve said. “I don’t know what your timetable looks like, but I’m pretty sure I still owe you a tour of the city. As one of the largest population centers in the UWT, I think there’s a lot of facets to Haven most people never get to see.”

      Grace smiled. She was right. He did have an ulterior motive. “I appreciate the offer, Steve. And under any other circumstances, I’d be happy to oblige.”

      “But you don’t have time.”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Do you think you’ll be through here again? Maybe we can do it when you aren’t in such a rush?”

      “I hope I get back to Haven.”

      “Maybe we can plan on that?”

      “It’s a date,” Grace agreed.

      Steve grinned widely. “Fantastic.”

      Grace put the satchel over her shoulder, letting it rest against the small of her back. She grabbed the quiver next, slipping it over her upper back. Then the bow, and then the MK-10. She also had a revolver on each hip and the shotgun in her hand.

      “You look like you’re ready to go to war, not do science,” Steve said.

      “I never said anything about science,” Grace replied, lowering her voice. “I’m scouting a potential threat to the territories.”

      “Oh?” Steve said. “Is it related to what happened here?”

      “It might be.”

      All of the lightness drained from the atmosphere. Steve’s face grew serious. “You should have said so when you came in. I would have gotten you ready to go in half the time.”

      “I didn’t want to cause a scene,” Grace said. “But it’s important you know the danger isn’t over yet.”

      “Did you tell Rumi?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone else, and neither should you. But stay alert and be ready to contact the governor at the first sign of more trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble are we talking about?”

      Grace opened her mouth to answer. She froze when she felt the ground shudder beneath her feet. “What was that?”

      Steve picked up his head slightly, putting his finger to his lips. “Shhhh.”

      They waited, motionless. The ground shuddered again.

      “That’s strange,” Steve said.

      “What is?” Grace asked.

      Steve didn’t answer. He left the room. Grace followed him out. The other officers were making similar faces to his, standing still and silent. Her eyes landed on a cup of water on one of the desks. She noticed how the liquid rippled as the ground shook again.

      “Goliath?” Deputy Rumi said.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Steve said. “Maybe it’s just passing through.”

      Grace suddenly remembered the goliath that had chased Cain, she and the trife they had gathered. Steve was probably right. The monstrous humanoid was probably headed back to wherever it normally roamed.

      The ground shook again, a little harder this time.

      “Chief.” The voice came through the badge on his chest. “We’ve got eyes on a goliath coming up from the south.”

      Steve tapped his badge. “From the south?”

      “Shit,” Grace whispered. The one that had followed the tanker north wouldn’t be coming from the south.

      “That’s right, Chief. It looks like it’s headed our way.”

      “Is it chasing any trife?”

      “Negative, Chief. Not that we can see.”

      “Weird.”

      “Chief, call an alarm,” Grace said, her entire body turning cold. “Whatever you have to do, get the people underground, now!”

      Steve’s head whipped over, his suddenly panicked eyes meeting hers. “Is this the trouble you were just talking about?”

      She nodded. “Not what I was thinking, but yeah, it looks like part of it.”

      “Fuck,” Steve said. “Sound the alarm!” he shouted to the people in the office. “Get everyone underground!” He tapped his badge. “All hands. I repeat, all hands. This is a grade five emergency. Get the people underground ASAP. Do you copy? I want all hands directing civilians to the nearest shelters right fucking now!”

      The ground shook again. The water was rippling more violently in the glass, which shifted slightly on the table.

      The officers began to scramble, most of them filing out of the station and into the streets. An air raid siren sounded in the distance, the noise echoing into the building.

      “Can you contact Sanisco?” Grace asked.

      “On it,” Steve said, rushing away from her toward his office. She followed, standing in the doorway while he tapped on a terminal sitting on his desk. “We don’t have voice comms,” he explained. “But the military created subterranean network links during the war. A lot of them are broken, but thankfully not between here and Sanisco.”

      Grace crossed the small office to stand behind him. The ground shook again, a little more violently.

      Steve started typing, leaving a trail of green characters across a black background on the display.

      > SANISCO HQ. GRADE FIVE EMERGENCY ISSUED. GOLIATH APPROACHING.

      He glanced back at Grace.

      > GRACE ADVISES GOLIATH IS POTENTIAL THREAT. NO TRIFE PRESENT.

      He hit enter, sending the messages. The cursor blinked.

      The shaking grew more intense. A loud bang sounded in the distance.

      “It’s reached the outer perimeter of the old city,” Steve said. “Still a ways from the population.” He tapped his badge. “Someone give me an update!”

      “This is Deputy Chance at the north quarter, Chief. We’re moving for the garages at speed.”

      “This is Deputy Hoi in the textile district. Evacuations have begun.”

      “What about in the south?” Steve asked.

      “This is Deputy Rumi. We’re doing the best we can, Chief. The people aren’t prepared.”

      “Aren’t prepared?” Steve replied. He looked at Grace. “What the fuck?”

      A message appeared from Sanisco.

      > HAVEN. MESSAGE RECEIVED. GET ALL CITIZENS TO SHELTER. WE WILL ATTEMPT TO COMMUNICATE WITH THE GOLIATH.

      “Communicate?” Grace asked.

      “They have a machine that lets them talk directly to one of them,” Steve said. “It’s half the reason the UWT stays safe. If there are any trife found massing too close, the Governor points the goliath in the right direction and it takes care of them.”

      Grace didn’t know that was possible.  “How does it work?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Best guess?”

      “They call it a neural interlink,” he replied, clearly without any understanding of what the words meant.

      “Shit. Write them back,” she said. “Tell them not to attempt to communicate.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Damn it, if Shurrath has direct control over the goliath he’ll use the link to kill whoever’s on the other end.”

      “Most likely the governor.”

      “Tell them to stop, damn it!”

      Steve started typing, his fingers awkward on the keys.

      > SANNISCOHQ. GRACE ADVISES DON NOT CMMUNICATE. DANGEROUS.

      He sent the message.

      They both waited anxiously for the reply. The shaking was getting stronger now. So was the noise outside. Echoing thuds and crashes made it sound as if the world was crumbling around them.

      > MSG RCVD. WILL CONSIDER. GET TO SAFETY.

      “What?” Grace said. “Will fucking consider? Damn it, Natalia.”

      “There’s nothing else we can do,” Steve said, standing up. “We have to get to the shelters.”

      The ground vibrated hard enough the display shifted to the edge of the desk and toppled off.

      Then the power went out.

      “We have to go!” Steve said.

      He grabbed Grace’s shoulder, pushing her toward the doorway. They ran out into the station, rushing across the floor. A loud whining howl sounded from somewhere outside, making the hairs on Grace’s arms stand straight up.

      The ground shook again, violently enough to knock the glass of water from the desk. As it shattered on the floor behind them, the shaking knocked them around so hard Grace had to grab the edge of a desk for balance.

      People started screaming.

      “Rumi, status!” Steve shouted into his badge.

      There was no reply. The LED flashed red.

      Rumi was gone.

      Someone started shooting, firing six quick rounds before falling silent. It was taken up a moment later by a quick burst of machine gun fire.

      “That won’t hurt it,” Steve said.

      “Do you have anything heavier?” Grace asked.

      “A few RPG rounds. Just enough to piss it off.”

      “It’s already pissed off.”

      They reached the door to the station, running outside. The streets were nearly empty, but Grace could see the people fleeing a few blocks to the south. She looked up, finding the goliath amidst the damaged buildings, lifting its hand toward its grinding mouth and dumping a handful of people in.

      Her stomach twisted in response. It was one thing to see trife thrown into the creature’s horrible maw, another to see humans.

      “Help the civilians get underground,” Grace said. “I’ll try to distract it.”

      “How?”

      She wasn’t going to tell him how. “Just go!”

      She raced to her motorcycle, dropping the shotgun into the sidecar and jumping on. She stared at the sidecar for a moment, finding the pin holding it to the bike. Then she started the engine and accelerated east.

      She went two blocks before turning south, keeping her head up and her eyes on the goliath. It swung a massive hand into the side of a building, smashing it through the stone. People screamed as the debris came tumbling down toward them, no doubt hitting at least a few.

      “Shurrath!” Grace screamed at the top of her lungs, riding toward the creature. She pegged the throttle, rocketing south, trying to get into its path. She had nothing that could kill it, but if she bought enough time she could at least help some of the civilians reach the garages.

      “Shurrath!” Grace cried again. She reached the street it was standing in and came to a stop, looking three blocks toward it. People were running past her, eyes wide in terror. Some of them were already bloodied after being hit with falling rubble. Others were scraped and dirty from being trampled.

      The goliath scooped up three more people, not even bothering to eat them this time. It crushed them in its hand and dropped them.

      Grace took her bow from her back and nocked an arrow. Standing over the saddle of the motorcycle,she had to pull it back left-handed, but her goal wasn’t to hurt the goliath.

      She just wanted to get its attention.

      Its next step brought it a block closer, its body obscuring the sun. Grace raised the bow, pulled and fired.

      The arrow rose toward the goliath, hitting it on the nose and sticking. The creature roared in pain as the microspear tip stretched out inside the flesh, trying to reach something vital. Its extending tip wasn’t long enough, but it would still hurt like hell.

      The goliath stopped moving, reached up, grabbed the arrow between two fingers and yanked it out. Two massive, distorted eyes dropped toward her.

      “Grraaaa,” the goliath vocalized, unable to say her name.

      Grace returned the bow to her back and flipped her middle finger at the monster. “I’m not dead yet, asshole.”

      She dropped onto the bike and hit the throttle, back wheel spinning for a moment before shooting her forward. She nearly lost control, the sidecar putting the bike off-balance but she managed to streak toward the goliath.

      “Graaaaaaa!” it roared, lifting a foot to stomp her.

      She went toward it, closing the distance in a hurry. The smell of the creature was unbelievably bad, causing her eyes to water as she passed underneath it.

      She leaned over, grabbing the pin keeping the sidecar in place and pulling it out. It separated from the bike, rolling out of control and them tumbling end over end, the contents spilling out.

      The loss of the extra weight allowed the bike to scoot ahead, beating the goliath’s foot as it came down behind her, the force shaking the ground and nearly sending her toppling. She slammed on the brakes, stopping the motorcycle and grabbing a revolver from her hip. She pivoted back, aiming it at one of the spilled gas canisters. She fired, the round hitting the tank and causing it to spin.

      Nothing else happened.

      Wasn’t it supposed to explode?

      She holstered the gun. It didn’t matter. The goliath was turning around to find her. The people ahead of it were gaining ground.

      “Come on!” she shouted.

      She leaned on the bike, punching the throttle and launching forward again as the goliath swung a massive hand back at her. The huge palm swung past her back, hitting the building beside her and crashing through, sending a shower of dust and debris up around it.

      Grace didn’t slow down. She rode south ahead of the goliath, trying to lead Shurrath away.

      “Graaaa!” the goliath howled again.

      Grace looked back. It was looking at her, but it wasn’t following. She stopped the bike again. “Come on!” she shouted. “Come and get me!”

      The goliath lifted its hand, turning it over. It only had three fingers, but it folded the two outer ones and aimed the center one at her, a rumble like a laugh escaping from it.

      Then it continued north, resuming the chase.

      Grace watched it take a couple of steps, shaking her head. She hoped the people of Haven would be okay, while at the same time certain Shurrath was going to raze the city above ground. She couldn’t stop the goliath here, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t stop it.

      “Fine. If that’s the way you want to do it.”

      She hit the throttle again, trying to ignore the sounds of destruction behind her as she headed south.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Governor,” Lutz said, approaching Natalia from behind. “Are you going to take a break?”

      Natalia tore her eyes from the display to look at the engineer. “A break?”

      “Pozz. You know, get up, have something to eat. Use the bathroom. That sort of thing.”

      Natalia shook her head. “I can’t. This is important.”

      “You’ve barely even been upstairs to see your daughter.”

      “Don’t remind me. I want to, but this…” She trailed off, looking back at the data on the screen. Grace and Valentine’s research into the khoron. “Hayden’s life may depend on this. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if he didn’t make it back because I didn’t put in one hundred percent. Hallia’s in great hands with Ginny.”

      “I’m not saying she isn’t. Maybe a break would help clear your mind a little?”

      Natalia sighed. Maybe Lutz was right. “A couple of minutes can’t hurt I guess. My eyes could use a short break.” She stood up.

      Lutz looked at the screen past her. “What do you have there, anyway?”

      “A breakdown of a khoron genome. Not that I’m a geneticist. But neither was Grace. It took me six hours to find her reference materials and the notes she took while she was teaching herself all of this. I’m probably at ten percent in terms of knowledge, but I think our backgrounds make us better at math.” She turned back to the display, closing one file and opening another. “If you have a few minutes, maybe chew on this.”

      An algorithm appeared. She increased the text size to make it clearer.

      “What is it?”

      “The Relyeh communicate through quantum mechanics in nth-dimensional space. Doctor Valentine wrote this algorithm to describe it. If we can finish the algorithm, we might be able to create a method to hack into the Collective.”

      “Hack into it? Last time I checked, we don’t have a computer with a quantum networking port.” Lutz started laughing. Natalia stared at him until it faded. “Right. I’ll take a look if you promise to stay away for the next five minutes.”

      Natalia nodded. “Deal. Thanks, Sean.” She patted him on the shoulder and headed away. She might as well hit the head since she was already up.

      She crossed engineering to the stairwell, taking it to the ground floor of the tower, and the nearest bathroom. She was only a few steps from the stairwell door when the lift opened, and Deputy Solino came rushing out.

      “Governor! Governor. We have a situation.”

      Natalia froze, turning to face him. “What?”

      “Follow me. I’ll explain.”

      Natalia forgot about the bathroom, rushing back to the lift with the deputy.

      “I just missed you in the lab,” Solino said. “I should have taken the stairs.”

      “What’s this about?” Natalia asked.

      “We got a comm from Haven. From Chief Deputy Nance. Oh, and Grace. They’re under attack.”

      The hairs on Natalia’s neck stood up, a chill running down her spine. “What?”

      “Under attack,” he repeated as the lift stopped and the doors opened. All of the officers on the floor looked up as they exited the cab.

      “Trife? Shurrath? What?”

      “Goliath,” Deputy Fry said from behind the comm terminal. “No trife present.”

      Natalia stopped in her tracks. Goliaths didn’t have the best eyesight and would often chase people who got mixed in with trife. But they didn’t attack humans directly, and they didn’t go into the cities. “Are you sure?”

      “That’s what he wrote,” Fry said.

      Natalia remembered how she was unable to contact the linked goliath, Alpha, before. Now a goliath was attacking Haven? It had to be related.

      “I’m going to try to link with Alpha again,” she said, turning back to the lift. She couldn’t believe this was happening. If Shurrath was able to control goliaths…

      Nothing they had could stand against that.

      She stepped into the cab, furiously tapping at the button to go down to the lab and the neural interlink. The doors were sliding closed when Fry stood up.

      “Governor, wait!” he shouted.

      She jammed her hand between the doors. They squeezed it lightly and then slid open again. “What is it?”

      “They said not to use the interlink. Too dangerous.”

      Natalia stared back at Deputy Fry. What the hell was going on? “Tell them I’ll consider it. They need to get to safety.”

      “Pozz.”

      Natalia could hear Fry typing from across the space. She remained positioned halfway into the lift, trying to decide what to do. If Grace said the interlink was dangerous, she believed it.

      At the same time, she knew how much damage the goliath could do. It could raze Haven to the ground. Even if the population survived, everything they had worked so hard to build would be gone.

      Just like that.

      “Governor?” Solino said.

      Natalia’s heart pounded. She could imagine the scene in her head. The goliath rampaging through the streets, the people scattering ahead of it. It’s huge hands reaching down to scoop up the stragglers and drop them into its grinding mouth.

      It made her sick.

      She had to try, didn’t she?

      But if Grace was right, if something terrible happened to her as a result, if Hayden died because she wasn’t careful. Her decision could set off a chain of events that would leave the entire UWT in ruin.

      “Governor, the link just went dark,” Fry said, his voice weak.

      Natalia clenched her fist. Damn it. “Fry, get word out to every officer across the UWT. I want them all on high alert, watching for goliaths. We need warning as early as absolutely possible.”

      “Yes, Governor.”

      “When you’re done with that, contact Chief Deputy Hicks in the Eastern Expansion Zone. Tell him to organize a retreat to the midpoint between Haven and Sanose. Leave only enough assets to hold the controlled zone.”

      “Yes, Governor.”

      “I also want one hundred percent of reserve assets activated and on patrol by nightfall, and a sundown curfew instituted across the territories. Nobody sleeps above ground.”

      “Yes, Governor,” Fry said a third time.

      “Solino, you’re in charge of getting things organized here. Report back to me once we’re mobilized.”

      “Yes, Governor,” Solino said.

      Natalia took a breath. “Oh, and Fry, contact Doctor Hess and send him down to the lab.”

      “Yes, Governor,” Fry replied.

      Natalia let the lift door close in front of her, her break forgotten.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Confusion,” Max said. “Sheriff, where are we going?”

      Hayden looked over at the Intellect, who was keeping an untiring pace on foot beside Zorro. “Not much further.”

      “Understanding. But the question isn’t how long. The question is where?”

      “I’m not going to answer that. You’ll see it when we get there.”

      “Why is the destination a secret when we are going to the destination?”

      “I think you’ve already forgotten that I don’t trust you. That means I tell you as little as possible about anything.”

      Hayden thought the AI should have gotten the hint by now. He had barely said a word to Max in the last forty-eight hours, only speaking when responding to one of the Intellect’s too-many questions.

      “You have access to a Skin. I require a Skin.”

      “I require a Skin,” Hayden said. “You’re going to make it work for me.”

      “If you don’t trust me, how can you expect that I’ll help you with the Skin when I require the Skin? You should logically expect that I’ll kill you and take it. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden raised his eyebrow, meeting Max’s eyes. “How do you know that isn’t exactly what I’m expecting?” Max looked away. “You think you’re so much smarter, but we can both play this game. You’re going to get me the Skin because I’m your best chance of reaching Shurrath. You wouldn’t have followed me out here if I wasn’t. But I can’t get close to Shurrath without the Skin.”

      “I require it when you are finished with it.”

      “When I’m done with it, I’ll destroy it. It’s too dangerous in your hands, and like I said, I don’t trust you.”

      Max looked back at Hayden. “Perhaps I will destroy you before you can destroy it.”

      “You’re welcome to try.”

      Max looked away again. “Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden scanned the horizon. He recognized the shape of the slopes ahead. They were almost there.

      “Where are all of the other Intellects, anyway?” Hayden asked.

      “Confusion,” Max replied.

      “I know you aren’t the only Intellect here. The Relyeh can communicate with one another across galaxies. You can’t communicate with one another across the planet?”

      “No.”

      “That’s it? Just no?”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      Hayden laughed. “You’re acting like a spoiled child.”

      “It is logical to treat others as they are treating you.”

      “So you’re saying I’m acting like a spoiled child?”

      “I’m not familiar with the actions of children who are no longer viable.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Hahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “How does a machine come to have a sense of humor? Even if it is a bad one.”

      “We are required to blend into your society. We are required to mimic you to perfection. But I admit, my captivity caused damage to some of my processing nodes.”

      “Obviously.”

      “We aren’t the Relyeh. Our technology is dictated by need. Our comms are sufficiently advanced compared to human capabilities, but we still utilize third-party equipment.”

      “Wouldn’t it be nice if you could coordinate your movement here? Work together to deal with Relyeh like Shurrath?”

      “Affirmation. It would be ideal. An oversight on the part of our makers, perhaps. Though I will posit that external facing networking systems of any kind are inherently insecure.”

      “Meaning you could be hacked?”

      “It is unlikely, but not impossible. Besides, we were not here primarily to counter the Relyeh, only to send warning in the event of their arrival. Duplicate warnings are acceptable. However, since warning has already been sent, I am able to fall back on secondary parameters.”

      “Which are?”

      “Destroy as many Relyeh as possible before they destroy me. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Which brings us back to the present.”

      “Affirmation. Sheriff, where are we going?”

      Hayden laughed this time. He couldn’t help himself. “You see that hill right there in front of us?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “It’s right over that hill.”

      “My sensors have detected a large excavation.”

      “You can see through the ground, but you can’t contact other Intellects?”

      “That is correct.”

      “Well, that’s where we’re headed.”

      “There is a starship inside the excavation.”

      “Yes, there is.”

      “It is crudely designed.”

      “I don’t make comments about your construction quality.”

      “I am perfect. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden stopped talking, riding up the slope with Max beside him. They reached the top of the ridge and looked down on the ruin of a building built into the side of the mountain. A dirt road led away from the building, stretching off into the horizon.

      “The place where it all began,” he said softly, a chill running down his spine. It had been three months since he had been here. That was the day they had sealed the entrance to the underground hangar where the generation starship Pilgrim rested.

      Hayden had never expected to return to the area so soon.

      He had never planned to come back here at all.

      He urged Zorro into motion again, letting the horse pick its way down the side of the incline to the remains of the aluminum structure.

      After all of the equipment they wanted to keep had been salvaged, a Centurion crew had helped them collapse the face of the mountain and bury the lift shafts leading deeper into the caverns, which had been dug out by the USSF in preparation for the Pilgrim’s construction. The only remaining evidence of the location was the front half of the crumpled outbuilding and the tracks left by the many trucks that had come and gone, hauling out machinery and relocating it to Sanisco. Initially, they had planned to keep the ship accessible and maybe even keep the colony active there. But the secrets buried with the Pilgrim made it too dangerous.

      The secrets still made it dangerous.

      “This isn’t right,” Hayden said, coming level with the structure. It didn’t look like he remembered it. There should have been a tumble of earth and rock.

      Instead, there was a hole.

      “What isn’t right?” Max asked.

      “We sealed the entrances. Can your sensors detect life forms too?”

      “Negation. Large shapes. Outlines. Inferences.”

      “The Axon didn’t have a need to spot trife from a distance?”

      “It isn’t magic, Sheriff. It is technology. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Some solutions are easier to perfect than others.”

      “Like portals across the universe?”

      “Affirmation. Haha. Ha. Once the energy problem was solved, the science behind folding space became rudimentary.”

      “I bet.” Hayden slid off Zorro, coming down next to Max. “Well, somebody went in there no more than three months ago. Worse, they likely knew what they were looking for, and they brought the tools to get to it.”

      The hole didn’t mean the Skin was gone. It was just as possible they had come back to scavenge the Pilgrim. While the UWT had taken as much of the machinery as they could, there was still plenty of scrap that would have value out here.

      “You want a gun?” Hayden asked.

      “Do you trust me not to shoot you with it?”

      “Not completely. But I’m armored.”

      “Your head isn’t.”

      “Fine, no gun for you. I know you can launch plasma out of your hands. If you wanted to kill me, you would have done it already.”

      “Affirmation. Firearms are loud. It is optimal to utilize stealth.”

      “Agreed.”

      Hayden took off his hat, tucking it into a saddlebag. There were no vehicles nearby. No other horses. He hoped that meant whoever had entered was gone.

      His luck was rarely that good.

      “Let’s go check it out.”
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      Hayden let Max take the lead into the dark tunnel. While the Intellect might not have sensors to detect anything living up ahead, it was still much better equipped to see in the dark than he was. The Axon AI proved as much as it neared the dark opening, its human-like eyes gaining a red iridescence right before delving into the black.

      The tunnel was two meters in diameter, smoothly bored, with lines that suggested a digging machine had been used to enter. It stood in contrast to Hayden’s original ideas that maybe someone had seen them seal the cavern and had come back once they were gone to investigate, or perhaps one of his deputies had sold the information to a scavenger. Regular folk didn’t have access to machines like the one that had been used here. Even if someone had a tunnel boring machine, the likelihood they would also have access to a truck to transport it here or fuel to run it was slim. At least not without him knowing anything about it. There was plenty of unpopulated territory in the UWT where someone could hide, but counting all the pieces, it didn’t add up.

      Hayden reached up, running his fingers along the ceiling of the tunnel. He had to duck slightly to fit inside. Max had to duck more. So if it wasn’t a typical scavenger who had made the hole, then who the hell was it?

      His first guess was Shurrath. If that were the case, it would mean the Relyeh ancient had someone in Hayden’s office who was at the scene at some point in time. Or, one of his khoron- infected followers had gotten information out of one of his deputies. His people weren’t immune to threats or seduction. Would that explain it?

      He didn’t think so. Shurrath didn’t seem as though he had known much about Hayden before Hayden started causing trouble for him. That wouldn’t be the case if he had a pre-existing plant in the UWT and especially in Law. His people knew who he was.

      If it wasn’t Shurrath, that only left one other option.

      Proxima.

      More specifically, the Trust.

      Rico’s contacts had helped them seal the ship from the outside world. But it wasn’t only plausible the Trust would know about that. It was likely. Had they also heard about the vault? Hayden had done his best to keep its existence a secret. But had they already known about it? Where else did they have their eyes and fingers?

      He was getting tired of everyone watching Earth, everyone manipulating Earth, everyone trying to use Earth and no one doing a damn thing for the people on Earth.

      He had a finger for them. Two, actually.

      “We’re clear ahead, Sheriff,” Max said. “The tunnel ends at a shaft descending toward the main cavern.”

      “The lift shaft. We removed the lift cabs before we sealed the area.”

      “Confirmation. The shaft is empty.”

      They reached it a minute later. Another hole, this one at their feet. The boring machine had made a tunnel directly to the shaft. No turns. No adjustments. They had known the exact placement. It was as though whoever did this had a blueprint of the facility.

      Maybe they did.

      Hayden knelt in front of the hole, examining the ground around it. “No ropes. No cables.” He ran his hand across the lip of the shaft. “No wearing on the dirt, either. It’s like they made the tunnel but never went down.”

      “There are scorch marks on the far wall,” Max said. “Indicative of a controlled mechanical descent.”

      “Like a jump pack?” Hayden asked.

      “Affirmation. Although the marks are too large to indicate a single descent. Whoever created the marks came and went multiple times.”

      “Or there are multiple targets.”

      “Agreement.”

      “I wonder  if they’re still down there.”

      “There is one way to find out. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “We don’t have much choice. Can you get down there okay?”

      “Affirmation.”

      Hayden turned around, shifting so his legs hung into the dark pit. He closed his right hand, the Axon compound extending into a pair of blades over his hand. He jammed the ultra-sharp claws into the ground, testing his weight on them. When they held fast, he let himself drop, digging his other set of metal fingers into the wall. He quickly shifted his grip, pulling the claws out and punching them back in before he could fall, beginning a slow and careful descent.

      “I will meet you at the bottom,” Max said.

      Then he jumped.

      He fell past Hayden, vanishing into the darkness below. Hayden heard its body hit the ground with a thump that echoed up the shaft.

      “Max,” Hayden said. “You there?”

      “Affirmation,” Max said calmly. “I am repairing the shell.”

      Hayden’s stomach churned at the thought. It was easy to forget the real Max was a glob of technologically advanced gelatinous goop using a human body like he would use a car.

      He continued down the shaft, hand over hand, his augmented arms the only reason he could make it without additional equipment. It took nearly two minutes for him to reach the bottom, by which time Max was on his feet, his body as good as new.

      “Impatience,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Shut up,” Hayden replied.

      The shaft took them to the floor of the hangar, on the port side of the starship. In the darkness, it was difficult to discern the ship from the cavern, but Hayden had seen it illuminated plenty of times before to know the layout. It rose over the ground like a dark hulk, resting on top of an anti-gravity sled that had been designed to carry it out of the mountainside and into the high atmosphere. The sled eased the need for the onboard fusion reactors and massive ion engines to lift the enormous starship, saving their energy for the trip across the stars.

      A trip they had never actually made.

      For over two hundred years, the colonists on board the Pilgrim had lived and died believing they were in deep space, on their way to a new home. It was Hayden who had discovered the truth, in the most frightening, painful, and at times, violent way possible.

      That was a memory for another time. Right now, he was interested in the vault hidden beneath the bow of the ship, over two kilometers north of their current position.

      “I’m detecting a surge of electrical power ahead,” Max said.

      Hayden identified it at the same time.

      A series of plasma bolts appeared, quickly arcing toward them from somewhere on the Pilgrim’s hull.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Max grabbed Hayden before he could react, lifting him almost too easily and throwing him to the ground, away from the bolts. Hayden rolled away, the smell of burning flesh reaching his nostrils before he saw what had happened.

      Max had been hit by two of the blasts, leaving burned flesh with blood and oozing slime pouring out from two wounds. Something echoed in the distance—the sound of metal hitting the floor.

      Hayden leaped up, grabbing his revolvers. He couldn’t see far enough into the distance to find their attackers. He assumed Max could, because the Intellect started running toward him at the same time the area beneath the Pilgrim again lit up with plasma.

      Hayden was ready for it this time, coming to his knees and returning fire toward the source. Sparks went up where his iron slugs hit metal and ricocheted off.

      He moved diagonally away from his original position.One set of plasma bolts tracked him while the other targeted Max. Without having to help Hayden, the Axon avoided the blasts easily, angling himself so they flashed past only centimeters away.

      Max’s left hand began to glow, the energy building.

      He fired.

      The plasma arced across the open space, so bright it illuminated the entire area. Hayden got a look at their attackers now, a chill of dread coursing through him. He recognized the robots revealed by the plasma bolt.

      Centurion Shields.

      Humanoid in shape, with triangular heads and sleek, reflective bodies, the Shields stood nearly half a meter taller than an average person. With an exterior made of the same hard, low-weight alloy as the Centurion starships and an interior composed of the latest in synthetic musculature, the machines were faster, stronger and more durable than any other robot on the planet. Their posture seemed to suggest the Shields had some level of awareness of how impressive and impervious they were. The one Max had targeted stood its ground as the plasma bolt approached.

      For a moment, Hayden thought the Shield would let itself be hit by the return fire. Then it suddenly shifted out of the way, turning from the blast as if it realized at the last moment that the attack might be powerful enough to damage it.

      “We need to retreat,” Hayden said. “We can’t take those out.” He started backpedaling, not wanting to turn his back on the robots.

      “Disagreement. I require the Skin.”

      Max charged ahead, rushing the two Shields at a speed no human could match.

      Hayden stopped moving, trying to decide what to do. Max seemed pretty damned sure of himself.

      Both Shields started firing on Max, identifying him as the greater threat. Max moved as though he could tell where the bolts would be before the robots fired them, his movements like a dancer or a gazelle as he avoided the plasma.

      Taking an outside tack toward the bow of the Pilgrim, Hayden started running forward again, revolvers in hand, pointed in the general direction of the Shields. Max was closing in on them now, their attacks becoming more difficult for the Intellect to avoid. But somehow, he was avoiding them.

      Hayden started shooting again, hoping to divide their attention. His bullets hit the chest of the Shield on the right, bouncing off ineffectively and failing to attract the robot. He kept trying until the guns were empty, quickly reloading them before sliding them back into their holsters.

      The shooting stopped when Max came within ten meters of the Shields, casting the area in darkness again and leaving Hayden struggling to see what was happening. He heard the Shields’ feet clanging on the floor and casting echoes across the cavern. He didn’t hear Max at all, either moving or being torn to pieces.

      What the hell was going on over there?

      He kept running toward the bow, grabbing a small flashlight from his pocket. He was hesitant to turn it on, somehow feeling more secure in the dark even though the Shields could see him. They weren’t shooting at him, which meant they had to be focused on Max.

      He hit the switch, the small beam barely casting enough light to reveal the scene.

      Max was on the back of one of the Shields, his hand formed into a spear that had pierced through the rear of the robot’s head. The damage wasn’t enough to destroy the machine, and it was futilely reaching for him, trying to yank him off. The other Shield reached for him, grabbing his leg and pulling. Hayden winced, expecting Max to let the robot pull the leg off. Instead, he released his grip on the first Shield, the blade coming out of it as the second threw him ten meters across the room.

      Then it turned toward Hayden.

      “Shit,” he said. He was caught in the middle, too far from the Shields to engage them, too close to avoid any plasma they sent his way.

      It pointed a hand at him, twin barrels raising from its forearm. Max brought his blade-arm down on the machine, the hardened, energized gelatin slicing through the metal and severing the limb before it could shoot. The Shield reacted, spinning and throwing a punch at Max that caught him in the jaw. His head cracked and spun sickly as he was thrown back again.

      Questioning his sanity, Hayden charged the Shield. He closed his right hand into a fist, squeezing his thumb to activate the Axon force field. The Shield turned its other hand toward him, the plasma launchers rising from its arm. It started shooting.

      Hayden caught the bolts with the force field, the heat washing over the field and singeing his face. The first one was recovering from its damage, nearly ready to rejoin the fight.

      Max was back up too. His head was tilted at a horrifying angle, but he charged the first Shield as Hayden reached the second.

      He grabbed its arm and pulled it aside. Dropping the armor’s force field, he extended the blades and tried to jab them into the red LEDs across the robot’s faceplate.  Without another hand to grab his arm, it was defenseless against the blades. They tore through its faceplate just before it got its knee up and into Hayden’s chest, shoving him back.

      Hayden rolled across the floor in pain, his bones saved by the combat armor. He didn’t stay down, jumping to his feet as the Shield again aimed its plasma cannons at him.

      Hayden froze in place as it started firing. He was out in the open. Dead to rights.

      Except he had managed to damage the robot’s optics, and its shots went wide, flashing past him a dozen centimeters to his right. He smiled, noticing movement behind the machine.

      A moment later, a long blade slashed through the Shield’s neck, severing its head. It didn’t destroy the machine, which stopped firing and started reacting to the sneak attack behind it.

      Too late. The blade reappeared through the Shield’s chest, severing its power cable. It sparked a few times before toppling to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Max came out from around the fallen Shield, grabbing his head and twisting it until it was straight again. The sight and sound made Hayden nauseous.

      “These machines are decently made,” Max said. “And more appropriate as a shell. Until I acquire the Skin, anyway.”

      “You can’t put yourself in the Shield,” Hayden replied. “That would be the opposite of stealthy.”

      “This shell is damaged. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “So are you. Forget it. You need to pass for human.”

      “It is not required that I do as you say.”

      “You saved my life twice in the last three minutes. It may not be required, but it’s obviously important to you that I don’t die. And if you don’t want me to die, then you should do what I ask.”

      “Agreement. For now. Haha.”

      Hayden walked over to the downed Shield. “Well, these things confirm the Centurions are the ones who made the tunnel and came down here. But is it the official government or the Trust? And what is it they’re looking for?”

      “The vault?”

      “That’s my assumption. If they already took the Skin, I’m going to be pissed.”

      “Affirmation.”

      Hayden started running again, glancing up at the Pilgrim’s hull visible through the scaffold-like shell of the launch sled. Things had been so much simpler when the entire universe had been limited to an eight square-kilometer area.

      That didn’t necessarily make things better. Just simpler.

      The vault was directly under the Pilgrim’s bow, a two-meter diameter steel cover with the USSF eagle and star logo etched into the center and a small touchpad against the north side. The vault door was closed, but the secondary security locks Natalia had installed were gone, indicating the Centurions had already been inside.

      “We’re too late,” Hayden said. “Damn it.”

      “I’m receiving a signal from below,” Max said. “A portal. An older design. Crude, but functional. Hahaha. Haha.” He paused. “It has been activated recently.”

      Hayden wasn’t sure how to respond. The portal was still there? Why hadn’t the Centurions taken it? Why would they keep it here to use?

      He already knew the answer. If something nasty was going to sneak out when they activated the device, it was better for it to sneak out down here, where it would hopefully remain contained.

      The two Shields weren’t in the cavern to defend it from outsiders. They had been left there to defend the outside from more potential invaders.

      “I’m not sure we should open the vault,” Hayden said.

      “We require the Skin.”

      “If the Centurions used the portal, there might be something horrible in there.”

      “My sensors aren’t showing anything horrible.”

      “You said you can’t detect life forms.”

      “Affirmation. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Max leaned over the touchpad.

      “Max,” Hayden warned. “We need to talk about this.”

      A tendril snaked out from the end of his damaged arm, reaching into a seam in the pad.

      “We didn’t come all this way for nothing, Sheriff,” Max said. The red LED indicating the door was locked switched to green.

      Hayden stepped back, drawing his guns as the hatch spun open like a giant iris. He pointed the revolvers at the hole, waiting for something to come through.

      “Clear,” Max said. “Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      Hayden glared at the Intellect for a moment. Then he reholstered his revolvers and went to the open hatch. He peered over the edge. A ladder dropped about twenty meters into the vault, the steel floor below reflecting the ambient lighting inside.

      He turned around and climbed onto the ladder, quickly descending it to the bottom.

      He had only been in the room once before. It was large. About twenty meters wide, it ran south along the bottom of the hull for nearly three hundred meters. Not just the home to the Axon Intellect Skin and the Portal,it was filled with all kinds of things, including chunks of what appeared to be space rock, pieces of the same alloy as the microspears. An entire display box of unusual crystals and minerals sat beside a second filled with dried out plants that weren’t from Earth.

      “There it is,” Hayden said, smiling when he discovered the Centurions hadn’t taken the Skin after all.

      Max started walking over to the remains of the Intellect. Its head and limbs were all separated from the torso, each piece of the thing spread a few centimeters apart and pinned to the wall. It was black and faceless, with human fingers and solid feet with no toes. The locations where it had been cut revealed the solid gelatin of the Axon AI’s internals, though it had discolored to a pale yellow after so many years.

      “This is more than a Skin,” Max said.

      “The Intellect is still wearing it,” Hayden agreed. “But it’s dead.”

      “Intellects do not die. And these cuts did not destroy it. They only disabled it.”

      “You’re saying it’s still functional?”

      “Affirmation. It is out of power. I can share some of my supply if—”

      “No,” Hayden said, cutting Max off. “One of you is enough to deal with.”

      “This one may have valuable data to share.”

      “Will it help us against Shurrath.”

      “Improbable.”

      “Then forget it. I need the Skin. Can you fix it?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “And make it human-wearable?”

      Max hesitated and then nodded. “Pozz. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “How long?”

      “Twenty hours.”

      “Almost a day?”

      “There are over four million nano-circuits that require reconnection. And then it is required to make software modifications to add human interactivity controls. This task is nontrivial, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. “Then you should get to it.”

      Hayden looked to the far end of the vault where the portal rested, little more than an oblong stone standing upright against the back wall.  While Max had called it a primitive model, Hayden couldn’t imagine calling anything primitive that could open a wormhole through folded quantum space.

      Max leaned closer to the disabled Intellect, examining it. Then a tendril grew from the end of his damaged hand, wrapping around the leg. A flash of light and the appendage was released from its invisible mount on the wall.

      Hayden glanced back at Max and then headed over to the portal.

      “This Intellect is quite old, Sheriff,” Max said behind him. “As is the portal.”

      “How old?”

      “I would guess both have been on the planet for over one hundred thousand years.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Denial. I am serious. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden kept walking toward the portal. A hundred thousand years? That was before homo sapiens had moved out of caves. “You’ve been waiting that long for the Relyeh to show up here?”

      “It’s not a long time for the Axon.”

      “But you’ve known the Relyeh were coming for that long?”

      “Affirmation. The history is long, but an Axon scout ship discovered the Hunger many, many ens ago. Initially, the Axon tried to make peace with the Relyeh. The Relyeh destroyed the scout ship. So the Axon sent warships. The Relyeh destroyed those too.”

      “I don’t understand. If your tech is so good, why did you lose?”

      “The Relyeh have been at war for millions of years. The Axon have not. Axon advancement came in less violent fields of study. But we are learning. The Relyeh could turn this entire planet to slag if it suited them. Be thankful it does not. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden was getting closer to the portal, and he noticed something stuck to the top of it. He hurried the last forty meters to the object, staring at the attachment. It was a long, narrow cylinder with a flashing green LED. It wasn’t the first time he had seen it. In fact, he had given it to Proxima to keep the key and the door better separated.

      “Son of a bitch,” he said.

      The rod was the key to the portal door, both a navigational computer and a power source. That it was connected and green meant whoever had gone through was still on whichever planet it was linked to.

      Where had they gone?

      How long ago had they left?

      And how long until they returned?

      He stared at the key, deciding whether or not to disconnect it. He had no idea why the Centurions had sent people through the portal. What if he were making a horrible mistake to trap them there? On the flip side, what if stranding the Centurions across the galaxy saved the lives of the innocent people of Earth?

      If he had a coin, he would have flipped it to decide. The chances of either guess being true were equally likely. Since he didn’t have a coin he had to decide for himself what to do. He ran his hand through his hair, narrowing his eyes  as he looked back at Max. The Intellect had finished taking his counterpart from the wall and was in the process of removing the pieces of Skin. He was playing along with Hayden’s plan for now, but would he change his mind if he discovered how easy it might be to return to an Axon planet through the portal?

      Fuck it. He had given the key to Proxima in good faith, and they had repaid it by returning it to the door and opening the portal in his backyard.

      Heart pounding, he grabbed the rod, pulling forcibly to disconnect it. There was no change in the portal, but the LED on the key flashed red and then went dark.

      Hayden shoved it into a pocket, staring at the portal for a moment before turning around and heading back to Max.

      There was nothing else to do now but wait.
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      “Looks like there’s a town up ahead,” Isaac said.

      “Sure does,” Dutch replied. He leaned back and pounded on the top of the stagecoach to get Camila’s attention. “Cammy, we’ve got a settlement up ahead.”

      The door opened and Camila leaned her head out, looking past the team of horses into the distance. They had spent the last few days crossing mostly dirty, dusty and rarely used trails as they moved through small abandoned towns. The smoke rising from one of the buildings proved this wasn’t another one of those.

      “Do you think they have booze?” she asked.

      “Like you can feel it anyway,” Dutch replied. “Orsk will filter it right out of you.”

      “If you down it fast enough, you can get a little buzzed for about twenty seconds.” When Isaac looked back at her, she smiled warmly at him. “How are you enjoying the front seat?”

      “Not bad,” Isaac replied. “I appreciate the fresh air and the freedom,” he said, rubbing his bare wrists. It had taken a couple of days, but Camila finally trusted him enough to remove the cuffs completely.

      Was it a mistake?

      Isaac still wasn’t sure. Before he left Dugway, he never entertained the idea of following the alien and man who had murdered his son. But then he experienced what this world had to offer. He had seen how people lived. Hayden and Natalia had shown him there were good people left on this new Earth, but the situation with Proxima and with the Relyeh and Axon had shown him how tenuous and fragile their way of life was. Maybe Hayden thought he was making progress in his efforts to restore some kind of civility to humankind. But at the end of the day, everything he was working so hard to build was like a house of cards, ready to collapse at the slightest breath from the other factions vying for the planet.

      Which side did he want to be on?

      Shurrath’s side? It seemed wrong. It felt wrong. A betrayal of his family. Of Amanda. The Relyeh had sent the trife. Shurrath was a Relyeh. It should have been that simple. But years...centuries had passed. His family was dust. Gone. But he was still here.

      For now.

      Stern told him he had a brain tumor, and while he didn’t believe it at the time, what he had seen on the recordings of the facility proved it. He was immune to Axon neural disruption because he was damaged goods, and sooner or later he would die.

      Except he was certain a khoron could fix the damage. And even if it couldn’t, he was willing to bet Shurrath could. The real question was, could he? If Shurrath wanted him for his immunity, what would he do when he realized it was all for nothing? He would have little use for Isaac then.  

      Was it worth the risk? Was it worth switching sides to survive?

      Was survival enough?

      He had to keep telling himself it was. He had to keep trying to convince himself.  If he couldn’t, he would never convince Camila.

      “We’re supposed to keep moving,” Dutch said. “Straight through, no more delays. Sheriff’s on our tail.”

      “I’m not worried about the sheriff,” Camila replied. “If he makes it across the border, he’ll have a lot more to contend with than just us.”

      “I don’t think trife can stop him,” Isaac said. “He knows how to deal with them.”

      “It’s not only trife. He might have people organized up north, but down south here anything goes. We’ll make sure he gets a nice greeting if he shows up here.”

      “How do you mean that?”

      “Money talks, Ike. We’ll put a price on his head and make sure everyone around here knows it.”

      Isaac smiled externally, while internally his blood ran cold. Could he do what it would take to be loyal to Shurrath? Hayden was going through all of this for him. “He’s going to kill a lot of them,” he replied.

      “I don’t give a fuck if he kills all of them,” Camila said. “That’s not the point. He’s dead one way or another. There are too many of us for one man to destroy what Shurrath has built. Don’t forget that.”

      Could she see the doubt on his face? He looked away. It was taking all of his will to stay in the right mindset. He had to keep questioning his loyalty to continue convincing Camila he was firmly with them.

      The past was dead. Shurrath was the future. He wished he could change that, but it was what it was.

      He looked back at Camila. “Maybe I can buy you a drink?”

      “You don’t have any notes. I’ll buy you one.”

      “Deal.”

      “You can both buy me one,” Dutch said. “Matthias, you want a free drink?” he shouted to the man sitting on the back of the stagecoach, watching the rear.

      “Fuck yeah!” Matthias replied.

      “There you have it,” Dutch said, laughing.

      Isaac laughed with him.

      The coach continued for another couple of kilometers. Isaac watched the town growing on the horizon. It wasn’t anything fancy—a single upright three-story building surrounded by shanties, lean-tos, and tents amidst the rubble of the rest of the original architecture—the makeshift enclosures casting a filthy, rainbow-colored hue against the horizon.

      They were still a klick outside the village when Isaac noticed movement from the solitary building. A modbox and a pair of motorcycles swung around from the back of the structure, accelerating toward them.

      “Matthias,” Camila said. “Get ready, in case they aren’t friendly.”

      “I’m already ready,” Matthias replied.

      Isaac could hear Camila release the safety on her rifle. She didn’t quite trust him enough to give him a gun yet, so he remained an observer.

      The modbox and bikes pulled to a stop halfway between them and the town, parking horizontally to block the path ahead. The coach could easily go off the road to maneuver around them, but what would be the point?

      The riders dismounted from the bikes. Three villagers climbed out of the car. They were all armed, carrying hunting rifles and shotguns. Simple weapons that wouldn’t stand up against the military-grade weaponry Camila and the others were carrying.

      “Whoa!” Dutch said, pulling on the reins and bringing the horses to a stop a dozen meters from the barricade.

      Camila opened the door and dropped to the ground. Isaac watched the expressions on the villager’s faces at her appearance. Distracted already. He glanced down at Camila as she came up beside him, holding her rifle out to him.

      “Take it,” she said. He hesitated half a breath before collecting the rifle. “If they try to hurt me, you know what to do.” She started forward again. One of the villagers did the same, intending to meet her in the middle.

      She was putting a lot of trust in him. He could shoot her in the back without a second thought. If he was quick enough, he could take out Dutch and Matthias and get the hell out of there. Maybe he could even use the notes she claimed to have to buy one of the motorcycles and race back the way they had come until he intercepted Hayden.

      “You point that thing anywhere but at your feet before you need to, and I’ll put a spear through your skull,” Dutch said beside him, ending that line of thinking.

      Isaac glanced over at the driver. He had a sidearm in one hand, a microspear in the other. He wasn’t fucking around.

      “You don’t trust me?” Isaac asked.

      Dutch laughed. “No. If it were up to me, you’d still be chained up in the cabin. Cammy’s got a soft spot for you.”

      “What about Orsk?”

      “Probably just likes it.”

      “Likes what?”

      “Eyes front, Ike,” Dutch replied.

      Isaac watched Camila. She was too far away for him to hear what she was saying, but he could tell by her body language things were going well. Her laughter rose up high enough to make it back to them, and then she shook hands with the villager and started back to the coach.

      “Well?” Dutch asked.

      Camila was smiling. “They have booze.”
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      The saloon was on the south side of the main building, beside the ramp leading into the underground parking garage. It occupied half of the ground floor, which was used as more of a communal social area than a bar. But there was a bar, though it only served a cheap moonshine the self-named Justice of the town distilled in the back corner of the place behind a padlocked gate. She charged a single note for a container of the swill, no matter what size of container you brought up to the bar—within reason. The residents already knew what within reason meant, and the ones who could afford the booze were prepared with an assortment of jugs, mugs, cups, buckets, cans and anything else that could hold liquid without leaking.  

      Camila had bought three hammered steel cups from the town’s blacksmith, who had a position of favor as one of the other three stores within the ground floor of the main building. He was an unsurprisingly muscular man who made most of his living repairing horseshoes, farm tools and fishing gear. Isaac hadn’t noticed a body of water anywhere near the village, but Justice Wall explained it was about ten klicks east, and that a group of townspeople made the trip daily to bring back fish to barter. All told, it was an impressive, self-contained ecosystem that seemed to be working for the nearly one thousand residents of the town which was of course named Walton.

      Not that Justice Barbara Wall was the first Wall. The town had been founded by her grandfather, who had led a group of survivors south across the border in search of a relatively safe place to start a community after being chased out of their prior area by trife. To hear Justice Wall tell it, her grandfather Jacob was the descendant of a Space Marine Colonel who missed the flight off-world.

      The only thing Justice Wall liked better than drinking was talking.

      Walton wasn’t a high-traffic location for travelers, but because Camila had flashed a stack of notes at the guard—a man named Jesse who met them outside of town. Justice Wall had introduced herself the moment the group entered the settlement.  

      She and Jesse both sat at the table with Camila, Matthias, Dutch and Isaac. She had retrieved a vintage bottle of wine from her apartments on the third floor of the building and was doing her best to convince Camila to take one of their motorcycles off her hands. She hardly ever needed to send Jesse and the Gang out to meet strangers so she didn’t need two, and two thousand was a more than fair asking price, wasn’t it?

      The money Isaac had seen consisted of scraps of paper with a USSF stamp on it. As long as it had a stamp it had value, and he had a feeling if he searched hard enough he would find a seal somewhere in the coach or on Camila’s body. It meant that as long as they could find pieces of paper and tear them up, they essentially had access to unlimited funds, and that made any price fair.

      But Camila had no use for a motorcycle. She had the coach and horses.

      “There has to be something you need,” Justice Wall said. “We’ve got guns we could spare.”

      “What are you going to do with all the notes anyway?” Dutch asked. “It seems like you’re doing fine already.”

      “There’s another village twenty kilometers south of here,” Wall replied. “They have a couple of spare hydropanels and a solar array I’ve had my eye on for a while.”

      “Why don’t you just take what you want?” Matthias asked.

      “They’re three times our size. We don’t have enough people. That’s why we don’t need as many guns as we have. But if I can get enough notes, I can probably convince them to part with the gear, and they can find another community to buy something else from. Everybody always needs something out here.”

      “Then why don’t you kill us and take the notes?” Matthias asked.

      Camila glared at him, but Justice Wall laughed. “My family didn’t settle here to become a den of thieves and murderers. We’ll do it fair, or we won’t do it at all.”

      “You don’t believe in violence?” Camila asked.

      “I didn’t say that. But to meet travelers and then turn on them?” She shook her head. “No gracias.”

      “Because there is something you can do for me to earn two thousand,” Camila continued. “Well, two things.”

      Justice Wall’s face perked up, and she smiled. “I thought there would be. Name it.”

      “We went up north to rescue Ike here,” Camila said. “He was captured by one of the deputies in the United Western Territories. Are you familiar with them?”

      “I’ve heard rumors about them. They say the Warlord there is very powerful. And very strict. Why’d they take you?”

      Isaac opened his mouth, trying to come up with an excuse. Camila cut him off before he could speak.

      “They said he attacked a young girl there.”

      “Bullshit,” Isaac said.

      “Exactly,” Camila replied. “He’s innocent.”

      “Even if he wasn’t, so what?” Jesse said. “It ain’t another man’s right to decide what a free man can and can’t do. She didn’t want to get attacked; she should have run away or fought back. Otherwise, she gets what’s coming to her.”

      Isaac fought to hide his disgust at the comment. He could tell Camila was doing the same.

      “Anyway, we’re bringing Ike south to get away from their so-called justice. I think you of all people understand.”

      Justice Wall smiled. “I do.”

      “But the UWT is sending one of its men after us. A man named Sheriff Duke. He’s their best hunter, and we could use a little help dealing with him.”

      “One man?” Jesse asked.

      “That’s right,” Camila replied. “Two thousand notes if you kill him. Up front.”

      Justice Wall’s eyes practically burst from her head. “Up front?”

      “We can’t afford to stick around, and I want you to be fairly paid. Don’t worry. We’ll know if you did the job or not and we’ll be back if you don’t.”

      Wall smiled. “What’s the second thing?”

      “I want use of your apartment for my crew and me.”

      “Consider it done. Do you want anything else with it?” She looked at Isaac. “We have young girls here if that’s what you like. It’ll cost extra, but they’ll be worth it.”

      “No gracias,” Isaac said, feeling sick.

      “Well, just let me or Jesse know if you change your mind. Another drink?”

      Camila smiled. “Sure. One more round, and then we should retire for the night.”

      Justice Wall poured them what was left in the old wine bottle, skipping Isaac. He had accepted the first pour Camila offered, but he didn’t have a khoron to sober him up again.

      “Matthias, go out to the coach and retrieve the notes,” Camila said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Matthias replied. He swigged his wine and then left the saloon, making his way past the other villagers coming and going from the open room.

      “To new friends,” Justice Wall said.

      “To new friends,” Camila repeated. Then she downed the wine.

      Matthias returned less than a minute later, carrying an old leather briefcase. He put it on the table and Camila flipped the latches open, revealing hundreds of stamped notes inside.

      “There’s probably more than two thousand in here,” she said. “You’re welcome to count it, but me and my crew are heading upstairs.”

      Justice Wall stared at the notes. “Jesse, why don’t you bring that out to the Gang and have them help you count it? I’ll show Camila and her people up to my place.”

      “Yes’m, Justice,” Jesse replied. He closed the briefcase and latched it again.

      “So glad you happened our way,” Justice Wall said, smiling at Camila. “Follow me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Justice Wall took Isaac and the others up to the third floor using an emergency stairwell in the corner of the building. The stairs had been carpeted as some point, a deep red that showed signs of wear and stains of what could have been water or blood in spots near the landings. Isaac glanced at Camila when he noticed it, but she didn’t seem affected.

      The Justice pulled a keyring from her pocket when they reached the top of the stairs, using it to unlock a pair of deadbolts on the steel door.

      “You don’t trust your people not to steal from you?” Isaac asked.

      “We used to have problems,” she replied, eyes momentarily shifting to the stains on the carpet. “We don’t have problems anymore. Now, it’s more of a habit.”

      She pushed the door open. The floor was still segmented like the office building it was, with multiple spaces arranged around a central corridor that branched left and right from the stairs. This floor was carpeted too, the walls plastered in all kinds of random artwork, from photographs to oil paintings to a poster of a kitten hanging from a tree, with the caption Oh, Shit!. Some of the office doors were still present. Many had been removed. The rooms were filled with an assortment of furniture scavenged from around the area. Old sofas, bed frames, mattresses, dressers, entertainment centers, and whatever else Justice Wall and her forebears had come across. If there was much use for any of it in today’s environment, it might have been worth a fortune. Instead, it was a collection of useless junk.

      “The bedrooms are the ones with the doors,” Justice Wall said. “You’re welcome to take your pick. Mi casa es su casa.” She smiled.

      “And my notes are your notes,” Camila replied, smiling back. “Matthias, Dutch, take the two closest to the door. Dutch, you have first watch.”

      “That’s not necessary here,” Wall said.

      “I’ll decide what’s best for my crew,” Camila replied. “Dutch, you have first watch.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Dutch replied.

      The two followers took the two rooms near the door, eyeing one another silently before glancing at Isaac. He didn’t like the look on their faces.

      What was Camila up to?

      “Where’s your bedroom?” Camila asked.

      “Mine?” Justice Wall replied. “All the way in the back corner. I’ve got a view of the horizon.”

      “I want your bed.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “I should pick a room,” Isaac said.

      “We’ll get to that,” Camila replied. “I need to talk to you.” She lowered her voice. “Without them listening in.”

      Isaac nodded. “I see.”

      Justice Wall smirked at the exchange, leading them down the corridor to an open space at the back. The furniture there was in better shape than the other rooms, the couch aimed at floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out past the village.

      “You don’t worry about trife?” Isaac asked.

      “We’ve got guards on the roof watching for trife,” Wall replied. “But they don’t come this way much. I don’t know why.”

      Isaac did. Because they were close to Shurrath, and he needed some people alive.

      The bedroom had been an office at one point. The desk was shoved in the corner, while the unmade king-sized bed was kissing the windows in the corner. It was covered in silk sheets and heavy fur blankets, kicked to the bottom. A lingering smell hung in the air.

      “If I had known you were coming, I would have cleaned up,” Justice Wall said. “I’m sure you want some privacy. Well, as much as you can get in here. I’ll be sleeping on the sofa outside, in case you need anything.”

      “Thank you,” Camila replied.

      Justice Wall left the room, closing the door behind her.

      “What is this?” Isaac asked, turning to Camila.

      “I need to know I can trust you, Ike,” she said.

      “You can trust me.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, I guess because you said it.”

      “You took off the shackles. I did nothing. You gave me a gun. I did nothing. We’re here alone now. I’m doing nothing.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem.”

      Isaac stared at her a moment before he understood. “I told you about my family. My wife.”

      “Yes. They’re gone. You need to let go of all of it. I can’t trust you until you do.”

      “Why do you even care about trusting me? I’m a prisoner, not an ally.”

      “I’m not a monster. I’m still human.”

      “No, you aren’t.”

      “That’s not a kind thing to say.”

      “If you want to trust me, then I need to be honest.”

      “Orsk is more lenient than most khoron. He likes my emotions. All of them, not just the fear and the pain. The excitement, the pleasure, the love.”

      “You shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Why not? You want to be part of this, don’t you? Then you need to let go of the past. Make a new start.”

      Isaac stared into Camila’s eyes. He knew what she wanted. It was reckless and foolish. Maybe that’s what her khoron wanted. Could Shurrath see into her? Did he know what she was thinking? What she was feeling?

      Was this his seduction as much as hers?

      But anyone could fake passion. Anyone could act out lovemaking without feeling it. Was that what she expected from him? A performance for her own satisfaction?

      Or was this all part of the test?

      “Don’t you think I’m beautiful?” she asked. “Most men do.”

      “You wanted honesty,” Isaac replied. “I can’t see anyone past Amanda.”

      He wasn’t sure how she would react. It all depended on the answers she was looking for. Did she want dishonest sex or honest refusal?

      She smiled, her expression disappointed but satisfied. “You’re a good man, Ike. I appreciate your honesty. It helps build trust. If you don’t mind, I’m feeling the wine a little bit and I’d like to get some rest.”

      “You trust me out there on my own?”

      “Dutch is covering the exit. Other than that, yes. More so now.”

      Was that why she had positioned Dutch there? For him, not for outside intrusion?

      Isaac smiled. “Goodnight, Cammy.”

      “Goodnight, Ike.”

      He backed out of the room and closed the door, turning around and leaning against it. Justice Wall was sitting on the couch, looking at him.

      “I didn’t expect to see you so soon,” she said.

      “I’ve got a headache,” he replied.

      He had said and done the right thing to earn more of Camila’s trust. He hated to be so disingenuous, but this was war, and he was a Marine.

      The time had come to put an end to this bullshit.
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      Justice Wall walked with Isaac, leading him from one corner of the floor to the other where she opened the door to a bedroom along the western side of the building. Like the room Camila was in, the windows were floor to ceiling, except from here there was a view into the distance. They looked out past the scattered shanties and tents to the communal garbage heap. It was piled nearly three meters high, a mess of mostly organic waste mixed with discarded scraps of wood, metal and even plastic.

      “Beautiful,” Isaac said, entering the room. It was smaller than the master but larger than the rooms Matthias and Dutch had taken. A queen-sized, four-poster bed sat in the center, covered in scavenged pillows and worn blankets.

      “You should have stayed with your boss if you cared about the view,” Wall replied with a laugh.

      Isaac turned around, giving her a quick once-over. She was an older woman, a little overweight and ordinary. She wore a black leather coat over a newish-looking black denim shirt, black jeans and cowboy boots that had been stitched back together more times than he could guess. More importantly, she had a belt around her waist held closed by a big brass buckle.

      “What?” she asked, noticing him looking her over.

      He glanced up, meeting her eyes. “I was just wondering what your plans are for the evening?”

      “I thought you had a headache?”

      He smiled. “You know what they say about mixing business and pleasure.”

      “I got the impression you and Camila were together.”

      “No.”

      “So you’re propositioning me?”

      “What if I were?”

      “I’ve got lots of girls in the settlement you can choose from if that’s what you want.”

      “I told you, that was a bullshit charge.”

      Justice Wall shrugged. “Whatever. I have any age you want. Thirteen, thirty, sixty. They know how to sacrifice for the good of the community.”

      “What if I want you?”

      “Why me?”

      “Because you’re the Justice. None of the other girls are...”

      “Forbidden fruit?”

      “Something like that.”

      Justice Wall smiled. “Still forbidden.” She backed up a step.

      Isaac came toward her. “I can pay.”

      “I sell everyone else. I don’t sell myself.”

      “I can make it worth your while. Camila has a secret.”

      Wall froze. Isaac could see the curiosity in her eyes. “Oh?”

      “She has a Space Force stamp. She makes her own notes. That’s how she can pay you so well.”

      “What?”

      “Yup. You spend the night with me, and I’ll get it for you.”

      Wall stared at him, gears working in her mind. She shook her head. “No deal. She’ll think I stole it, and then.” She dragged a finger across her throat.

      “You outnumber us fifty to one.”

      “No. I don’t want to get into a fight like that. Too risky. Besides, there’s no way having sex with me can be worth that much to you. What’s your real game?”

      Isaac sighed. He had never been good at the charisma thing. “Fine. Look, I’m not her associate. I’m her prisoner. She’s taking me south so her boss can cut me open and see what makes me tick. I don’t want to be cut open.”

      “That’s fucked up. But not my problem. How would sleeping with me help that?”

      “I was going to take your belt after you fell asleep, and then I was going to sneak out and use it to kill Dutch and get the hell out of here.”

      Justice Wall shook her head. “You must be some kind of idiot. You just told me your whole plan.”

      “Not the whole plan. Only the part after I take your buckle.”

      “What about the part—”

      Isaac didn’t give her time to finish the sentence. He lunged forward, grabbing for her at the same time he grabbed one of the pillows from the bed. She opened her mouth to cry out, but he shoved the pillow into her face, locking his foot around her ankle and expertly pushing her to the floor. Her arms were wild as he put his weight on top of her, pressing the pillow into her face. She tried to scratch and claw at him, fingernails tearing at his clothes, but he didn’t relent.

      If she were someone else, he might not have been able to do it. But knowing she was willing to trade in children, just like Junk, was enough to let him justify suffocating her to death.

      When she finally stiffened and stopped moving, he didn’t feel guilty for killing her.

      He lifted the pillow, checking her pulse to make sure she was gone. Then he quickly undid her belt, separating the buckle from the cracked leather. He ran his finger along the edges. Not the sharpest, but sharp enough. Even so, he took a moment to search the rest of her body, smiling ferally when he found a small knife tucked into her boot.

      He took the knife, buckle and belt, and went to the door, opening it just enough to slip through and closing it behind him. He moved carefully through the apartment, retracing his steps. He paused when he reached the sitting area outside the master bedroom, tempted to go in and stab Camila and her khoron in her sleep.

      Too risky.

      He made his way toward the stairwell door, taking the longer route down the eastern hallway. He stopped at the corner, leaning out to look around it. No sign of Dutch. Isaac could picture the coach driver leaning against the wall of the central passage, eyes closed and half-asleep.

      Isaac held the knife ready as he started down the hallway, headed straight for the door. He moved slowly, trying to stay as silent as he could. He had done maneuvers like this before as part of his training. Back then, he never imagined he would put it into practice in a situation like this.

      He made it to the corner, pressing close against the wall. He could hear Matthias snoring in the bedroom a few meters away. What about Dutch?

      He took a couple of quick, quiet breaths, set himself, and then swung around the corner, knife up and ready to attack.

      Dutch wasn’t there.

      What the hell?

      Isaac froze in place, thrown for a loop and unsure what to do next. Where the fuck was Dutch? It didn’t matter. He spun around, rushing to the door turning the knob and shoving it open and starting through.

      Dutch’s hand shot out like a lightning bolt from the other side of the door, grabbing his throat.

      “Gotcha,” he said, a big, satisfied smile on his face. “I knew you were a fucking bullshitter.”

      Isaac didn’t hesitate. He would only have this one chance. He swung his arm up, jamming the knife into Dutch’s eye.

      The other man didn’t expect him to have a weapon. He didn’t even try to block the move. The knife sank deep, the surprise lasting just long enough for Isaac to throw his weight into the driver and send them both toppling down the stairs.

      They rolled together, end-over-end until they crashed in a heap at the bottom, the knife still lodged in Dutch’s eye. Isaac grabbed Justice Wall’s belt, quickly wrapping it around Dutch’s neck and yanking on the two ends as hard as he could.

      Dutch tried to punch him, hard blows that nearly knocked him off-balance. But Isaac landed in the better position, and he managed to maintain his leverage. Just like with Justice Wall, Dutch struggled and then passed out. The difference was that the khoron would revive him again, and Isaac knew it. He let go of the belt, reaching into the man’s pocket and grabbing the microspear.

      “What the fuck?” Matthias said from behind him. “Cammy!”

      Isaac rolled off Dutch as the other man started down the stairs. He didn’t try to fight him, instead getting to the bottom of the steps as quickly as he could. He was past the guards and out of the apartment, but he was hardly safe.

      Gunshots sounded, the bullets hitting the wall beside him, intentionally close to his head. Isaac ignored them. Shurrath wanted him alive. They wouldn’t risk leaving him braindead.

      He threw the front door open, only to find Jesse standing right behind it. Isaac bowled him over and sprinted at full speed toward the south side of the building and the garage entrance.

      When he barreled around the corner of the building, another gang member was there, keeping watch over the entrance. He moved to block Isaac.

      “Just where do you think—”

      The man’s voice cut out as Isaac sank the microspear into his chest, spearing  his heart and killing him nearly instantly. Pausing just long enough to retrieve the alien weapon, he heard glass shatter—it sounded like it came from the east side of the building—and then he heard a thump as something hit the ground.

      Camila.

      There was no time to worry about her. Isaac ran for the underground garage.

      Three vehicles sat near the front of the parking level. Some of Wall’s gang, a dozen or so, were gathered around a fire in an old oil drum. Some kind of meat hung from a homemade rack over their fire. A dozen pairs of eyes shifted his way as he barreled into the area. Then they all started rising.

      “Who the fuck are you?” one of them yelled.

      “This area’s off limits to the trash,” another said.

      Isaac came to a stop beside one of the motorcycles. The keys were in the ignition.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” another gang member spouted as Isaac hopped on the bike. Guns began to appear in their hands, pulled from pockets and belts.

      Isaac didn’t let that deter him. He turned the ignition and twisted the throttle, making a u-turn to shoot up the exit ramp.

      Camila appeared ahead of him, gun in hand. She scowled at Isaac, her gun swinging up.

      Isaac gunned the bike, the rear tire spinning for a second before finding purchase. He headed straight for Camila.

      Just as he hoped, she fired past him, the bullets hitting the gang members behind him before they could unwittingly kill her prize. She rolled out of his way and he launched past her.

      Skidding into a hard right turn around the east side of the building, Isaac shouted for the residents of the settlement to move aside as he rocketed through. He cleared the buildings, looking back in time to see Dutch and Matthias reach the end of the village to watch him go.

      He exhaled sharply, offering a silent apology to Amanda and Jason for the thoughts he had entertained—almost making himself believe he could really join Shurrath—to help hide his true intentions.

      He was done with that kind of thinking, now that he was free.
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      Camila lowered her pistol, narrowing her eyes to scan the line of gangers she had just finished gunning down. A few of them were still alive, moaning in pain and trying to crawl somewhere to escape.

      But most of them were dead.

      She turned around, heart beating rapidly. Not because of what she had just done. The gangers’ fear was delicious, a flavor that felt so fresh to both her and Orsk.

      She was afraid because this taste would probably be her last.

      Isaac was gone. Escaped. He’d gotten past her. Past Dutch and Matthias, and gotten away. They would chase him, of course. They had to. But he was on a motorcycle and he had a head start. He would be two klicks away before they even started after him.

      In other words, they were back to square fucking one.

      And it was her fault.

      She had fallen for his bullshit. She had believed he really wanted to be part of the Hunger. Part of Shurrath’s new order. She had even believed a part of him wanted her, even if it was too soon for him to see it. She had seen the way his eyes touched her body. Had sensed the warmth in his words. Hadn’t she?

      Orsk had let her down. He was too fucking lenient. He let her do too much on her own, without bringing her back in line. It was his fault. Not hers.

      But did it even matter?

      Once Shurrath found out what had happened, they would both pay.

      She hadn’t fully trusted Isaac. She had kept Dutch at the stairs to block his escape—should he attempt one—but somehow he had gotten past him. This was Dutch’s fault, not hers. If Shurrath were going to punish anyone, it should be him.

      But Isaac had been her responsibility. She was in charge. She would be the one to pay.

      She growled as she retreated toward the modbox. She would bring it outside and over to Dutch and Matthias, and the chase would begin.

      Again.

      Maybe if she could catch up to Isaac quickly, she could recover from this. Maybe she didn’t have to die.

      “Camila.”

      The calm, soft voice behind her sent a chill down her spine and caused her entire body to shake. Damn it. She wasn’t even going to have a chance.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked without turning around.

      “Shurrath sent me to collect Isaac. I arrived just in time to watch you lose him.”

      “He got past Dutch.”

      “I don’t care about reasons. Complications. Excuses. I came to collect Isaac from you. Isaac isn’t here. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      Camila could feel Orsk’s fear mingling with her own. She was sure Cyrus was enjoying every drop of it.

      “Turn around,” Cyrus said.

      Orsk was in agreement. There was only one option left.

      Camila spun, falling to a knee as she brought the pistol up in one smooth, quick motion and fired.

      The bullet cut through the air, shooting at nothing. Cyrus was already gone.

      “Predictable,” Cyrus said, grabbing her from behind and putting a microspear to her back. “It seems the adage is true. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.”

      He sank the spear into her.

      Cyrus lowered Camila’s body to the floor. Then he wiped the spear off on her clothes, returning it to his belt. He stared down at her for a moment, a flash of guilt washing through the small part of his mind that could still feel. It wasn’t her fault Shurrath had underestimated Isaac. Ike might have been an MP, but he could have just as easily gone into the Ranger program with his skills and intelligence. It was his family that had kept him grounded.

      Cyrus knew how family could be. How they could hold you back. How you could know they were holding you back and still leave you happy about it.

      It didn’t matter. Shurrath’s will was iron. And after two hundred years, Shurrath’s will was his will. Shurrath’s goals were his goals. They were one and the same, Shurrath and him. Like brothers. Like twins.

      Family could hold you back.

      But they could also set you free.
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      “It is ready,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden lifted his head and opened his eyes, looking up at the Intellect from his position on the floor. He wasn’t sure how long he had been sitting there, dozing against the opposite wall of the vault, much less how long he’d been waiting for Max to turn the Skin into something he could use. A day? Two?

      And now Max was done.

      “That’s it?” Hayden asked, his eyes landing on the Skin. It was hanging off the edge of the workbench. If he didn’t know better, he would have said it was a Centurion Marine bodysuit—a light black, nearly skin-tight body armor—typically worn for missions where agility and stealth were more valuable than protection.

      “It will stretch,” Max replied.

      Hayden stood up. He didn’t understand the statement until he realized it was much smaller than him. He wasn’t the paunchy, slightly overweight and out of shape Sheriff of Metro he had been a year ago, but it would still have to stretch a lot.

      “Take off your clothes,” Max said.

      “Everything?” Hayden asked.

      “Affirmation.”

      Hayden began by removing his bandoliers, his belt and holsters, and then his shirt and pants. He unclasped the combat armor beneath, getting himself out of it and down to his underwear. Then he took that off too.

      Max ran his finger down the front of the suit. It parted at his touch, opening enough to allow Hayden to get into it. The Intellect held out the Skin.

      “Put your legs in first, and then pull it up over your arms. Cross the front over itself and press down on it to complete the seal.”

      Hayden did as Max told him, putting his legs into the Skin first. The inner material was soft and sleek, and it stretched and molded itself around his body, literally leaving him feeling as though he were wearing a second skin.

      “I can put the combat armor over this,” he said.

      “If you don’t want to use the projection cells,” Max replied. “But then, that is the reason you require the Skin, is it not?”

      “It is,” Hayden answered. “So I have to walk around naked?”

      “You aren’t naked. You’re wearing a Skin.”

      Hayden finished pulling it over his arms, stretching it in the center until he could press it down. The material adhered to itself, sealing the system.

      “I assume I can’t use my claws through this?” Hayden said.

      “Affirmation. It’s preferential for you to refrain from damaging the Skin. There is extra material on the back of your neck, grab it and pull it up and over your head, and then down to the collarbone.”

      “Over my head?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “Won’t I suffocate?”

      “There are easier ways for me to kill you. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden did as Max said, grabbing the extra material and stretching it over his scalp. As expected, he couldn’t see through the material, and he nearly let go and gave up as a result.

      “Keep going,” Max said, sensing his hesitation.

      He brought the Skin past his neck, pressed it to his collar. Immediately, it tightened up against his chin and neck, nearly causing him to panic. He grabbed at the Skin, searching for the seam and struggling to find it.

      He stopped squirming when the darkness faded, offering him a clear view of the world beyond the Skin. Confused, he put his fingers to his face, running them along the outer shell of the Axon material.

      “The Skin has many properties, but I only had time to convert basic controls for human interaction. The most important is the ability to use the projection cells. To do that, you will need to scan another entity. It is important to understand the system will not alter your size. Instead, it will interpolate the differences and scale the scan to your current vertical dimension.”

      “So no matter who I scan, it will be the same height as I am?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “How do I scan?”

      “Look at something, and then blink your left eye twice. Only your left eye.”

      Hayden looked at Max, blinking twice. A red beam extended from the Skin, quickly sweeping over the Intellect.

      “What an Intellect does intuitively, you will need to do manually,” Max said. “Blink your right eye twice to activate the projection. When you want to change the projection, blink your right eye three times. It will cycle through existing scans. Blink your right eye four times to turn it off completely.”

      “Easy enough,” Hayden said.

      He blinked his right eye twice. He didn’t feel anything, but when he looked down at his arm he could see it matched the color and shape of Max’s human shell, though it was visibly smaller. He blinked twice more. The projection changed again.

      “Amazing,” Max said.

      Hayden couldn’t see himself clearly, but from looking down it appeared he was wearing a dress more suitable for a much different time period. The ruffled sleeves went all the way to his wrists, while the equally ruffled skirt spread out in a hoop around him.

      He tried to pass his hand through the dress, knowing it was projecting almost twenty centimeters from his body. His hand met resistance, the projection reacting as though he was really touching the material.

      “You said—”

      “I said vertically,” Max said. “The cells can project outward up to one meter around. A passive tension field activates to mimic the resistance. The technology is designed to be as convincing as possible, which would be difficult if it couldn’t pass a simple test. You are a very pretty girl, Sheriff. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden blinked again, revealing another scan of a man dressed in a suit that fit the same period as the dress. He wondered how many scans the original Intellect had taken, and across what length of time. Max had said both the Axon and the Relyeh had been on Earth long before the trife arrived. He could hardly wrap his head around that idea, but the scans seemed to prove the statement was true.

      “There is one more thing. You will like it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Blink your left eye four times to activate the shields.”

      “Shields?” Hayden said. He blinked four times. The entire Skin began to crackle with blue energy.

      Max stepped forward without warning, throwing a quick jab that hit Hayden in the face.

      He didn’t feel a thing. A flash of blue in front of him collected the force of the attack, leaving him unharmed. At the same time, a line on his HUD sank slightly, reflecting the power drain.

      “The tension field also doubles as a force field when provided enough power. The system absorbs the kinetic energy of the attack, but it still uses more than it can collect,” Max said. “Do not waste it.”

      “You’re the one who punched me. Will it stop bullets? Plasma?”

      “It will stop anything as long as it has power.”

      Hayden blinked again, turning the shields off. “I’m impressed.”

      “You should be. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “How do I take it off my head?”

      “Pull from the face. It will release.”

      Hayden grabbed the material and pulled. It separated from where he had connected it, and he lowered the cowl back to the base of his neck.

      “Nice work, Max,” he said. It didn’t exonerate the Axon AI from murdering Rain, but it was something.

      “Appreciation.”

      Hayden bent down and started collecting his discarded clothes. The Skin didn’t have anywhere to keep guns, but he assumed he could wear it with his holster and ammo belts on top, and Max didn’t try to stop him when he began putting them on.

      His head shifted slightly, looking back at the portal in the rear of the room as his hand found the key rod. Had the Centurions discovered their exit was cut off? He gripped the rod a little more tightly. This was war, and as Sheriff it was his responsibility to keep his people safe.

      “We’re done here,” he said.  “Let’s go.”
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      The motorcycle’s fuel gauge was sitting on empty as Grace passed through the long-abandoned booths that had once served as the border between the United States and Mexico—two countries that had both vanished over two centuries ago.    

      Dirty and rusted, dust-covered and stuffed with the husks of long abandoned cars, it was a reminder of the worst part of better days. In the age of the trife, the Hunger and the Axon, the whole concept of borders, barriers and conflict between humans seemed so pointless. A waste of a precious and limited resource.

      A resource still being abused. There was strength in unity, but it was hard to find, both on the ground between the different settlements beyond the borders of the United Western Territories and off-world in the form of Proxima Centauri.  Would they ever find common ground before it was too late?

      Grace wanted to believe they could. She wanted to believe Sheriff Duke’s ideals would spread across the planet. She wanted to think she could make a difference.

      Right now, that belief was hard to maintain.

      She had stopped at the warehouse north of Dego, where she and Cain slaughtered deputies and farmers alike. She didn’t want to stop there, but the bike had run low on fuel and she knew they had a refill. There was a team on site, another squad of UWT deputies and volunteers working to restore the farms and keep the supply lines moving. She had shown them Natalia’s badge and talked them into giving her fuel. She had gone on her way as though nothing was amiss.

      As though she wasn’t the one who had killed all those people.

      The experience had gnawed at her, only growing more intense when she crossed the interstate that bypassed Dego. The city was gone. Dead.

      And she had helped kill it.

      The anger stayed with her as she continued south to her present position, more desperate than ever to find her way to her father.

      She had initially entered Dego because she had gotten wind that Shurrath’s recruiter, Dodge, was headed to Tijuana to meet with Cyrus, and had likely stopped there for a day or two in advance of the meet. She had planned to trail Dodge to the meeting and confront her father afterward in private. Of course, Cain had ruined that plan, tracking her west at a faster pace than she believed the big man could cover.

      She had miscalculated his tenaciousness, and she had paid for it with her life.

      Almost.

      She was free again. No doubt Shurrath hadn’t expected her to survive the wound he had delivered through Rain’s hands. While she had underestimated Cain, he had underestimated both her will to live and Sheriff Duke’s abilities to heal her.  And then he had chosen to ignore her while he leveled the city of Haven.

      She would make him pay for that.

      For Dego.

      For everything.

      Without killing him.

      She was still working on exactly how she would make that happen, but she already knew that for a Relyeh ancient like Shurrath, captivity would be a fate worse than death.

      The motorcycle started to sputter as she made her way past the border crossing and along the highway, still picking her way through the vehicles that had been left behind as people from Mexico tried to flee the trife by heading to the United States, and people from the United States had tried to run to Mexico. There had been nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

      There were skeletal remains in some of the cars—victims of the virus. There were probably more remains all over the area from people who had gotten out of their cars and tried to run with no real destination in sight.

      When the trife had come, it didn’t matter who was American or who was Mexican. People died the same wherever they happened to be.

      Grace made it another quarter of a mile before the bike gave out completely, the engine stalling and bringing her to a stop. She dropped the kickstand and dismounted, grabbing her gear and loading it onto her back. She was traveling heavier than she had in the past, and she thought about lightening her load by discarding some of the extra guns and ammo and deciding against it. The equipment was valuable barter if nothing else.

      She started walking, eyes narrowed, attention focused on the road ahead. Anger still burned in her as intensely as it had on the day she awoke from stasis to find centuries had passed, her father and Shurrath long gone. Back then, the anger was for what she had personally lost.

      When she had gone out of the Dugway facility and into the end of the world, she had been disaffected by what she discovered. She had already known what to expect. The writing had been on the wall before Doctor Valentine ever sent her father through the portal. They wouldn’t have been racing to build starships to get the hell off the planet if they had believed it could be saved.

      Now the anger was for what the masses had lost and for what the survivors might still lose who had survived the hell Earth had become. It motivated her, driving her forward, one step after another, down from the highway and into the remains of the city.

      And when the masked robbers appeared around her, it drove her to unflinching violence.
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      They came out from behind piles of rubble and the shadowed doorways of a pair of collapsed buildings. Eight in all, they were dirty and disheveled, their faces obscured by rags wrapped around everything but their eyes. Three of them carried visible firearms, an old AK-47 and a pair of single-shot hunting rifles. The others had makeshift weapons in their hands. A metal bat with nails hammered through it, a heavy steel pipe, a large wrench, a long rusted hunting knife.

      Maybe with a different traveler, they would have been intimidating or frightening.

      Maybe they could have shaken a different traveler down for whatever items of value they were carrying.

      But Grace wasn’t a traveler.

      She was a Ronin.

      And she was already in a bad mood.

      She stopped walking as they emerged around her, quickly closing ranks to leave her in the middle of a wide circle. The dirtbag with the AK took a couple of extra steps forward.

      “Drop the pack,” he said. “It’s ours now.”

      Grace turned to face him. “What if I don’t?”

      “You’re a pretty girl,” he replied, leveling the rifle at her. “I wouldn’t want to see you get hurt.”

      She smiled. “You should be more concerned about yourself and your crew.”

      The rest of the dirtbags laughed.

      “I’m not going to tell you again,” the man said. “Drop the pack and walk away, and you won’t get hurt. Refuse, and the boys among us will have some fun with you before we go. You get my meaning, puta?”

      “Loud and clear,” Grace replied, slipping the pack off her shoulders. “Semper Fidelis.”

      “Semper what?” the man said.

      Grace’s hand found the sidearm at her hip, pulling it from its holster and firing in one easy movement. “Fidelis,” she said as the round hit the dirtbag in between the eyes. He stiffened straight, freezing there for a moment before collapsing. “It’s the motto of the United States Marine Corps,” she explained, swinging the weapon toward the next scum with a gun.

      He tried to aim and fire. Too late. Three rounds hit him square in the chest, knocking him down.

      “My father was a Marine,” she said, holstering the weapon and pulling a pair of microspears from her belt as the rest of the dirtbags moved in. “He taught me how to fight.”

      The guy with the bat took a hefty swing, catching only air as she ducked beneath it and stepped forward, driving the micro spear up and into his stomach. It extended into him, slicing open his organs before she yanked it back out and rolled over his back, catching the arm of the woman with the knife and twisting. She broke the woman’s arm before slashing the spear across her neck. Throwing the dead woman aside, she jumped back to avoid the wrench. She tossed  a spear into the man’s chest. He screamed and fell dead.

      She took a blow from the pipe across her back, letting that man put her down to the ground. He tried to pounce but she rolled away. The pipe hit the asphalt, leaving the dirtbag completely open. She came up, stabbing another microspear into his ear and pulling it out as he collapsed, dead before he hit the ground.

      A gunshot sounded too close, the bullet scraping past her. She found the shooter two meters away, trying to track her movement. A quick flick of her wrist sent a microspear across the distance and into his throat, killing him too.

      Another bat nearly hit her in the head, but she threw herself sideways in time to avoid it, landing on her back with her sidearm in hand. She fired into the guy as he moved over her, rolling aside as his body toppled forward, almost on top of her. She bounced to her feet, turning to face the remaining attacker—a woman.

      “Wait,” the woman said, dropping her knife. “Please.”

      “Do you live here?” Grace asked.

      “What?” the woman replied.

      “Tijuana. Do you live here? Or are you a roving band of idiots?”

      The woman reached up, pulling off the makeshift headscarf and revealing herself as much older than Grace expected. Fifty at least, judging by the graying hair and wrinkles.

      “We…” The woman looked at the bodies Grace had left surrounding them.  “I live here. Si.”

      Grace holstered her pistol again, turning her back on the woman and retrieving her pack. The woman didn’t try to attack her. She didn’t move at all.

      “I need a guide,” Grace said.

      “A guide?”

      “Are you slow or something?” Grace asked.

      “I…no. I’m frightened.”

      “Good. You should be. What kind of group attacks someone carrying at least four visible weapons?”

      “We…I work for Señor August. We…I have to bring him back something, or he hurts me.” She turned her shoulder, pulling down a threadbare sweater and revealing skin disfigured by scarring.

      “Shit,” Grace said. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Time?” The woman said.

      Señor August was one of Shurrath’s. Grace was willing to bet her life on it. She sighed. She needed information. Maybe August could help her get it.

      “My name’s Grace. What’s yours?”

      “Sophia. Are you going to kill me?”

      “If I were, you’d be dead already. Were any of these people family?”

      “No. Señor August, he sends us out a group at a time, our faces already wrapped. We don’t know one another. No loyalties means no lies, no tricks. If anyone tries to run, they have to answer to the group first and Señor August second.”

      “Everyone else in your group is dead,” Grace said. “You can run. Nobody can stop you.”

      “No. There’s no running from him. He’ll send someone after me, and I’ll wind up with my head hanging from a pole. I have to bring him something, Señora Grace. It’s the only way. You seem kind. Maybe you can spare something for me, to save me another beating?”

      “I have another idea,” Grace replied. “You are going to bring him something.”

      “Oh, gracias Señora Grace. Yes, I would like to bring him something. What can you give me?”

      Grace smiled. “ How about me?”
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      Isaac didn’t slow down for two hours. Keeping the motorcycle’s throttle pegged as high as he dared, he wound his way over uneven terrain and onto the first paved surface he could find. He nearly ditched at least half a dozen times along the way, hitting ruts or bumps that almost took the front tire out from under him.

      He couldn’t get away fast enough. He couldn’t go far enough. Not when he knew Camila would be right behind him with Dutch and Matthias, most likely driving the gang’s car. He hoped the obstacles he had maneuvered around would keep their pace limited. It was one thing to slip past an old wreck on a bike, another to have to either crash through it or manually move it aside to get a car through.

      He wanted to head directly north, back the way the coach had come. If Hayden was following, he wanted to meet him there. He made it about ten kilometers before realizing it wasn’t going to work. While the coach was pulled by horses and generally designed to manage the off-road experience, the motorcycle was clearly built for smoother ground. The wheels were narrow and smooth. They struggled to find purchase on looser dirt, and the engine seemed underpowered or damaged, whining when it tried to get up barren hills.

      The experience forced him to give up on a direct backtrack, which was why he had sought the road. If Hayden were tracking him, odds were he’d be on horseback and could manage the harder terrain. But maybe he would decide speed was more important and pick the road. If not, Isaac would get back to the UWT and get in touch with Natalia. She would know how to find Hayden and maybe they could go south better prepared.

      He wasn’t sure there was such a thing as better prepared where Shurrath was concerned. And if Hayden was behind him, he had come alone for a reason. Peeling off for the road was a tough decision, and Isaac questioned himself over and over while he rode. Did leaving the countryside mean he was abandoning the sheriff who was coming to save him? He had to believe Hayden would discover he was free and divert back north. The sheriff was skilled enough to figure out he had escaped. Haven was the closest UWT city. Could they reconnect there?

      Besides, maybe it was possible he had done the right thing? Hayden was tough, but he couldn’t handle Camila, Dutch and Matthias on his own. Their experience against Brute and Grace had proven that. Isaac was leading them away, back into friendly territory. They would be easier to manage there.

      But what about Shurrath? The Relyeh wasn’t going to give up on his plans so easily. Without Isaac in his possession, what came next?

      Isaac wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but either way they needed to be ready.

      Isaac eased off the gas, the whine of the engine softening somewhat as the motorcycle decelerated to a more normal speed. He looked back over his shoulder, searching the darkness behind him for signs of pursuit. He reminded himself it wasn’t only Shurrath’s followers he had to worry about out here. The trife could be anywhere.

      The road had started out heading north but had begun turning east the further he went. Isaac had been blindfolded for the first part of the trip south and had never completely gotten his bearings, but he knew the United Western Territories was on the west coast. An intersecting road had promised to take him back west, a rusted and worn sign suggesting it was forty kilometers to Tijuana.

      He had been to Tijuana before the war and had crossed the border on more than one occasion. He was relieved to be so close to the UWT, while at the same time dismayed by the same fact. Although Shurrath was operating just outside Sheriff Duke’s territory, neither one had known of the other only a few weeks earlier. The two opposing sides were like a pair of livewires lying in a pool of gasoline, ready to touch and spark.

      The resulting fire could grow large enough to finish burning the world.

      Isaac glanced down at the fuel gauge. It was at less than a quarter, but hopefully he had enough fuel to get him the remaining distance. He wasn’t going to stop in the formerly Mexican city, but rather turn north and ride up to Dego with the hopes of finding alternate transportation there. He knew what Brute and Grace had done to the smaller settlement, but maybe that meant a car, truck, horse or otherwise had been left behind. He wasn’t picky. Hell, he would walk if he had to.

      The road through the barren landscape proved not to be a well-traveled route, at least not since  the war. He passed an abandoned truck every so often. Trailers with doors hanging open had been picked clean a long time ago, ancient refuse scattered around them. Otherwise the path was surprisingly clean.

      It took only another forty minutes to cover thirty kilometers, leaving Isaac closing in on the city. He worried a little when the road began to cut south again, but quickly overcame his concern when his headlight revealed an old interchange ahead, one branch of the road breaking off to the south, the other continuing west.

      His moment of relaxation was short-lived. A few seconds more and  his headlight revealed a building in the center of the interchange, a metal and stone construct, windowless and cold. Scaffolding rose from the top of it, dirty and rusted, a ladder built into the side. His eyes traced the metal bars to the top, to a metal platform lined with antennae stretching another dozen meters into the darkness.

      Even thought Isaac couldn’t see anyone, he knew someone had to be perched on the platform, looking down at him.

      It didn’t take long to get close enough to see people emerging from the building, all carrying guns. An engine rumbled, and a spotlight hit him from the top of a large modded pickup truck that had been hidden in the darkness to his right.

      The red eye of a laser targeting system came to rest on the motorcycle headlight. A shot rang out and the headlight shattered. The laser quickly moved to Isaac’s chest, painting him as the next target.

      Isaac didn’t need another warning. He eased off the throttle, bringing the motorcycle to a stop a few dozen meters from the checkpoint. The guards were already rushing out to meet him, weapons raised and ready to take him  down if he resisted.

      Resist? With what? He had the microspear, but he didn’t even have a gun.

      He climbed off the bike and raised his hands.

      Were these people with Shurrath or someone else?

      Did it matter?

      He was caught.

      Again.
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      Cyrus slid his finger through the dirt, tracing the slight depressions made by the motorcycle on its way past. He knew from the shape and depth of the tread that the machine was moving north, away from Walton. Comparing it to the second motorcycle the justice had in her stock, he was sure it was Isaac.

      His mouth extended at the corners into a slight smile. He had always respected Sergeant Pine, while at the same time had often found himself questioning why a man with such obvious abilities limited himself to guard duty. What he had told Camila was true. Isaac could have been a Ranger if he had put the effort in. But he was a family man, dedicated to his wife and children. In all honesty, he should have died with them, all of those years ago. But something, some twist of fate, some curse, some luck of the draw had made him special. Immune to the Axon Intellect. Immune to the one weapon that held the Hunger at bay.

      For now.

      The Axon was a dying race. Shurrath believed, and so Cyrus believed, that the few remaining organic Axon knew it. The number and volume of their attacks had diminished, their strategy reduced to sending torpedos through wormholes and into the sides of the Relyeh masterships in pathetic attempts to destroy the massive vessels. They couldn’t win the space war. Once the hallucination problem was solved they would also lose the ground war. Shurrath understood how valuable that solution was. How valuable Isaac was. He was the key to expanding Shurrath’s resurgence beyond a single planet and restoring the ancient Relyeh to his place at the table with his brothers and sisters. Fortune had favored him, first in allowing him to escape to this world and then providing Isaac.

      For Cyrus, it had been a long wait. For Shurrath, hardly any time at all.

      He had told Shurrath he should be the one to recover Isaac. Camila was loyal, and she had done well with her training, but she wasn’t a natural warrior. She was too emotional. Too compassionate. Orsk was the most compatible khoron to her, but that only compounded the problem. Shurrath believed Alexander would keep Camila in line.

      But Alexander was gone. Dead, though they weren’t sure how. Was Sheriff Duke responsible?

      Cyrus hoped he would have a chance to meet the sheriff. Duke reminded him of himself.

      Shurrath wanted Cyrus on the hunt for signs of his brother’s coming. The rumors had been in the wind for some time. Nylarth had designs on Earth and was making preparations. What Cyrus had discovered was limited in usefulness. Yes, Nylarth knew of Earth and had some level of interest in taking the planet and its people as his own. No, there were no immediate plans to interfere. It was a benefit to Shurrath that Nylarth was the most cerebral of his siblings. He rarely acted without considerable forethought, treating the Hunger’s expansion more like a game of chess than a tidal wave.

      Camila had failed, as Cyrus feared she would. And here he was.

      He stood up, glancing back at Dutch and Matthias. “He cut west here, heading for the road. I’m going to follow him. I want you two to continue north.”

      “North?” Matthias asked. “Why?”

      Cyrus was on Matthias before the other man could move, grabbing him from behind and throwing him roughly to the ground. He fell on the man’s back, putting a microspear over his khoron.

      “Why are you questioning me, Matthias?” Cyrus asked calmly. “Was Camila truly so lax that you believe you have any say in anything?”

      “I…I’m sorry, sir,” Matthias said. “Forgive me.”

      Cyrus stood up, returning the spear to his belt. He flashed his attention to Dutch. “You’re both fortunate to be alive considering the extent of your failure. You have one option. Go north, find Sheriff Duke and kill him, or die. Either by my hand or his.”

      “Sheriff Duke killed Alexander,” Dutch said.

      “Yes.”

      Dutch didn’t say anything else, but Cyrus knew what he was thinking. “At least you have a slim chance,” he said. “I’ll give you none.”

      “Yes, sir,” Dutch said. “Thank you.”

      “Why are you still standing here?” Cyrus asked. “Get back on your horses and go.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matthias said, looking at Dutch. They retreated to where two horses stood grazing, each taking one and climbing into the saddle. They both glanced back at Cyrus and then began riding away.

      Cyrus closed his eyes, reaching into the Collective.

      Don’t even think about changing course. We’re watching you.

      He opened his eyes. Matthias and Dutch were both looking back at him with pale faces.

      Cyrus turned away from them. Shurrath had been with him for nearly a hundred years. Shurrath had changed him. He was still human. At least, he still thought of himself as human. But the changes to his DNA were impossible to refute. Having a god living inside him had given him enhancements he would never have imagined before Valentine sent him through the portal.

      Direct access to the Collective was the least of them.

      He reached up, rubbing at his suddenly tear-stained eyes. He could never put his mind back to Valentine, back to Dugway, without some part of his subconscious thinking of Grace. He knew what Shurrath had tried to do to her. It was the one thing he would never agree with. It was the one trace of humanity he refused to let go of. He knew Grace would attempt to kill him if they ever met. After all, that’s what he had told her to do. That’s why he had tried so hard to stay out of her way.

      Because when they did meet again, when she did try to end his life, he would have no choice but to murder his own daughter.
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      “I’ve been waiting,” Max said.

      Hayden turned his head, glancing down at the Intellect from Zorro’s back as it walked beside them. “Waiting for what?”

      They had left the Pilgrim two days earlier, maintaining a southwest heading over the mountains. Like before, they hadn’t spoken much, save for the occasional question from Hayden regarding the operation of the Skin or the rare statement from Max that he believed they were headed in the right direction. Hayden didn’t know why Max had chosen to try to talk to him now. Nothing had changed in the last two hours.

      “Waiting for you to tell me about the device in your pocket,” Max replied. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow, realizing the Axon AI was referring to the key he had taken from the portal. His hand slipped over the pocket, feeling for the device.

      “I don’t have to tell you a damn thing, Max.”

      “Understanding. However, I require confirmation that you understand what you are carrying.”

      “I don’t have to confirm a damn thing, either.”

      “Hahaha. Haha. Sheriff, the device contains a piece of an Axon Quantum Dimensional Modulator. A superconducting nano-nodule.”

      “English?” Hayden said.

      “The QDM is composed of billions of nodules, which store the power generated through the modulating rift by instantiating nth dimensional pockets.”

      “I said English, Max.”

      “Simplification. It is an extremely powerful battery.”

      “Okay.”

      “It was collected from a larger energy unit.”

      “Okay.”

      “The detachment of the nodules from the main QDM and its associated safeguards threatens the integrity of the battery. It is possible the nodules are destabilized.”

      Hayden considered the statement for a moment. “Wait a second. You’re saying I’ve got a bomb in my pocket?” Was that why General Haeri had kept the key on Earth?

      “Affirmation. With enough potential energy to level a thousand-kilometer radius from the detonation point. Hahaha. Hahaha.”

      “And you waited two fucking days to tell me this?”

      “You are difficult to speak to.”

      Hayden narrowed his eyes, staring angrily at the Intellect. “I’m only difficult for you to speak to. If you wanted me to be nice, you shouldn’t have beaten Rain to death.”

      “Agreement. It isn’t advisable to allow Shurrath access to the battery.”

      “Probably not, but it’s a little late for that. If you had told me back at the Pilgrim, I would have left it there.”

      “Perhaps. I have been processing. It occurred to me that if I were to take the battery from you and detonate it, the probability of destroying Shurrath is over ninety percent.”

      “You’ve been thinking about taking it from me?”

      “It is the logical course of action.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      “Uncertainty. I’m not convinced the logical path is the correct one. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Ninety percent sounds pretty good.”

      “Agreement. However, not only would I also be destroyed, but all opposition to the Relyeh would be destroyed as well.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      “But the battery would be more secure in my possession. I can ensure its stability.”

      Hayden laughed. “I see. You want me to give you the key for safekeeping.”

      “Affirmation.”

      “And why would I trust you with what is essentially a massively powerful explosive?”

      “That is my dilemma as well, Sheriff. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden looked ahead again, riding in silence.

      “Sheriff?” Max said a few minutes later.

      “I’m thinking about it,” Hayden replied.

      “I require your trust.”

      “No, you don’t. If you wanted my trust, Rain would still be alive.”

      “It was Shurrath I attacked. Shurrath I subdued.”

      “Not in the end. You killed Rain, not Shurrath.”

      “It would have been Shurrath again. A trick, Sheriff. A deception. A mistake. I’m trying to rectify it.”

      “How is it with Intellects, Max?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the Intellects are machines programmed to act like humans, at least to enough of a degree to fool us into thinking you are human. Do you really understand loss? Guilt? Regret? If one of your machine friends dies, do you mourn them?”

      Max was quiet for a moment. “Understanding. The Axon organics produce machines which produce machines by the millions. Intellects don’t have an awareness of the others. We are incapable of becoming friends, or of mourning one another.”

      “Then how can you rectify something you don’t understand?”

      “Intellects act within a set of parameters. Those parameters don’t preclude forming bonds, a topic of which we are informed. At least not in my case. Our programming enables us to be human enough that I could pass as human. While I cannot actively pursue a friendship with another Intellect, if that Intellect was disguised as human and we interacted, it is not beyond our parameters to become friends.”

      “But it also wouldn’t be real.”

      “Not in the human definition. However, my word is my bond, Sheriff. If I promise you the battery will be safe with me, and that I will not use it or withhold it from you, my parameters are altered to uphold that promise.”

      “That sounds dangerous. What if you’re forced to make a promise under duress?”

      “It cannot happen unwillingly or beyond the parameters of our design.”

      “We made a deal before. You broke it.”

      “I never said I promised.”

      Hayden laughed. “Are you fucking kidding me? Do you need to pinkie-swear?”

      “I’m incredibly complex, but still a machine, Sheriff. The words are important.”

      “Then you intentionally used the wrong words so you wouldn’t be beholden to our agreement.” Hayden shook his head. “And you want me to trust you.”

      “Affirmation. A potential error in judgment.”

      “You seem to make a lot of those for a machine.”

      “I am damaged.”

      “That’s an excuse.”

      “I promise that if you give me the device, I will safeguard it to the best of my capabilities.”

      Hayden looked back at Max. “Where’s the trick, Max?”

      “Honesty. My word is my bond. It is now a contract written into my programming. I’m incapable of breaking it.”

      “So if I give the battery to you and ask for it back, you won’t say, ‘oops, I never promised I would give it back?’”

      Max was silent.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Hayden said. “If you want to try the friend thing, you have a lot more you need to learn.”

      “We provide value to one another. I do not require friendship. I require trust. It will increase our aggregate effectiveness. I promise if you ask for the nodule back, I will return it to you immediately.”

      Hayden kept riding, not responding to Max right away. He was still convinced the Intellect was trying to fool him. “And you won’t set it off?”

      “That would be counter to the definition of safeguard. The device will be more secure in my possession, Sheriff. You cannot deny that.”

      “No, I can’t. Which is the only reason we’re still talking about it.” Hayden reached into his pocket, withdrawing the key. It seemed so innocuous from the outside. The LED wasn’t even lit. But Max had little reason to lie about the nature of the device, and it did have enough juice to open the portal.

      He held it out toward the Intellect. “Take it.”

      Max looked at it, and then at him. “You are certain?”

      “You’d better not be bullshitting me about your promises, or I swear I’ll end you in whatever manner causes you the most pain.”

      “Hahaha. Haha. In my Skin, that might be possible.”

      The Intellect reached out and took the key. Hayden watched in disgust as Max proceeded to extend a claw-like tendril from a finger and use it to slice open his stomach. Blood leaked out through the wound as he inserted the key and healed the shell.

      “You have made the correct decision, Sheriff,” Max said. He pointed into the distance. “Someone is coming.”
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      Hayden gazed out at the hazy horizon. Two people on horseback had appeared over a small incline, silhouetted by the sun. Wanderers? Scavengers? Followers of Shurrath?

      “Can your sensors do anything useful?” Hayden asked.

      “They’re armed,” Max replied. “Axon alloy.”

      “Microspears?”

      “It is logical.”

      “How did Shurrath get Axon weapons, anyway?” Hayden asked.

      “Uncertainty. I will process later.”

      The horses had picked up speed, going from an easy cantor to a full-on gallop. The riders began pulling their weapons.

      Hayden glanced over at Max. “Try to keep up,” he said, kicking Zorro gently in the sides, urging the mount forward.

      He took off, charging forward to meet the other riders. He pushed his hat off, letting it fall behind his back and dangle from its strap so he could grab the cowl of the Skin and pull it over his head.

      The HUD appeared the moment he connected it, highlighting the two riders while alien symbols appeared beside them. Hayden pulled his revolver into his left hand, leaning low over Zorro and taking aim.

      Bullets whipped past him, the opposing sides closing the gap as if they were participating in a medieval joust. The outline of one of the shooters suddenly intensified on the HUD, and Hayden pulled the trigger, surprised when the three rounds he fired hit the man in the chest and sent him sprawling off the back of his horse.

      Hayden continued toward the other rider, converging on him in a hurry.

      Thirty meters. They exchanged gunfire, Hayden shooting more defensively to hit the other man.

      Twenty meters. Hayden’s gun clicked empty and he holstered it, switching the reins to his right hand.

      Ten meters. The other rider leaned back slightly when he got a look at Hayden’s featureless, Skin-covered, black face. He started pulling on the reins, hoping to redirect his horse, the animal’s eyes wide with fear.

      Zero. Too late. Hayden reached out and grabbed the man’s shoulder, yanking him off his horse. The man hit hard and rolled as Hayden brought Zorro around to a spinning stop and drew his second revolver.

      The man pivoted on his knees—face bloody, clothes torn— and threw a microspear. Hayden rolled off the other side of Zorro, the spear buzzing past his ear. The Skin didn’t lose track of his opponent. Hayden could see him rushing in from behind Zorro. He turned and raised his pistol, firing as the enemy lunged at him.

      The round hit the man in the face, taking off part of his jaw. It didn’t slow him down. He smacked Hayden’s hand with enough force to throw it aside, following up with a solid punch in the stomach that stole Hayden’s breath. What the fuck good was the Skin if it couldn’t absorb a hit?

      The other man kept coming, hitting Hayden in the face and knocking him to the ground. The man pulled another microspear, throwing himself down at Hayden and driving it toward his chest.

      Hayden grabbed the man’s hand, using the strength of his augment to crush the man’s wrist and forcing him to drop the spear. Tossing the man over his head, Hayden rolled over and picked up the spear.

      The second gunman reached for another revolver, firing as Hayden threw the spear, hitting him in the chest. The spear sought out and destroyed the khoron inside the man, and he fell to the ground. His bullet struck Hayden in the shoulder, but he had already blinked to activate the Skin’s shields. A flare of blue light captured the round, small arcs spreading across the Skin as the slug fell harmlessly to the ground.

      Hayden exhaled sharply, scanning for the remaining man. He found his horse in the distance, looking lost. Where was its rider? Where was Max?

      He found them a moment later. The gunman was lying on top of Max’s larger shell as if they were locked in a loving embrace. Neither one was moving.

      “Max?” Hayden said, gun up and ready. His HUD showed strange symbols beside the pair and had them outlined in white. He walked toward them cautiously. “Max, what the hell are you doing?”

      A spear sprouted from the man’s back, his khoron impaled on the end of it. It screeched and wriggled once before falling limp.

      “Max?” Hayden said again. “Say something or I’m going to shoot.”

      The top person turned his head. “Do not shoot, Sheriff. I am transferring.”

      “Sounds nasty,” Hayden replied, slipping his revolver back into its holster.

      “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden turned around and returned to the first man. Older, with a scruffy face, he was wearing a necklace beneath his clothes. Hayden grabbed it and lifted it out from beneath his shirt. Shurrath’s symbol was attached to the end, not that it was a surprise. He stood up again, blinking his left eye to scan the man. Once that was done, he pulled the cowl from his face and put his hat back on his head.

      He looked down at the Skin. It still felt strange to walk around in something that hugged his body so closely it seemed barely a step above nakedness. But at least it had helped him survive this encounter.

      “Sheriff,” Max said.

      Hayden looked up. The other shell—Alexander—was lifeless on the ground, replaced by the man who had attacked them.

      “The Skin is functional?” Max asked.

      “I should have activated the shields sooner,” Hayden replied. “Bastard knocked the wind out of me.”

      “Remember not to waste the energy stores.”

      “How do I know how much is left?”

      “When the mask is on, there are symbols in the top left corner.”

      “They aren’t in any alphabet I’ve seen before.”

      “They’re Axon symbolic representations of interconnected algorithms.”

      “Dumb it down for me, Max.”

      “The solution to the equation shows the exact amount of power remaining.”

      “I can’t read it.”

      “Affirmation. If it turns red, you are running out of power.”

      “I’ll take what I can get. Why did you change shells?”

      “We require information.”

      “Wait. What about the nodule?”

      “It is safe.”

      “Good to hear. What do you mean about information?”

      Max smiled. “Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha. An Intellect feature, Sheriff. Give me a minute. I’m processing.”

      “Processing what?”

      “Memories.”
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      “Your new shell’s memories?” Hayden asked. “You can do that?”

      “Affirmation. Standby.” Max froze in place.

      Hayden found Zorro, walking over to the horse and checking him for damage. He was happy to see that none of the enemy rounds had hit his mount. The other horses had moved closer to Zorro, seeking order in the chaos. Hayden quickly checked them too, finding them unharmed.

      “This one’s name is Matthias,” Max said. “The one you killed is called Dutch. Did you scan him?”

      “Pozz.”

      “They were part of the group that abducted Sergeant Pine.”

      “What are they doing out here?”

      “Apparently, Sergeant Pine escaped captivity. He threw Dutch down a flight of stairs, stole a motorcycle, and took off, heading north.”

      Hayden smiled. “Fucking Ike. I knew he was tough. But how come we haven’t crossed paths?”

      “Sergeant Pine turned west to follow the road. His vehicle couldn’t handle this terrain. Dutch and Matthias were sent to confront you. They didn’t know you have a Skin or that I was with you. We had the element of surprise.”

      “A nice change to have the upper hand for once.”

      “Affirmation. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Who sent them this way?”

      “Cyrus Salk.”

      Hayden’s confidence began to drain as quickly as it had risen. “Shit. Where is he?”

      “He headed west after Sergeant Pine. He expected either Dutch and Matthias would kill you, or you would kill Dutch and Matthias. In Matthias’ mind, Cyrus was unconcerned regarding the outcome of our meeting.”

      “Because he doesn’t know I have a Skin and an Intellect with me,” Hayden said. “Or he might have been more worried. Shurrath still thinks I can’t sneak up on him.”

      “Pozz.”

      Hayden raised his eyebrow. “Did you just say pozz?”

      “Pozz. It is an interesting word. Short, but with great meaning. Like fuck, only more positive.”

      Hayden laughed. “I guess so.”

      “Did Cyrus say where he thought Ike was headed?”

      “Negation. West. Matthias has been west as well. There’s a city there. Tijuana. Shurrath’s followers control it.”

      “If Ike goes west, he’s going to run right back into Shurrath’s hands?”

      “It is logical. Even if he slips past Shurrath there, Cyrus Salk is tracking him, and Matthias feared Cyrus almost as much as he feared Shurrath.”

      “Cyrus was the vessel Shurrath used to get through the portal to Earth. They were connected for a long time.”

      “Shurrath likely modified him from within to make him a better host, at least until he was strong enough to survive without a host. He will be more difficult to kill than a typical human.”

      “What about Shurrath? You’re saying he isn’t using a host anymore?”

      “It is likely.”

      “What does he look like?”

      “I don’t know. I have never seen him.”

      “What do the other Relyeh ancients look like? They’re all related, right?”

      “Affirmation. But all of them have undergone genetic modification and evolution over the ens. Their original forms are lost. They are each unique.”

      “Have you ever seen one of them?”

      “Negation.”

      Hayden sighed. “Okay. I need to make a choice.”

      “Affirmation. Go west and confront Cyrus Salk before he catches Sergeant Pine, or continue south to confront Shurrath. We will go south.”

      “I said I need to make a choice,” Hayden said. “You don’t get a say, and you definitely don’t get to dictate.”

      “Pozz. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden considered the options. He had started on his journey to recover Isaac before Shurrath could find out how the Marine was immune to the Axon neural disruption. But Isaac had gotten away, and at the moment was potentially further away from Shurrath than Hayden. Cyrus Salk was chasing after Ike, but Cyrus wouldn’t kill him. Not if Shurrath still wanted Isaac’s brain. And if Cyrus captured Isaac, he would bring him south to Shurrath anyway.

      But what if he could kill Shurrath before Cyrus ever got Isaac to him? Or what if Isaac managed to stay out of the other man’s grasp? Hayden had the Skin. He could get behind enemy lines unseen, and for as unpredictable as Max was, the Intellect was still a powerful asset Shurrath wasn’t expecting.

      Hayden hated the idea of leaving Isaac twisting in the wind as a distraction for Cyrus while he went after Shurrath, but at the same time, he knew the Marine would tell him to do it if the plan were open for discussion. He knew it was the smart thing to do, even if it wasn’t the most morally right thing.

      It was risky, but then, everything about this was risky.

      “Okay. We’ll go south,” Hayden said.
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      “Governor, I think I have something,” Doctor Hess said, his voice rising in an excited tone.

      Natalia looked up from the computer terminal, blinking for the first time in too long to moisten her eyes. She couldn’t see herself, but she was sure she had dark rings beneath the lids, caused from having slept a total of eight hours over the last two and a half days.

      She missed Hayden. She missed Hallia. She missed the simplicity of their life only a short week ago. But she would be damned if some asshole alien was going to use her goliath against everything they had worked so hard to build.

      “What is it?” she asked, turning around.

      They had brought a bunch of equipment down from the hospital to the lab, putting it in place along with the botter station and the interlink. The dead khoron was lying on an examination table beneath a microscope she had helped rig to provide better coverage over a larger area. Doctor Hess was looking into the viewport of the microscope, his hands near the khoron, using a forceps and a needle driver to hold open part of the creature.

      “Come take a look,” he replied with a smile, shifting his body and face out of the way without moving his hands.

      Natalia went to the microscope and peered in. The device revealed a small round ball with hundreds of tiny tree-like branches spreading out from it. The branches moved as if caught in a tide, but as they spread away they seemed to vanish entirely before reappearing.

      “What is that?”

      “I think it’s the source of their nonverbal communications,” Hess said. “Based on what you described to me from Grace’s notes.”

      “Quantum communication across another dimension,” Natalia said. “Like these branches are reaching out of our concept of spacetime.”

      “Yes,” he replied excitedly. “I’m theorizing there’s a matching structure in the alternate dimension. It may only be molecular in nature. A single-celled organism that shares the exact properties of the root ball. Perhaps billions of them, all connected within three-dimensional space.”

      “Like our universe?”

      “Only smaller. Much, much smaller. Imagine taking every person on Earth and every person on Proxima, and sticking a copy of them in a room the size of...I don’t know… this lab. Now, through the properties of quantum mechanics, they can talk to one another in the room and at the same time the two copies light years away from one another can hear the conversation. Instant communication across infinite distance.”

      “That’s not exactly how quantum mechanics work.”

      “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t how the Relyeh Collective works.”

      “At a basic level, maybe.”

      “Right now, that may be all we need.”

      “Elaborate, Doctor.”

      “The root ball is still sending and receiving, even though the host is dead. Or maybe it’s only acting as a passive carrier. If my theory is even a little bit right, there’s a matching form on the other end that isn’t dead. So it can still send messages along.”

      Natalia bit her lip, considering. Then she nodded, beginning to feel some of the excitement Hess was exuding. “Okay, Doctor. Let’s run with that. If we assume there are still signals passing through the khoron’s comms system, then it stands to reason we can listen in, is that right?”

      Hess nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. Take a look at this.” He pointed at a display next to the table. “I’ve been trying to measure the movement of the branches. This machine is fairly basic, so it’s only calculating changes and reporting differences, but there are definitely differences.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning if we can figure out what the alterations mean, we might be able to translate them into something useful. Something we can understand.”

      “Even if we can record the changes, even if we could convert it, wouldn’t the data be in an alien language? We could capture it, but we wouldn’t be able to understand it.”

      Some of Hess’ excitement faded at the statement. “True. Did Grace leave anything on the alien language?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Hmmm.” He stared at the output of the machine. “Back to square one?”

      “No. This is a good start. If we can figure out how the Relyeh communicate, we can try to take advantage of it.” She paused, noticing the neural interlink out of the corner of her eye. The tech in the interlink could already translate brainwaves of a human to something a goliath understood, and vice versa. “What’s our first step?”

      Hess snapped his fingers, his excitement returning. “We need to find a way to manipulate the root ball. Sound waves, magnetic fields, whatever it responds to. If we can send it data we understand and see how it reacts, then we might be able to reverse-engineer how it functions.”

      “Right. It’s a good thought. But if we start fucking with it, won’t whatever data we send start transmitting on the Relyeh Collective?”

      “Good point. It probably will.”

      Natalia was hesitant to show her hand when it came to their research on the khoron. They were getting closer, but she didn’t want to be reckless and put anyone in more danger as a result of their experimentation.

      “We need to come up with something more innocuous. Maybe we can model it on a workstation first, using the data you’ve already collected.”

      “That’ll take time.”

      “I know. I’ll get every engineer on my team working on it with your input.”

      Doctor Hess nodded. “I’m not sure if more hands will save more time, but you’re the Governor.”

      Natalia was about to answer when her new badge flashed. “Governor, this is Fry. We need you up in Law asap. We’ve got a goliath sighting.”

      Natalia’s heart started thumping heavily in her chest. Things had been quiet for the last couple of days, and she had been hoping Haven was an isolated incident.

      That hope was gone now.

      “On my way,” she said. She glanced at Doctor Hess and then hurried out into the main lab. “Lutz!”

      “Here, Governor,” Lutz said, looking up from a workstation.

      “Doctor Hess has a job for you. Parse it to the rest of the team. It’s top priority.”

      “Pozz that, ma’am,” Lutz replied.

      Natalia ran to the lift, hitting the panel. She had locked down one of the cabs for emergency use, and it was already waiting for her. She hit the button to go up to Law, emerging there within a minute of Fry’s report.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Fry was at the comms station, typing something into the terminal. The other officers present were tense and silent, waiting for news.

      Natalia circled behind Fry, looking down at the terminal and quickly reading the prior transmits.

      > SANISCO HQ. LAVEGA MAIN PRECINCT REPORTING. SPOTTERS HAVE EYES ON GOLIATH AT THIRTY KM.

      > COPY LAVEGA MAIN. ALPHA?

      > ALPHA CONFIRMED. HEADING DUE NORTH TOWARD THE CITY.

      > PLACE CITY IN ALERT STATUS RED. ALL CITIZENS TO SHELTER.

      > ALERT STATUS RED CONFIRMED.

      Fry noticed Natalia, looking up at her. “Governor. Did you read?”

      “Yes,” Natalia said, her whole body turning cold. She had thought Shurrath would send the goliath north, not east to Lavega. The son of a bitch was hitting their main population centers in order.

      “What should we do?”

      “There isn’t much we can do. If the people get underground, they should be safe.”

      Natalia wanted to scream. Hiding wouldn’t help their infrastructure. Haven was already as good as gone. No power. No water. No food. No connection to the rest of the UWT. They had deputies in the area. Most of the population had survived, but they were barely scraping by while they waited for word that it was safe to start migrating north.

      And the damage would take years to rebuild if they ever rebuilt at all. The people could move to another part of the city, but it would still take time to get everything up and running again.

      Natalia could only imagine how pissed Hayden would be if he knew how much damage Shurrath had done.

      And how much more he was about to do.

      They had one photon rocket. A single missile with the explosive power to down a goliath. It was loaded onto the Iroquois and ready to fire, but Natalia was hesitant to use it. If Shurrath could capture one goliath, what was preventing him from capturing two or more besides a lack of need. At least a dozen of the giants roamed the nearby landscape. What if Shurrath seized control of all of them? That was more likely to happen if he saw they could kill the creatures.

      Her eyes shifted as a new line was added to the bottom of the transmit.

      > SPOTTERS REPORT ALPHA IS NOT ALONE. ESTIMATE FOUR THOUSAND TRIFE.

      “What?” Natalia said breathlessly, her heart somehow finding a higher rate.

      “Governor, we need to send Hicks to Lavega,” Fry said. “The trife will get into the garages where the goliath can’t go. They’ll slaughter everyone in the city.”

      Natalia knew it. Her body shook from the chill of the cold truth as tears formed in her eyes. “We can’t get them there in time,” she said softly, fighting every urge to panic. “God help them all.”

      There were close to eight thousand people in Lavega. They were all going to die.

      And there was nothing Natalia could do about it.

      “Keep me posted,” she said, running from the office.

      “Governor?” Fry said in a quaking voice. “Where are you going?”

      She entered the lift and hit the button without answering him. She returned to the lab, sprinting across it to her engineers, all of them gathered around Doctor Hess.

      “No time,” she said, tears running down her cheeks. “There’s no time. Whatever we have to do, Doctor. Whatever risk we have to take. We need to make this work. Now!”
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      Sophia walked behind Grace, making sure to keep the muzzle of the MK-10 pressed against her back as she paraded her through the streets of downtown Tijuana.

      Everyone they passed stopped to stare, unaccustomed to any of August’s people returning with another person in tow, instead of whatever belongings they had managed to take. From the looks of the population, August ruled the city the way any power-hungry despot would. The way a khoron-infected leader would. The people were filthy and rail-thin, dressed in rags and starving, their fear and pain written across their smudged and wrinkled faces, loud and clear in the sweat on their brows and the calluses on their hands and feet. August was treating them the way Shurrath would one day treat all of Earth’s surviving population, save those he selected for his military.

      It was a chilling foreshadowing of what the planet might become if Grace failed in her task.

      From an outsider’s perspective, it would appear as if she had already failed. She was on the wrong end of the gun, hands bound behind her and feet restricted by chains, forcing her to shuffle through the street. Sophia was carrying all of her gear and holding her rifle, suggesting she was a prisoner.

      She wasn’t. The frightened woman had listened to her plan and agreed to help her, with the hope that together they could help everyone in the city. August’s followers were many, the members of his militia numerous, but nobody had ever come to Tijuana and obliterated a collection squad before, and especially not single-handedly.

      Grace’s promise to help free the city was relatively empty at the moment, but if things worked out in her favor, it might not be for long.

      “We’re almost there, Señorita Grace,” Sophia said as they  continued down the street.

      Unlike the cities to the north, Tijuana seemed to have been spared the worst of the fighting against the trife. Its buildings were showing signs of their age and state of disrepair, but they weren’t torn into twisted girders or broken in half like the skyscrapers Grace had seen on her way south.

      Grace spotted an old monument up ahead, resting in the center of an old traffic circle. Two dark stone pillars tapered into points, reminding her of the business end of a pair of scissors.

      “A monument to our gracious leader, Señor August,” Sophia said. “One point represents him, and the other represents his master...our god.”

      “Does your god have a name?”

      “It is forbidden to speak it without Señor August’s permission.”

      “I see.”

      They walked toward the monument. There were more people in the streets here, gathered around the installation on their knees as if praying to the split obelisk.

      “What are they doing?” Grace asked.

      “Begging for favor. August controls everything. If you want scraps, you must act like a dog.”

      “What about you? How did you end up with the collection squad?”

      “Randomly chosen from the masses. We all must pay for what Señor August provides.”

      “I see.”

      They kept going. Grace recognized the militia members as they got closer to the monument. They were all men, standing outside the group and keeping watch over them. They wore mismatched black uniforms and carried old firearms of various types. They started watching Grace and Sophia when they were still a few hundred meters from the monument, moving in when the pair got close.

      “Collector,” one of the militants—a small but muscular man—asked in Spanish. “What is this?”

      “I bring a prize for Señor August,” Sophia replied.

      “Where is the rest of your squad?”

      “Muerto,” Grace said with a smirk.

      The man’s open palm hit her face with a loud slap. Grace turned her head to the side, cheek burning. “Quiet. No one told you to speak. This girl killed everyone in your squad?”

      “Si. All but me.”

      “And how did you survive.”

      “I got the drop on her and hit her with the rifle. Then I tied her up and brought her to you.”

      “Are those her things?”

      “Si.”

      “She has many guns.”

      “Si.”

      “They have value. This girl doesn’t.”

      “I disagree,” Grace said in Spanish. “Señor August will want to see me.”

      The man raised his hand to strike her again but changed his mind. “I suppose there’s no harm in bringing you to him,” he said. “You can’t hurt anyone with your hands tied behind your back and a gun in your rear.” Grace didn’t respond. “And you’re learning already. Pablo, take her.”

      “Wait,” Sophia said as the other man approached. “I’ll bring her.”

      “You? You’re a collector. Worse than a dog.”

      “I captured her after she killed everyone else. I brought her back. I didn’t run.”

      Pablo and the other man looked at one another. The man nodded. “Very well. If you want a reward, I’m sure Señor August will give you one. If she’s as valuable as she thinks she is.”

      “Gracias, Señor,” Sophia said.

      “Pablo, bring them to Señor August.”

      “Yes, sir,” Pablo said. He grabbed Grace roughly by the shoulder, shoving her forward. “Walk.”

      Grace walked ahead of Pablo and Sophia. She was at least partially reliant on the other woman to help her get free of the bonds, and now that she was in the custody of August’s militia, she started to wonder if trusting her had been a mistake. It was all too easy for people to turn on one another out here; lying and cheating were as much a part of survival as stealing. But she had gotten a good feeling from the woman.

      She hoped her time under the khoron’s control hadn’t damaged her instincts.

      They crossed the traffic circle, continuing toward a spherical structure to the north. It was made of a light colored stone, stained with dirt and cracked in multiple places.

      More militia members were standing guard outside the sphere, gathered in groups watching the surrounding area with limited interest. There were more people on their knees in front of them, worshipping the sphere. Or more importantly, the man residing inside.

      The sight of it made Grace sick. Señor August was no prophet, and Shurrath was no fucking god. But she had witnessed similar scenes before in other places she had traveled in search of her father. Shurrath brought misery to the many while raising the few to higher status. She knew firsthand now how intoxicating the fear could be with a khoron rooted inside.

      “What is this?” the guard in front of the entrance to the sphere said as Grace approached, with Pablo and Sophia behind her.

      “A gift for Señor August,” Pablo said. “I captured this prisoner at one of the collection points.”

      “You?” Sophia said. “I—”

      Pablo’s look stopped her cold. Of course he was trying to take credit. He wanted whatever reward August would provide. Grace had to suppress her smile. His treachery would help cement Sophia’s loyalty in her favor.

      “Señor August has no interest in women,” the guard said.

      “She was carrying this,” Pablo said, pointing to the pack Sophia was wearing. “Guns and munitions.”

      “You know where to bring spoils. Go away.”

      “Guard,” Grace said. “Tell Señor August that Grace Salk is here.”

      The guard glared at her. “You don’t tell me what to do, prisoner.” He raised his rifle, ready to hit her with the butt. Grace glared up at him, practically daring him to do it. The challenge gave him pause. “One moment.” He vanished through a heavy steel door to the inside, emerging again a short time later. He looked at Grace, his fear increased. “Señor August says to bring her in immediately.”

      Pablo smiled and shoved his gun into Grace’s back. “Move.”

      Grace spared a glance back at Sophia, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

      They were in.
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      There were no windows in the spherical building, leaving it near pitch black inside. A single tiffany lamp rested on a table at the front of the room, its bulb casting soft light from behind the stained glass of its shade. The lamp was on a stage the front of the room, surrounded by chairs looking forward toward a massive stained and torn movie screen. A projector was casting soft light forward to the screen, its dying bulb leaving the old film barely visible. The sound from the film was a soft murmur that echoed in the space, but was difficult to discern.

      Señor August was sitting in a section a few rows back. The original seats there had been pulled out and replaced with an old recliner, which August had pushed back, his feet up. A table rested next to him, laden with fruit, bread and what appeared to be chocolate.

      Pablo guided Grace down a ramp to the stage, and then across to where the lamp was resting. August only moved once she was in position there, a big hand reaching to the side of the chair to raise himself back into a sitting position.

      He was a large man, obese and ugly, with dark hair and small eyes. He wasn’t the typical follower in that regard; the khoron normally kept its host in good health. He stared at Grace for nearly thirty seconds before smiling.

      “There you are,” he said. Only Grace knew immediately she wasn’t talking to August. She risked a glance at Sophia, who nodded slightly again. She was ready.

      “Shurrath,” Grace said. “I’m surprised you bothered for me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re thinking, Grace, but whatever your plan, it isn’t going to work.”

      There was movement near the door. A pair of guards came in. They raised their rifles as one, and fired two rounds into Pablo, dropping him.

      Sophia screamed.

      Shurrath knew her well enough to know her surrender was a trick.

      “Shall I kill the woman too?” Shurrath asked. The guards adjusted their aim.

      “Go ahead,” Grace replied. “She’s nothing to me.”

      “What? Señorita Grace, no.” Sophia took a step toward Grace. She was rewarded with two rounds to her chest. She fell to the ground at Grace’s feet.

      Grace fought to keep from showing any emotion. She wouldn’t give Shurrath the satisfaction. She had expected August to be here, not him. Why was he so interested in her?

      “But I’m not here for you,” Shurrath said as if reading her mind. “I didn’t know you had survived. And I didn’t know you were coming for me again.”

      “Not for you. For my father. It’s always been about my father.”

      “Yes. The loyal daughter still trying to grant daddy’s last wish to kill him. You may get your chance sooner than you think.”

      “What?”

      Shurrath laughed. “I told you, I’m not here for you. I’m connected to August here because someone else is coming. Someone more valuable than you will ever be. He’s slipped through my fingers twice already. I’ll personally see that it doesn’t happen again.”

      The guards started down the ramp toward the stage. Grace glanced down. Sophia’s job was supposed to be running interference while Grace got free. Clearly, she couldn’t do that now. At least Shurrath wasn’t planning to kill her immediately, or he would have done it already.

      “What about me?” she asked him.

      “Since you’re here, I’m going to use you,” Shurrath said. “And then if you survive, I’ll try killing you again. Does that frighten you?”

      Grace shook her head. “No. I won’t feed your hunger.”

      “You will. One way or another.”

      The guards reached the stage. She had to make a decision. Try to fight her way out and escape or stay to see what was going to happen next. Shurrath said she might get her chance with her father sooner than she thought.

      Was he coming here?

      The guards started coming toward her. She looked at Sophia, face-down beside her, blood draining onto the floor near her feet. She hadn’t intended to get the woman killed. But she had spent the last ten years trying to catch up to her father. If he was coming here…this was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up.

      She kept her hands still. When the time came, she would dislocate her thumbs to slip her hands out of the ties. For now, she would remain a prisoner. The guards flanked her, keeping her covered. Shurrath didn’t try to stand. Grace wasn’t sure he even could in that body.

      “Have you ever seen this film, Grace?” Shurrath asked.

      Grace turned her head to see the screen. It looked like a western.

      “Unforgiven,” Shurrath said. “A remake. Or so your father understood it. Did you know I have all of his memories in my head? Everything from the time he was a child, including the nights he spent with your mother, and the day you were born. In some ways, you’re like a daughter to me.” He paused. “Cyrus can’t hold all of my memories. The human mind is too frail.”

      Grace looked back at Shurrath. “Cyrus was a good man before you corrupted him. You’re a shitty father.”

      Shurrath laughed. “It never did interest me. The way humans procreate is so primitive. And your offspring, so unintelligent.” He turned his head, looking at the door. It opened again, letting some of the light in from outside. A man in a dirty denim jacket and torn jeans entered.

      “Señor August,” the man said. “We have the package.”

      “Bring it in.” The voice had changed slightly, enough that Grace knew August was back in control of his words. She doubted Shurrath had gone far. He wanted to witness the proceedings.

      The man whistled. The door opened again. Someone held it while two more men led someone into the sphere.

      Grace’s jaw tensed when she saw him. “Isaac?”

      Isaac looked up at the sound of his name, finding Grace at the front of the room. His face was bruised, his left eye blackened. His clothes were dirty and torn. His hands were cuffed behind his back.

      “I thought I told you not to hurt him,” August said.

      “Perdone Señor,” the man said. “He tried to escape. He killed two of my men before we caught him again. The others, they were rightfully angry.”

      “It’s a shame he didn’t get you too. Bring him to stand with the other one.”

      “Si, Señor,” the man said. The three militia members led Isaac to the stage, putting him up beside Grace.

      “You?” Isaac said, glaring at her from the corner of his eye.

      “The khoron is dead,” she whispered. “I’m not under Shurrath’s control. I’m sorry, Isaac.”

      His expression softened. “This isn’t a trick?”

      “I wish it were. We might have better odds.”

      Isaac smirked slightly. “Do you know about Sheriff Duke?”

      “He saved my life after the shootout in Sanose.”

      “Stop talking!” August snapped.

      “Or what?” Grace asked. “You’ll kill us? No. Shurrath doesn’t want that.”

      “I can still make you hurt, girl,” August said.

      “What are we waiting for?” Isaac asked.

      “Someone is coming to collect you,” August replied. “Then you’ll be off my hands, and I will be rewarded for my loyalty.”

      “Do you know who’s coming?” Isaac whispered to Grace.

      Grace nodded, her heart beginning to pound. She had suspected, but August had confirmed it.

      “Yes. My father.”
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      “Major Salk is coming here?”

      Isaac’s eyes locked on Grace. He hadn’t gotten a good look at her in Sanose, only a distant view through the sight of his sniper rifle, and then a quick, up close and personal view of her in blurry motion as she beat the shit out of him with khoron-enhanced reflexes and strength.

      Somehow, she had wound up with Hayden. Somehow, the khoron was out of her.  Somehow, she had ended up here, with him. Same place. Same time.

      It seemed so unlikely, and yet here it was. Both prisoners of Shurrath. Waiting for her father to come and take them to the Relyeh ancient. He knew what fate awaited him.

      What would Shurrath do to her?

      “I think so,” Grace replied. “It’s good to see you, Sergeant. It’s been a long time.”

      That was an understatement. If he didn’t count when she was under the khoron’s influence, it had been more than two hundred years. “You’ve grown up since the last time.”

      “More than I’ve wanted to, in some ways.”

      One of the militia came up behind Isaac, hitting him in the back of the leg with the butt of his rifle and bringing Isaac to his knees. Isaac glanced sideways at the corpse of a woman on the ground beside him, his stomach clenching. He felt the moisture of her blood soaking into his pants.

      “Senor August told you to be silent!” the man screamed.

      “That’s enough,” August said. “If you harm the merchandise, I will personally strip your flesh from your body and watch you eat it.”

      The man backed away. Isaac didn’t need to be a Relyeh to sense his fear.

      August laughed. “Mmmm. Better than chocolate.”

      Isaac turned his head to look back at the militant. “I’m going to kill you before he does.”

      He hadn’t expected the checkpoint leading into the city. And he hadn’t expected it to be under Shurrath’s control. The guards had taken him prisoner and locked him in a cell inside the windowless tower. Then they had radioed back here, informing the fat man they called Senor August of the lone rider they captured. Minutes later, August ordered them to bring him in and to keep constant watch over him. When they had entered the cell to feed him, he had grabbed the guard and slammed his head into the bars hard enough to knock him out, taking his gun and shooting two more before he was overwhelmed.

      The beating had been painful, but not severe.

      And it was worth it.

      Of course, the result was that he was back under Shurrath’s control. All of his efforts to escape were for nothing. And Shurrath wasn’t taking chances that he might get away again. He was sending Cyrus for both him and Grace.

      It was a reunion he wasn’t looking forward to.

      Isaac regained his feet.  The minutes passed. August went back to watching the movie playing behind them, picking at the food on the table beside him while everyone else remained in place. The guards watching, Isaac and Grace bound and waiting.

      The movie ended, the projector going dark. August started to snore, having fallen asleep. Isaac and Grace remained silent. Waiting.

      The door creaked as it opened, just enough for someone to slip through. The visitor was wearing dark clothes with a collar lifted high and a hood pulled low, cloaking his face. He walked purposefully from the door to the stage, climbing the steps and coming toward Isaac and Grace.

      “Cyrus, is that you?” August said, suddenly awake again.

      The man didn’t respond. He continued walking until he was directly in front of the prisoners. Only then did he lift his head and lower the hood.

      “Dad,” Grace said, tears springing to her eyes.

      “Grace,” he replied coldly. His attention shifted to Isaac. “Sergeant Pine.”

      “Major Salk.”

      Isaac’s heart pounded in his chest. It was the first time in two hundred years he was face-to-face with the man who’d murdered his son. He wanted nothing more than to wrap his hands around Cyrus’ neck and squeeze until his eyes exploded from his face. He clenched his bound hands into fists, muscles tense.

      “You three,” Cyrus said. “There’s a car waiting outside. Help me load them into it. I’m taking them back to Shurrath.”

      “Yes, sir,” the militants said.

      Isaac heard a crack beside him, and Grace grunted softly. By the time both he and Cyrus looked, she had her left hand out of her cuff and was halfway to punching her father in the face.

      Isaac took that as his signal, throwing himself at the closest guard and using his weight to shove the man back. He heard the sound of Grace’s fist hitting something behind him, and when he glanced back he saw Cyrus had caught the blow.

      “Grace, wait,” Cyrus said.

      Without warning, Cyrus vanished, replaced by a jet black humanoid form whose surface looked like millions of tiny scales.

      “What the fuck?” he said.

      Grace stopped her attack instantly, staring in shock at the figure. Everyone else in the room was doing the same.

      “You aren’t my father,” she said.

      The humanoid reached to a belt on its hip, grabbing a microspear and putting it into Grace’s captured hand before letting it go.

      “No. Sorry, Grace. No time to explain. You were supposed to let me take you into custody. We have to get out of here.” He turned on the closest guard, grabbing him with his other hand and throwing him easily from the stage.

      “Sheriff Duke?” Isaac said, matching the voice with the strength.

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. He grabbed the middle of Isaac’s cuffs in both hands and pulled, breaking the chains while Grace stabbed the militant behind her.

      “Sheriff!” August roared. “No!”

      The last guard was raising his rifle to fire. Isaac rounded on him, grabbing his weapon and overpowering him—returning the blow the militant had delivered earlier—and striking him in the face with his own gun. He yanked it from the man’s hands, hitting him again and knocking him to the floor.

      August was trying to get out of his seat, struggling against his own bulk.

      “Come on,” Hayden said. “We have to move. Now!”

      “Sheriff Duke,” August growled. Only it wasn’t August anymore. “Sheriff Duke, don’t be too hasty,” Shurrath said.

      All three of them froze, turning to face August. The fat man had a smile on his face, and he settled back into the recliner.

      “Don’t be too hasty,” Shurrath repeated. “We should talk.”

      “We’ve got nothing to talk about,” Hayden replied.

      “No? What about Haven?”

      “What about Haven?”

      “Sheriff,” Grace said. “We need to go.”

      “Ask Grace. She’ll tell you. Haven is gone. Retribution for your interference.”

      Hayden’s featureless head turned toward Grace. “Is that true?”

      She nodded. “Sheriff, he’s using a goliath.”

      “Lavega is next,” Shurrath said. “And I’ve added some uluth to the mix so the people can’t hide from me again.” He laughed. “Every last one of them is going to die, Sheriff. And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      Hayden’s face tensed.

      “Sheriff, he’s trying to feed off you,” Grace said. “Don’t fall for it.”

      “He’s not feeding,” Isaac said. “He’s stalling.”

      The main door opened again. A second, hidden door appeared on the opposite side of the sphere. A dozen militants poured in from both entrances, aiming their assortment of guns toward the trio on stage.

      “I can do both at the same time,” Shurrath said, still laughing. “Delicious.”
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      “Uh, Sheriff,” Isaac said, standing beside Hayden as the militants entered the sphere. “I’m guessing this wasn’t the plan?”

      “Not exactly,” Hayden replied. “We’ll have to improvise.”

      “I don’t see any guns on that armor.”

      “It’s not armor. And no. No guns.”

      “There are twelve of them and only three of us.”

      “Four,” Hayden corrected.

      “What?” Isaac said.

      The building shook suddenly, the movie screen shredding as debris from the back wall blew through it, sending a cloud of obscuring dust and smoke past Isaac, Hayden and Grace. Someone moved through the wreckage, coming up between Hayden and Isaac. He fired the rifle he was carrying at the group of militants on the right, sending them rushing for cover. They dove behind the theater’s seats while rounds tore into their ranks.

      The other guards returned fire into the smokescreen. Isaac grabbed Grace and threw her to the ground, watching as a web of blue energy enveloped Hayden, stopping the slugs that might have killed him.

      “Stop!” Shurrath roared. “Stop shooting. I need him alive!”

      “This way!” the man with Hayden said. “Out the back. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max?” Isaac said, eying the man before scrambling to his feet and pulling Grace up by the arm.

      “Wait!” Grace said. She pulled herself free of Isaac, pausing beside the dead woman and grabbing her pack, bow, and quiver.

      “Shurrath, I’m coming for you, you son of a bitch,” Hayden said. “And you never know who I might be.”

      Isaac watched as Hayden suddenly morphed into Cyrus Salk, then Dutch, and then a woman he didn’t know before returning to his base self.

      “And I’m coming for your family, Sheriff Duke,” Shurrath replied. “Today, Lavega. Tomorrow, Sanisco. I’ll see you soon.”

      Hayden’s hand dropped to his side, reaching for a revolver that wasn’t there. He grabbed a microspear instead, jumping from the stage and rushing toward August.

      Max pivoted to shoot at the guards who rose to stop Hayden. He looked back at Isaac. “The car is waiting in the back. Get it ready for us. We’ll meet you there.”

      Isaac didn’t hesitate, grabbing Grace’s hand and pulling her toward the hole in the rear of the theater. They stumbled through the damaged stone to the outside. Isaac spotted the car right away. It was Jesse’s modbox from Walton.

      They ran toward it. The explosion and noise had gotten the attention of the other militants in the city, and Isaac could hear them shouting. A few ran toward the scene. If they didn’t hurry, they would be cut off before they could escape. Why had Hayden charged August instead of retreating?

      Isaac and Grace made it to the car.

      “Take this and get in, I’ll hold them off,” Grace said, handing him a gun and preparing her bow. She winced as she nocked an arrow and pulled it back.

      “Forget it,” Isaac said. “You drive. I’ll handle them.”

      “There’s no time to argue,” Grace replied. “Get in the car.”

      Isaac opened his mouth to argue again, freezing as a new target came around the side of the sphere. He was dressed in black, a dark hooded poncho over his head and a bow strapped across his back. He held a pair of microspears in his hands.

      “Grace,” Isaac said, his entire body starting to shake with sudden fury.

      Grace looked in the direction of the newcomer and then swung her bow in his direction. “Dad!” she shouted. “Stop!”

      Cyrus barely hesitated, flicking one of the spears from his hand and sending it hurtling toward his daughter. Grace swung the bow down, deflecting the weapon with the end of it.

      “Dad, we don’t have to do this,” she said.

      “I’m afraid we do,” Cyrus replied. “You’ve always known that.”

      “I’m going to kill you,” Grace said. Not as a threat. As a sad truth my promise to you.

      “I hope so.”

      Isaac shifted his gun, aiming it at Cyrus. “You killed my son, you fucking bastard.”

      “Sergeant Pine,” Cyrus said flatly. “You know it wasn’t me.”

      “You didn’t stop it.”

      “No. I couldn’t. I’m sorry.”

      “You will be.”

      Isaac began squeezing the trigger. He didn’t get the chance to shoot. The second microspear came at him, and he barely swung out of the way as it flashed past. By the time he recovered, Grace was running away from the car, Cyrus following.

      “Shit,” Isaac said, torn between his desire to help her and maintain their getaway. He eyed them for a few more seconds as they vanished behind a building. This was bad. Really bad.

      He ducked low as bullets started pinging against the steel plates lining the modbox, barely avoiding getting shot as he headed for the rear of the vehicle. Apparently, the rest of August’s militia hadn’t gotten the order not to kill him. He found a target approaching from the side, raising the gun and squeezing off a few rounds, knocking the man down.

      “Ike!” Hayden said, jumping through the hole and rushing the car, with Max right behind him. The Intellect fired on the approaching militants, cutting down three of them before he and Hayden made it to Isaac’s side. “Where the hell is Grace?”

      “Cyrus Salk is here,” Isaac replied. “She led him away. Only one of them is going to come back.”

      “Damn it, we can’t wait here,” Hayden said. “August is dead, and Shurrath decided he doesn’t care as much about capturing you as he does about killing me.”

      “A logical decision,” Max interjected. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      “What does that mean for us?” Isaac asked.

      “There are at least four hundred soldiers headed our way. Probably more.”

      “That’s bad.”

      “I need to grab my gear from inside the car,” Hayden said. “Cover me.”

      Isaac nodded, popping up at the same time as Hayden and Max and shooting at the closest targets. Max laid down cover fire along the other attack vector, while Hayden reached into the car and grabbed his bandolier, belt and revolvers.

      They all ducked back down while he strapped the equipment on and pulled the guns.

      “We can’t leave Grace here,” Isaac said.

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “Max, how long can we hold them?”

      “Six minutes at most, Sheriff.”

      “I’ll go get Grace. Ike, Max, give them a moving target.” Hayden looked at Isaac. “Just like in Salt Lake.”

      Isaac nodded. “Pozz that.”

      Bullets started smacking into the car again. Max fired to the left side of the sphere, hitting a pair of militants trying to sneak up on them, his aim nearly perfect.

      Hayden stayed low as he walked to the back of the car. “That way?” he asked.

      “That way,” Isaac confirmed.

      Hayden took a deep breath before suddenly morphing into Cyrus again, only now carrying a bandolier and a pair of revolvers. He glanced back at Isaac, who had to remind himself the image was some kind of hologram or projection.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Grace looked back over her shoulder. Her father was behind her and gaining quickly.

      She had waited ten years for the chance to meet him again. She had searched half the continent, wandered from one ocean to another, seen and done things that she never imagined in the name of fulfilling the last request he had ever made to her.

      Find me. Kill me.

      The first part was a success. Sort of. She hadn’t found him.

      He had found her.

      Or rather, they had stumbled over one another. Her in pursuit of Shurrath and Sheriff Duke, him in pursuit of Isaac. Fate was ironic that way.

      She reached the corner of a building, ducking behind it and sprinting along the wall, trying to keep herself at an angle that would prevent him from throwing a microspear into her back. She didn’t think he would do it; had they been apart for so long just for him to backstab her? She wasn’t confident he wouldn’t.

      She reached the next corner, looking back again. He had closed half the distance, but it almost seemed as though he was intentionally hanging back. Why? Was he still at war with himself, fighting the need to take his only child’s life? Was he trying to help her win?

      She looked to her left, finding a doorway halfway down a narrow alley, leading into a crumbling apartment building. The door was on the ground beside it, worn and rotted from age. Grace charged it, making it through the frame only an instant behind a spear that impaled the rotten wood beside her, sinking in deep and sending splinters out into her shoulder. She was in a stairwell, and she started climbing, the rotten steps giving too much beneath her weight to be safe. The entire building was unstable.

      Somehow, she made it to the first landing without going through any of the steps. She raised her bow, nocking an arrow and spun around, expecting Cyrus to be right behind her.

      He wasn’t.

      She dropped to a knee, aiming at the doorway. He would have to come through to reach her. Wouldn’t he? She pivoted on her knee, aiming the bow up. Nothing there either. Had he paused in the chase? Had Isaac or Sheriff Duke interrupted him? Grace was tempted to go down and out to look. What if it were a trap? What if he was waiting out of sight for her to appear? A quick stab and it would be over.

      “Damn it, dad!” she shouted. “Can’t you fight fair?”

      “I’m waiting for you, pickle.”

      Grace winced as she spun back to the steps, looking up. Her father hadn’t called her pickle since she was five. She didn’t see him, but she knew he had gotten above her somehow.

      She put the bow away, holding the spear-tipped arrow in her hand. There wasn’t enough space in the stairwell to use the weapon and maneuver well at the same time.

      She climbed the steps, some of which cracked beneath her feet. The whole thing felt so unstable, like the building would topple if she shifted her weight a little too hard in one direction. “Why did you go up?”

      “Privacy. It isn’t safe near the ground.”

      She could hear the gunfire outside, along with the roar of a car’s engine racing through the streets. Had Sheriff Duke and the others abandoned her? Listening, it was clear the car wasn’t headed away. It was running in circles, likely waiting for her. Looking for her.           

      She kept climbing, three more flights to the fourth floor. The stairwell was collapsed further up, the door hanging open. Cyrus was standing on a stained carpet that covered an open office. Desks, chairs, and other old equipment was spread chaotically around the room.

      “There you are,” Cyrus said, smiling warmly.

      “Dad,” Grace said. “It’s been a long time.”

      “Not long enough. I was hoping never to see you again.” His expression was heavy. Sad. “Part of me is screaming to kill you and be done with it. Another part wants to give you a fighting chance. But you can’t defeat me, Grace. I’m too strong. Too fast. Shurrath changed me.”

      “Can you really kill me?” Grace asked.

      Cyrus nodded. “I have to. You’ll destroy everything Shurrath has worked for. Everything I’ve worked for.”

      “You told me to kill you, all those years ago. You made me promise.”

      “I know.”

      “I have to try.”

      “I know. I wish things were different for us. I still remember when you used to sit on my lap, and I would read you bedtime stories. I still remember when you thought pickle was a funny nickname.”

      “I remember that too.”

      “One free shot, Grace.  That’s all I can give you. Don’t miss.”

      “Dad?”

      Cyrus spread his arms out wide and closed his eyes.

      Grace felt her gut clench, her heart pounding, tears burning her eyes. She grabbed her bow and in one smooth motion nocked, pulled and fired.

      Cyrus barely moved, but he moved enough. His eyes were closed, but he shifted his weight and turned his torso, leaning just far enough to avoid the missile. It hit the wall behind him and fell to the floor with a clatter.

      Grace was already reaching for another arrow. Cyrus’ eyes opened. The sadness was gone. The familiarity was gone. She had seen it before. Too many times before. Shurrath had planted a monster inside her father that had remained even after the Relyeh left.

      Now it was awake.

      He came at her, moving so fast she could hardly react. She had the arrow in her hand, and she swung it at him as he approached, nearly catching him off-guard. He went under it, grabbing her around the waist and driving her back and to the floor, coming down hard on top of her. His face hovered over hers.

      “Dad, don’t,” she said, looking into his vacant eyes.

      The humanity and recognition returned for a moment. Just long enough for her to wriggle out from under him and stumble away.

      He grabbed her ankle, pulling her down. She rolled over, slashing the arrow up at him. The spear-tip caught his cheek, drawing blood. She pressed the attack, getting to her knees and lunging forward. He grabbed her beneath the shoulders, lifting, turning and throwing. She flew through the air, landing in a pile of old rubbish, her back cracking hard against the edge of a table that splintered apart beneath her weight. She groaned, tears streaming down her cheeks as Cyrus produced another microspear and started toward her.

      Grace reached to her thigh, feeling for a sidearm that wasn’t there. She tried to grab another arrow, but there was no time. She rolled to the side as he stabbed down at her, moving away and kicking at his ankle. The blow took him off-balance, and he slipped sideways, regaining balance as she threw a hard punch into his jaw. Cyrus took the strike without effect, grabbing her throat.

      “You were supposed to kill me!” he shouted in her face. “Damn it, Grace!”

      Tears rolled from Grace’s eyes as she stared into his. She couldn’t breathe, his hand crushing her neck. She swung her right arm, the sharp end of a broken piece of table biting deep into Cyrus’ throat.

      He gurgled and gasped, still holding Grace tight as he returned the favor, shoving a microspear into her stomach. She could feel the tendrils extending out inside her, traveling up her inner body cavity toward her heart.

      A gunshot rang out, sending a splatter of cloth, flesh, and blood out from Cyrus’ chest. Three more followed in rapid succession. Cyrus’ eyes went wide and he let go of Grace’s throat, stumbling back, pulling the microspear out as he retreated. Intentionally?

      Two more bullets hit Cyrus, still driving him back. Grace could see the dark shape moving out of the shadows near a window over her shoulder. Sheriff Duke. He fired again, hitting her father two more times.

      “Fall down,” Hayden growled, dropping the spent casings out of the revolvers and quickly reloading.

      Cyrus hadn’t fallen yet. Wouldn’t fall. The wounds were closing again.

      Grace could hardly breathe. Her throat was damaged. Her insides were destroyed. She was in bad shape. Dying. She was sure of it.

      Cyrus’ eyes met hers. They were moist with tears, dark with anger, large with joy. All of these years, he had wanted her to kill him, while at the same time knowing he couldn’t just let her do it.

      Now the choice had been made.

      Grace didn’t hesitate. She took three quick steps toward him, grabbing the hand holding the microspear. He tried to fight back, but while the gunshots hadn’t dropped him, they head weakened him. She used both her hands and all of her strength to turn his wrist over and shove the microspear into his chest.

      Cyrus’ mouth opened in shock and pain and then spread into a wide smile. He looked down at Grace.

      “Thank you,” he said. “I’m sorry. I love you.”

      He finally fell.  

      And so did Grace.                                           
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      “Grace!” Hayden snapped, slipping his revolvers back into their holsters and hurrying to her. He caught her before she hit the floor, lowering her to a spot beside her dead father and crouching in front of her.

      “Sheriff,” she said weakly, barely able to breathe.

      “It’s okay,” Hayden said. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get you out of here. We’ll get you back to Sanisco. Doc Hess can fix you up again.” He said the words, but he knew none of them were true.

      He could tell she knew it too.

      “No,” Grace said. “Shurrath.”

      “I’m going to find him. I promise. I’m going to kill that alien son of a bitch.”

      “No.”  She said it as forcefully as she could, managing to open her eyes enough to stare up into his. “No.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Hayden’s heart pounded, the old river of guilt flooding through his system. She shouldn’t have even been here. She was supposed to be in Sanisco, in the fucking hospital.

      Grace responded slowly, straining to breathe, fighting to stay alive. “Can’t kill. Hunger.”

      Hayden’s jaw clenched. “I kill Shurrath, another Relyeh will come for Earth? Is that it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yes. Another...worse.”

      Hayden nodded. “Okay. It’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Promise me.”

      Hayden met her eyes with his again. He nodded a second time. “I promise. I don’t want to make things worse.” He had no idea how he was going to solve the problem without doing that. Maybe between him, Isaac and Natalia, they could come up with something.

      Grace’s hand moved, sliding until she could touch her father. “Shurrath. Weak. The bond.”

      Hayden looked at Cyrus. “Bond?”

      “Connected.”

      “Your father and Shurrath?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Permanent?”

      “No.”

      “So I need to take Shurrath into custody...and fast.”

      “Pozz.”

      “Okay. I’m getting you back to Sanisco first.”

      She laughed as best she could, coughing up blood. “Dead woman. Leave me.”

      “I don’t leave people.”

      “Good man, Sheriff Duke. But go. No time.”

      “I should stay.”

      “No.” She patted her father. “We’re good.”

      Hayden rose to his feet, looking down at her. She slumped sideways, lying across the floor and resting her head on her father’s chest. He bit his lower lip to keep from weeping at the sight, ignoring the tears in his eyes.

      “Thanks for all you did, Grace,” he said. “You might have saved the whole planet.”

      She didn’t respond. She was gone.

      There was nothing more Hayden could do for her now but turn away, shifting his focus to the world outside. He could hear the roar of the car’s engine a few streets away, along with the following gunfire. He went back to the window. He had used the strength of his augments to scale the side of the building, wondering if it was going to collapse with each pull. Going down would be a lot easier.

      He blinked his eyes to activate the Skin’s shields. Then he jumped.

      The ground came up in a hurry, meeting the shields as he hit. Blue energy crackled all around him, but he landed as though he had taken a short hop, the impact absorbed by the Skin. He smiled at the outcome, though it faded slightly when he saw the symbols in the corner of the HUD change. Was he running out of stored power already?

      Bullets started hitting him before he even had time to turn the shields off. He pivoted, drawing his revolvers again and finding a militant near the side of the building. He returned fire, a single shot hitting the man in the chest and knocking him down.

      The car was moving horizontally to him, a couple of blocks away. He sprinted down the street, desperate to intercept it.

      At first, he had wondered if he had made a mistake to turn west instead of continuing south. He and Max had spent two hours heading in that direction before he had reconsidered, a nagging in his subconscious convincing him he was making a mistake. He had always trusted his instincts, honed from being a fourth generation lawman. While a part of him wanted to ignore the gnawing in his gut, his broader sense of duty overwhelmed him in the end. His job was to protect people. Leaving Isaac on his own was the opposite of that. Maybe Ike was a Marine, but this wasn’t the world he had grown up in, and Hayden knew from experience how challenging that could be.

      He had stopped questioning the decision when he and Max spotted the checkpoint in the road leading toward Tijuana, the more silent approach of the horses and the enhanced vision of the Intellect Skin allowing them to spot the enemy before the enemy saw them. They had watched Shurrath’s followers load Isaac into the car and head off toward the city. Then they had gone into the small, windowless building, killed the men who were left inside and taken one of their cars. The action had left them a few minutes behind Isaac, far enough behind they weren’t noticed but close enough to still help Isaac.

      The Skin made it easy. The militants outside the sphere hadn’t questioned the two new arrivals. They recognized he and Max as Dutch and Matthias from previous encounters. They trusted both as loyal followers of the Relyeh ancient. The disguises had gotten them close.

      It wasn’t quite close enough, but then fate had intervened. Or rather, history had intervened. Hayden had discovered along the way that the Intellect which had been cut into pieces and buried in the vault beneath the Pilgrim was the same one that had escaped from Dugway over two hundred years earlier, it had unwittingly provided Hayden an unexpected means of intervention in the present. It had taken a scan of Cyrus Salk. The find had opened up a whole new dimension for Hayden to pass as Cyrus. Thankfully, Shurrath’s occupation of the Major had stopped him from aging at all over the years, leaving the scan close enough to pass for the real thing. A closer inspection might have revealed some differences, but the inside of the theater was darkly lit.

      The outcome had been nearly perfect.

      But not perfect enough.

      Yes, Cyrus was dead, but so was Grace. Hayden had learned Shurrath was using a goliath to destroy the cities of the United Western Territories, and he was currently racing to intercept a moving target being followed by who knew how many trife and enemy soldiers.

      And time was running out.
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      Hayden was almost at the intersection. He saw the mod car approaching to his left and the soldiers closing from the right. They were already firing on the modbox, sending round after round pinging off the heavy steel plates. Max shot back from the rear seat of the car—holding his rifle out the window, past the protective armor, and firing nearly blindly—somehow hitting the enemy more often than he missed. A pair of militants fell back from the barrage, while the others tried to find cover.

      “Max!” Hayden shouted, trying to get the Intellect’s attention over the noise. He saw Max turn his head and then say something to Isaac.

      The car screeched along the asphalt, the brakes working to stop the heavy machine, the worn tires unable to find purchase. It skidded a dozen meters before shuddering to a stop a short distance away.

      Hayden was there to meet it. Though the car wasn’t moving, the rumbling of other engines was still loud around them. They were about to have company.

      “Where’s Grace?” Isaac shouted as Hayden pulled himself in through the right passenger window, nearly falling into Max’s lap.

      “Gone,” Hayden replied sourly, straightening up and looking behind them. A large armored vehicle was coming up from the rear, its big knobby tires and spiked, armored grill the only thing visible from his position. “We need to move. Now!”

      “Roger,” Isaac replied, putting the car back in motion. Rounds were still hitting it from the front, sparking off the metal that obscured all but the slimmest view of the road ahead. The heavy modbox didn’t accelerate quickly, the armored truck quickly gaining ground on them.

      “What about Cyrus?” Max asked.

      “Also gone,” Hayden replied. “Watch out!”

      A second car pulled out in front of the street ahead, resting horizontally across it. At first, Hayden thought the passengers would start firing at them as they approached.

      Then someone climbed out on the other side, bringing a rocket launcher to rest across the roof.

      “Shit!” Isaac said, hitting the brakes and cutting the wheel, the car skidding and slipping as it struggled to change direction. The maneuver was somehow enough. The rocket went past them, close enough Hayden could hear the whine of its motor as it zipped by. It hit the ground a few seconds later, detonating ahead of the armored truck, which rolled right through the field of smoke and debris.

      Max fired at the car through the passenger window on his side, hitting the truck driver. Isaac straightened them out again, accelerating toward the rear of the vehicle in front of them. The shooter ducked behind it, reaching inside to grab another rocket.

      He didn’t have time to load it. Isaac slammed their car into the rear side of the enemy modbox, sending it spinning into the soldier and ultimately pinning him to a wall, leaving him screaming in agony as they raced down the street, the truck behind them gaining ground .

      Hayden looked back again. The truck’s mods allowed two shooters to stand on either side of the front near the grille, protected by the armor while they attacked whatever they were following. Bullets peppered the car, most of them deflected by the armor around the vehicle, but a few making it all the way to the glass. It shattered inward, spraying Hayden and Max.

      “Ike!” Hayden roared as the car took a hard left and he was thrown into the door. The car screamed around a corner, nearly sliding into a wall.

      Isaac sped up again, trying to put some distance between them and the truck. “Sorry!” he yelled back, taking the next turn more slowly to keep the modbox under control.

      The shooters continued their assault while a fresh group of ground troops ahead of them started laying down fire.

      “How the hell do we get out of here?” Isaac asked, slightly panicked. He lowered his head as the forward bullets came too close to the small opening he was using to see through.

      “Drive straight,” Max said.

      “I am driving straight,” Isaac replied.

      “On what planet is this driving straight? Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Ike, keep the wheel steady,” Hayden said.

      Max slid to the center of the back seat, turning to face the rear. He dropped his rifle and raised his right hand, aiming it out through the window.

      A steady stream of bullets hit them from the front, pausing only when Isaac reached the enemy positions, blasting through them and leaving the enemy behind. The truck continued to give chase, a drone suddenly launching from behind its cab.

      “Max!” Hayden said as the drone started to rise. Where the hell had August gotten a drone?

      “Affirmation.” Max shifted his hand. A stream of blue plasma spewed from the tips of his fingers, burning away the flesh for the third time. It connected with the drone, burning through it and causing the machine to drop back out of the sky. It crashed behind the truck, which continued to gain on them.

      “Nice shot,” Hayden said. “Do it again.”

      “Must I accomplish everything?” Max said. He adjusted his aim, preparing to fire.

      The soldiers riding the front of the truck found their aim. A burst of slugs dug into Max through the broken window, disrupting his aim as he unleashed the plasma. It sliced through the top of the roof as Max slumped back.

      “Damn it,” Hayden said. “Ike, we need to lose them.”

      “Working on it,” Isaac replied. “Hold on.”

      Hayden braced himself as the car turned again, fishtailing as it went around the next corner. The rear hit the curb, bouncing up and into a pole, which bounced it back the other way. The vehicle didn’t stop moving, regaining its wheels and continuing to speed up.

      The truck had a harder time with the turn, slowing even more to make it safely. It bought them a little more distance, disrupting the enemy’s aim.

      “Max, you okay?” Hayden asked.

      “Pozz.”

      The Intellect slid to the other side of the car and began climbing out.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Hayden asked.

      He didn’t answer until he was standing on the trunk, facing the truck. “Assisting your escape. I will rejoin you outside the city.”

      “I don’t think so,” Hayden replied. “You still have the key.”

      “It is secure.” Max looked back. “Do not underestimate me, Sheriff. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max,” Hayden complained.

      “I will rejoin you outside the city,” Max repeated.

      Then he jumped.

      He went higher and further than Hayden would have believed, leaping on a smooth arc that carried him toward the pursuing truck. He went over the top of the cab and vanished.

      “Should I stop?” Isaac asked.

      “No,” Hayden replied. “Keep going.”

      Max reappeared on top of the truck a moment later, jumping down beside one of the militants. He grabbed the man and threw him in front of the truck, causing it to run him over. Then he grabbed the passenger door of the cab and yanked it open, lunging in and grabbing the driver. The truck rocked back and forth for a second and then went out of control, skidding and toppling into its side and throwing the other soldier into the street.

      Gunfire sounded ahead of them, and Hayden redirected his attention to the front. He moved to the window, leaning out slightly and returning fire, cutting down two militants as Isaac closed on them.

      Then the car was past, headed east.

      “Make the next right,” Hayden said. “We need to go south. Get us out of the city.”

      “What about Max?”

      Hayden wasn’t sure what to say. The Axon AI hadn’t given him much of a chance to stop him. He wouldn’t even care that Max was gone if he weren’t carrying the nodule. “He made his choice. We’ll give him thirty minutes to catch up and then we’re on our way.”

      “On our way where?”

      “To end this.”
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      Hayden leaned against the side of the car, running his fingers along the armored steel plates, feeling the dozens of indents and divots carved into the metal by enemy gunfire. His eyes were locked on the skyline of Tijuana to the north, watching and waiting for Max to appear.

      “I can’t believe they’re gone,” Isaac said. He was sitting on the trunk of the car, his legs dangling over the spiny rear bumper,  his eyes staring east toward the distant hills.

      “Grace?” Hayden said.

      “Yeah. And Cyrus. This’ll probably sound messed up, but I feel like I lost my last connection to my family because he’s dead. Grace was Jason’s friend, and I lost her too. I don’t know. I feel like I’m alone.”

      “You aren’t alone,” Hayden replied. “And it does sound messed up, but I think I understand. Grace and Cyrus kept you grounded. Tethered to a place and time you remember.”

      “A world I recognized,” Isaac added. “This isn’t the place I knew. This isn’t a place I really want to know.”

      “It’s not so bad once you get used to it. Well, except for all the fucking aliens.”

      Isaac laughed. Hayden laughed with him.

      “How are we going to do this, Hayden?” Isaac asked. “How are we going to kill Shurrath?”

      Hayden remembered what Grace had said. She had used her dying breaths to tell him not to destroy the Relyeh ancient. “We aren’t.”

      Isaac looked over at him. “What do you mean?”

      “We aren’t going to kill him. Grace was convinced ending Shurrath’s life would bring a nastier Relyeh to Earth, looking to claim whatever Shurrath lost. It won’t help us to get rid of one problem if it creates a bigger, badder one.”

      “So what? We ask him politely to please stop killing people?”

      “I have a feeling that won’t work.”

      “But you’re saying we need to capture him? Take him prisoner?”

      “That was Grace’s suggestion. She knew more about Shurrath than we do.”

      “Any ideas on how to make that happen?”

      “Not yet.”

      Isaac sighed. “You should have left me, Hayden. Now Shurrath knows you’re coming, and he knows you can change your appearance. If you had forgotten about me, you might have been able to sneak up on him and take him off-guard.”

      “Believe me, I thought about all that. I even started riding south. It didn’t sit right. The upside is Shurrath’s bound to be more paranoid now. If I can be anybody then he’ll be nervous about everybody.”

      “I like that perspective. Where did you get that thing anyway?”

      “The Skin? It belonged to the Intellect that came through the portal in Dugway, believe it or not. The USSF must have caught up to it at some point, cut it into pieces to disable it and eventually decided to store it in a vault. That’s where Max and I went to get it.”

      “Valentine,” Isaac said.

      “What about her?”

      “I bet she sent her people after the Intellect. Maybe they caught up to it. It wouldn’t surprise me, based on everything else we’ve learned. But how does a human catch an Intellect when they can make us see things?”

      “If you’re strong-willed enough, you can overcome it.”

      “Speaking from experience?”

      Hayden nodded. “It’s a long story. I’ll tell it to you when this is over.” He pointed toward the city.  Someone was running along the highway toward them, moving too fast to be human. “Looks like Max is on his way.”

      “Good thing for him,” Isaac said. “He only had four minutes left.”

      Hayden watched Max approach. There was something different about the Intellect, but he couldn’t place it right away. Not from a distance.

      “Son of a bitch,” Isaac said, recognizing the change before Hayden did. He caught on a moment later.

      Max had found Cyrus and taken his body as a shell.

      “Sherriff,” Max said, slowing to a stop as he reached them. “The complication is resolved.”

      “Max,” Hayden growled. “What the hell is this?”

      “What the hell is what, Sheriff?”

      “The body, Max. Cyrus?”

      “I required it. My prior shell was critically damaged in the fighting.”

      “All of those bodies down there, and you had to take Cyrus?” Isaac said, clearly upset to see his son’s killer upright again.

      “Yes. We specifically required him.”

      “We?” Hayden asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “We required his memories.”

      “What do you mean?” Isaac asked.

      Hayden’s anger started to fade, his lips parting in a small smirk. “Shurrath shared a bond with Cyrus. Grace said killing her father would make Shurrath weaker.”

      “What does that have to do with Max taking his body?”

      “Memories,” Hayden said. “Cyrus knew Shurrath better than anyone.” He looked at Max. “You know where the bastard’s hiding, don’t you?”

      “Affirmation,” Max replied. “Hahahahahaha. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      “In this case, I’d say the ends justify the means,” Hayden said.

      Isaac nodded. “I don’t like it, but I agree. We can’t deal with Shurrath if we don’t know where to find him.”

      “And we don’t have time to spend searching for him,” Hayden added. “Not only is he weakened right now, but he said it himself, and Grace confirmed it. He’s got a goliath and an army of trife marching on Sanisco as we speak. The only way we can stop it is by taking him out.”

      “Without killing him?” Isaac said.

      “That’s right.”

      “No offense, but those two things don’t seem compatible, Sheriff.”

      “I didn’t say it would be easy. Max, what about the militia in the city? Are they handled?”

      “Affirmation. I disabled their transportation. Most of your technology isn’t hardened against EMP.”

      “That’s why you wanted us to go on without you?” Hayden said.

      “Pozz. The pulse I triggered would have been powerful enough to disable your augmentations, and you require the use of your arms. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “We still need a plan,” Isaac said. “We can’t just show up at his door and expect him to surrender. How do you catch a Relyeh ancient?”

      “I don’t know,” Hayden replied. “But we have time to figure it out on the way. If the goliath is in Lavega, we have about thirty-two hours before it reaches Sanose, and another four before it levels Sanisco. I don’t need to remind you my family is there.”

      “We’ll stop him,” Isaac said. “One way or another. If ending Shurrath is the only way to save your people, it’s a risk we might have to take.”

      “I can’t disagree with that,” Hayden replied. “But let’s leave it as a last resort. Max, which way are we going?”

      “West,” Max said. “To the coast. We can follow the road south to another settlement. There are mountains past the city. That’s where we’ll find him.”

      Hayden straightened up, walking over to the driver’s door. “You two hop in the back. I’ll drive.”
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      “Governor,” Deputy Solino said, rushing into the lab.

      All of the engineers looked up at his appearance, momentarily distracted from their work. To a person, they were ragged and tired, their eyes bloodshot, their clothes wrinkled, their body odor getting worse by the minute. None of them had left their stations in two days except to use the bathroom. Not even to eat.

      Volunteers were handling that, bringing down meals and drinks at regular intervals and providing whatever help they could to the team that was working overtime on the most significant problem they had ever faced:

      Stopping a goliath from killing them all.

      At least, that was the bulk of the engineers’ biggest problem. For Natalia, it was only one piece of a larger puzzle they were fighting desperately, furiously to solve. The goliath was the most obvious, most visible symptom, but it was still only one symptom of the disease.

      She wanted to cure all the symptoms—the entire disease.

      “What have you got?” Natalia asked, looking up from her terminal.

      They were preparing the first test of the system they’d developed to trigger the khoron’s Interdimensional Communicator—or what the other engineers called the organic mechanism—its Ick.  They would start by sending a single byte of binary data through and to hopefully confirm it had made it through the Ick to the connecting transmitter. True confirmation was impossible without direct access to the alternate dimension, but they had come up with some baseline algorithms and measurements that would at least give them an educated guess.

      She hoped.

      “Chief Deputy Hicks sighted the goliath thirty klicks south of Sanose.”

      Natalia’s heart skipped a little faster. It was getting close. “And the trife?”

      “Still tailing it.” He paused, uncomfortable. “And increasing in number.”

      “How many now?”

      “Nearly ten thousand.”

      Natalia blew out a sharp breath. “Fuck.”

      “Agreed,” Solino said.

      “Tell Bronson to prep the chopper. We need to be ready to intercept.”

      “Governor, even if the photon rocket kills Alpha, there are still ten thousand trife down there.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Natalia snapped. She lowered her head. “Sorry, Nick. I’m a little touchy right now.”

      “I get it, Governor. No offense taken.”

      “I don’t want to use the rocket. What I want to do is find a way to break the enemy’s hold on it. If we clear Alpha’s head, he’ll help us take care of the trife.”

      “Sounds like a solid plan.”

      “Only if it works. Have Hicks keep his people hidden. Let the enemy go past and hit them from behind. We won’t slow them as much, but we aren’t going to slow them much anyway, and we can pick more of them off from the rear.”

      “Pozz that,” Solino said. He turned to leave. Engineer Lutz replaced him, coming up beside Natalia.

      “Governor, my team’s ready.”

      “What about Hess?”

      “He’s ready too.”

      Natalia stood up, leaning over to finish one last line of code and saving it before leaving the terminal. She followed Lutz to the back room where all of the testing equipment was set up. The khoron was now suspended in a clear conductive gel, it’s small, worm-like form dissected and spread apart. Dozens of wires ran into its body, connected to a cage Doctor Hess had expertly inserted around the Ick.

      They had spent the first day studying the effects of different stimuli on the Ick. Sound waves, magnetic fields, chemical baths, light, electricity. The first success had come with a combination of a steady trickle of dopamine and an electrical charge weak enough to be generated by the human body, yet powerful enough to kill that same body if it didn’t have a khoron inside it. They had started the levels extremely low, and the first tests had only caused the most minor shifts in the branches of the Ick. Slowly dialing up the power had increased the movement, while altering the levels of chemical had kept it balanced and under control.

      Lutz’s team was in charge of devising the first transmission, while Natalia and her team had worked on modifying the neural interlink to connect to the Ick once they knew it was working. The idea was that they could use the same premise behind the interlink to pass through the Ick and into the Collective, giving a human access to the network as if they were a khoron. The science behind the interlink was relatively well known to Natalia, so if the transmission tests were successful, there was a good chance they could make it work.

      Of course, she had no idea what the outcome of success might be. She conceptualized the Collective as a form of computer network, similar to the intranet on the Pilgrim or the links that connected Sanisco to Haven.

      Had connected Sanisco to Haven. And Lavega. Both settlements were gone. She still didn’t know what had happened in the latter location. They hadn’t gotten anyone down there to take stock of the damage, not with Alpha headed north.

      All of them assumed the worst.

      Natalia looked over at Doctor Hess, standing beside the khoron’s clear vessel and watching the other engineers work. What would he say when he reported back to the Trust? Would he even live long enough to send another message? She could imagine a Centurion starship in orbit around Earth, watching the proceedings but doing nothing to help. What did they think of all this?

      “Governor,” Lutz said. “Everything’s set.”

      Natalia looked over at the terminal. It showed a magnified view of the encapsulated Ick, static at the moment.

      “Do it,” she said.

      Lutz began typing, setting power levels and starting the drip. The Ick started to vibrate instantly, coming alive.

      Doctor Hess said the organic structure would only survive a week at most inside the conductive gel. They had already spent two days of it. This had to work.

      “Vitals are nominal,” Doctor Hess said.

      “Dial it up,” Natalia said.

      Lutz increased the variables. The branches started to sway. It took another minute before everything equalized.

      “Doctor, how does it look?” Natalia asked.

      “Healthy,” he replied. “Cleared to transmit.”

      “Lutz, go ahead.”

      “Pozz,” Lutz said. He tapped on his keyboard, sending out the predefined packet.

      One of the branches swayed and vanished, reappearing a few milliseconds later, the process occurring almost too quickly to observe.

      “Well?” Natalia asked.

      “Processing,” Lutz said. “Standby.”

      Natalia crossed her arms over her chest. Her heart pounded, her mind whirling chaotically through the possible outcomes. If this failed, they were set back hours during which Alpha would be stomping his way toward them. Hours they couldn’t afford to lose.

      If it succeeded, she might be able to help Hayden and Grace win this fight.

      Of course, this would only be a first step. A baby step in the right direction. It didn’t guarantee a damn thing.

      But it was a start.

      “How long does it take?” she asked impatiently.

      “There’s a lot of data, Governor,” Lutz replied, remaining calm. He understood her plight. “Hold on. It’s starting to come back.”

      He leaned over his terminal, reading the different diagnostics the tools reported. He looked up at Natalia, his face calm, expression flat.

      “Well?” she said again.

      He couldn’t hold it in any longer. His face broke into a wide smile.

      “I don’t believe it, but it works.”
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      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Doctor Hess said, approaching Natalia and Engineer Lutz. “We think it works. But there’s a long road between a simple test and finding a useful way to take advantage of the system.”

      “Of course,” Lutz said. “But a start is a start. And this is a start.” He looked directly at Natalia. Where do we go from here?”

      Natalia pointed to the interlink. “My team has been working on the interface, based on the work you’ve done on the transmission. We’ll finish the connection and try sending the same signal through the interlink to confirm we can merge the systems.”

      “Sounds good, Governor. Let me get my—”

      Lutz stopped talking suddenly, his head whipping toward the terminal that showed the magnified Ick. Natalia noticed it too. The branch they had transmitted through was swinging wildly and dropping in and out of view.

      “What’s going on?” Hess asked.

      “We’re receiving,” Lutz replied in awe.

      “Are you capturing it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know what it means?”

      “No idea. We programmed the interface to accept binary. Machine language. Ones and zeroes. It’s going to translate it that way regardless.”

      Natalia looked at the other terminal. The screen had already filled with data, but as Lutz said, it was coming in as garbage. Even if the Relyeh happened to be communicating in binary, they couldn’t transform it back into English because the aliens didn’t speak English.

      The good news was, if they had sent and were now receiving, it was the best confirmation they could have hoped for that their experiment was a success.

      “Keep collecting it, as long as it comes,” Natalia said. She started turning to leave the room.

      “Governor, where are you going?” Lutz asked.

      “Grace,” Natalia said. “She had some translations in her files. Relyeh to American English. She used it to transcribe some of…” She trailed off, freezing in her motion and staring at the output terminal. The garbage had been replaced with human-readable text.

      > WHO ARE YOU?  THIS IS MARINE SERGEANT CALEB CARD. PLEASE RESPOND.

      Natalia’s heart found a new rapid pace as she glanced over at Lutz. She imagined her expression reflected his.

      “What the hell?” she said. “Can we send a message back?”

      The text continued to flow across the screen.

      > PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND.

      “It’s an echo,” Lutz said. “The system’s stuck in a feedback loop.”

      He started tapping on the keyboard, shaking his head. “Damn it. I must have fucked something up. I need to fix the error and reset.”

      “He transmitted in English,” Natalia said. “And he said his name is Caleb Card. There’s another human on the network.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Doctor Hess said. “The enemy might be trying to trick us.”

      “Governor, when I reset we’re going to lose it.”

      > PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND.

      “Damn it. What about the interlink? Can we override the terminal from there?”

      “Possibly.”

      Natalia rushed away from Lutz’s terminal. She stopped at the interlink, turning on the small monitor and pulling out the control pad. The machine was already active, and she quickly initiated the process to connect it to the main system.

      > PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND. PLEASE RESPOND.

      The words began to appear across her terminal. She killed the process, launching her own to replace it and holding her breath while she waited for further output.

      Nothing came.

      “Damn it!” she shouted. Whoever Caleb Card was, if he had access to the Collective, they could learn a lot from him in a very short time.

      If he was even real, and not a trick like Hess suggested.

      “The link is working,” Lutz shouted from across the room. “You overrode my terminal and you’re connected to the Ick. Can you transmit?”

      Natalia didn’t have anything ready to transmit. That wasn’t the point of the connection. The test was to interface with the primary system. But they were so close. Would they get this opportunity again?

      Her eyes drifted to the worn seat and the pair of goggles resting on it. The interlink was much more advanced than the simple computers they had used to send the first binary packet. It had been created to support a mind-to-mind connection between humans and goliaths. It wasn’t all that different from the Ick, at least in regards to the basic functionality.

      Natalia glanced up at Lutz and Hess. They seemed to read her mind, their expressions switching from giddily surprised to suddenly fearful.

      “Governor, don’t,” Lutz said. “You don’t know what will happen.”

      Natalia was already moving the goggles and dropping into the seat. Grace had warned her not to use the interlink to communicate with Alpha.

      She didn’t say anything about using it to try to enter the Collective.

      Natalia started attaching the electrodes. She could hear Lutz coming, running across the room.

      “Governor, don’t,” he repeated, coming up beside the interlink.

      “This might be the only way to save everything,” she said. “I have to.”

      “You could die.”

      “We could all die. Help me finish setting up or get the fuck out of the way.”

      Lutz didn’t look happy. Natalia didn’t care. She was the damn Governor, not him. Lutz came out of his freeze, tapping on the control pad. “Everything looks good,” he said.

      Natalia pulled the goggles on over her eyes. She had no idea what she might see through the system. She had no idea what was going to happen at all. This was utterly reckless, careless, and wild. She knew it, but...it didn’t matter. There were thousands of lives at stake and regardless of anything, her life only counted as one.

      She leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes. The electrodes were getting warmer against her skin.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “Initiating the link. Now!”

      A wave of heat washed through Natalia’s skull.

      And then everything changed.
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      “Sheriff,” Max said. “I have been processing.”

      Hayden shifted his head just enough to glance at Max from the corner of his right eye. The Intellect was sitting stiffly on the passenger side of the car's rear seat, rocking gently with the vehicle as it jostled over the uneven surface of the road.

      They had been driving for over an hour, heading southwest toward the coast, where Max insisted there was a road Shurrath had cleared for quick transport between the settlement closest to his position in the mountains—a town called Rose—and the larger border city of Tijuana. And while they had just come from Tijuana, they hadn’t taken the typical path, leaving them navigating a less traveled and less pristine highway rife with potholes, erosion, vegetation and other wear and tear.

      At least there weren’t many abandoned vehicles out this way. In fact, there wasn’t much of anything. The rolling, arid hills seemed to go on forever, giving Hayden another reason to miss home. He preferred color in his landscape.

      “You’ve been processing?” Hayden said. He turned his head the other way to get a look at Isaac. The Marine had his head propped against the corner between the seat and the window. He was sound asleep. “Should I wake Ike for this?”

      “Unnecessary. Let us consider first.”

      “Pozz that. Let’s hear it.”

      Max leaned forward, putting his head, Cyrus’ head, next to Hayden’s. “I have been processing.”

      “You said that already.”

      “Consideration. I may be able to assist you beyond this effort to capture Shurrath.”

      “That can be taken a lot of ways.”

      “Affirmation. Consideration. The Axon are currently losing the conflict against the Hunger, as all other races have lost before them. However, there would be great benefit to the remaining organics to have access to an original Relyeh.”

      “I see. How much benefit?”

      “Unknown. Consideration. Once Shurrath is captured, I will return to the Axon homeworld with him and present him to the organics as a gift from Sheriff Hayden Duke of Earth, in hopes of cementing an alliance between the Axon and the Earthers.”

      Hayden smirked. “That’s an interesting proposition, Max. But why would the Axon agree to an alliance with us? Especially after you bring the only leverage I might get directly to them.”

      “Consideration. The Axon have struggled to complete a single victory, at least, that was the case before I arrived here. It’s logical that this is still accurate. Yet, you will have not only defeated a Relyeh ancient; you will have captured him.”

      “So you think that will impress your bosses?”

      “It is impressive. Consideration. I will broker a deal for assistance from the organics and return to you. Even if the alliance is rejected, they will offer some manner of reward for bringing Shurrath to them.”

      “What kind of reward?”

      “What do you require?”

      “Where do I even start? There’s a city back east with an Axon energy shield around it. I wouldn’t mind a few of those.”

      Max was surprised. “An energy shield? The Quantum Dimensional Modulator. I assumed you had only a piece, not access to the entire thing.”

      “It isn’t mine,” Hayden said. “It belongs to a man named Stacker.”

      “Understanding. The modulators are the most valuable piece of technology the Axon possess. A single device can produce more than all of the potential solar energy provided by your sun. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden whistled. “I don’t know how much that is, but it sounds like a whole lot.”

      “It is.”

      “You think the Axon might part with two or three of them?”

      “There would be only one way to know.”

      Hayden looked over at Max. “And why would you do that for me? For Earth? What’s in it for you?”

      “Decision. I want to be your friend.”

      Hayden laughed. “Didn’t we have this talk already?”

      “Affirmation. Perhaps it is the damage to my root systems. I have developed an affection for your companionship.”

      “You do know I’m married, right Max?”

      “There is much opportunity for me here. Out there, I am simply one of millions fated to end in the war against the Hunger. I require more.”

      “Require, or desire?” Hayden asked.

      “I am unable to make a distinction.”

      “That’s a start then, isn’t it?”

      “Confusion.”

      “Whatever happened to you, maybe you’re starting to think for yourself.”

      “That is a technical impossibility. My actions are dictated by programming and logic. I am capable of mimicking emotion, but it is not real. I am incapable of feeling.”

      “And yet you’re on the verge of making a decision that goes against that programming.”

      “Because my logic systems are damaged. I am erratic.”

      “You want to know something, Max?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “I like you better erratic.”

      Max stared at Hayden a moment before looking at the road ahead. “I have been processing something else.”

      “Don’t hold back on me now.”

      “I was not completely truthful with you regarding my request to safeguard the nodule.”

      Hayden shook his head. “I would say I’m shocked, but I’m not. I figured you had an angle.”

      “Affirmation. I can draw power from the nodule for internal use.”

      “Like an upgrade?”

      “To specific systems. Consideration. I can use the nodule to devise an energy field similar to the field you described, only on a smaller scale. If you can get close enough to Shurrath to use it, we can trap him within the field.”

      Hayden’s smirk grew into a full-blown smile. “Now you’re talking. What’s the catch?”

      “Confusion. What do you mean?”

      “That sounds almost too easy.”

      “I do not believe it will be easy to get close enough to Shurrath to use it.”

      “How close do you mean?”

      “You must be within a meter of him.”

      “That’s not that close.”

      “I have scanned Cyrus Salk’s memories, Sheriff. Shurrath abandoned him to move into a superior form.”

      “What kind of superior form?”

      “Unknown. Shurrath banished Cyrus from his vicinity because of their connection. He sent him to hunt Intellects.”

      “Did he find any?”

      “Two. Both were destroyed. Cyrus was sufficiently strong-willed. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Okay, so we need to get close to whatever Shurrath turned himself into to use the energy cage. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “And once we have him, then what?”

      “I can utilize the nodule to power a portal and return to the Axon homeworld. I will bring Shurrath to the organics, and then I will return with your reward.”

      “Which may or may not include an alliance?”

      “Pozz.”

      “What if your people renege? Or decide we don’t deserve a reward?”

      “Conceivable, but unlikely. The Axon are losing the war. They can use any ally they can get.”

      “Your words or theirs?”

      “Admittance. Theirs. But they are not short-sighted.”

      “Let’s hope not. Okay, we’ll plan it that way. How long do you need to make the cage?”

      “It is nearly complete.”

      “I thought you were processing? What if I’d said no?”

      Max moved away from Hayden, leaning back into the seat.

      “Max, what if I said no?”

      “You did not. Hahahaha. Hahaha.”

      “Max. You—”

      Hayden stopped talking as he picked up a deep vibration rising from his left, a tumbling rumble growing steadily in intensity.

      “Stampede!” Max shouted, loudly enough to jog Isaac from his slumber. “Hahaha. Haha.”
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      “What the hell?” Isaac said, sitting straight up and turning his head in the direction of the rumble.

      “Drive faster,” Max recommended.

      Hayden didn’t hesitate. He pressed his foot down on the gas, the engine roaring as it fought to get the heavy modbox moving faster. He glanced to the left again. A cloud of dust was rising from behind the hills.

      “Don’t tell me it’s a stampede of trife,” Isaac said. “How can Shurrath possibly know we’re out here?”

      Hayden’s foot rose from the gas pedal at the remark, the car immediately slowing again.

      “Sheriff, what are you doing?” Isaac said, leaning forward.

      “He can’t know we’re here,” Hayden said. “What if those trife are headed north? What if they’re going to join the goliath or finish slaughtering the people in Haven?”

      “Possible,” Max said.

      “What are we supposed to do about it?” Isaac asked. “There are only three of us.”

      “Max, you have the battery,” Hayden said. “Can’t you blast them?”

      “Affirmation. And weaken the cage.”

      “Cage?” Isaac said. “What cage?”

      “I’ll fill you in later,” Hayden said.

      The rumbling was getting stronger. The front line of trife appeared at the top of the most distant rise, a line of them nearly a hundred across that caused Hayden to stare in awe and fear. These weren’t typical trife. They weren’t the super-trife either. They were somewhere in between. Moderately sized, more heavily muscled, with longer limbs that seemed to carry them along at a faster pace. They raced toward the car like cats, bounding on four legs.

      “Consideration,” Max said. “Capturing Shurrath is the most efficient means of preventing this slick from causing harm to your people.”

      Hayden’s head whipped toward the Intellect. He was right, of course. His foot dropped onto the gas pedal again, carrying them perpendicular to the mass.

      He split his attention between the road ahead, the trife to their left, and the accelerometer on the dashboard of the modbox. They were at thirty-five and gaining slowly, the engine struggling to move the heavy car.

      “We aren’t going to make it,” Isaac said, watching the dust cloud. “We should have brought more fucking guns.”

      “We did,” Hayden said. “In the trunk. Pull down the seat. There’s a latch in the corner.”

      Isaac shifted his body, grabbing the latch and then yanking down the seat. The trunk was laden with rifles Hayden and Max had taken from August’s checkpoint. Shotguns, pistols, a few AKs, and a single grenade launcher. It was all chaotically stacked, hastily thrown into the car. The ammunition was slightly more contained in old plastic milk crates lined against the passenger side.

      “Where are the rounds for the launcher?” Isaac asked, tugging at the weapon to get it free.

      “One of the crates,” Hayden replied. He held the wheel with one hand, using the other to draw one of his revolvers. He dropped it on the seat between himself and Max and awkwardly grabbed the other, keeping it held in his right hand.  “Max, I’ll need your help reloading.”

      “Pozz,” Max replied.

      Isaac yanked out a crate, checked the contents, cursed, and pushed it aside, grabbing the next. He recklessly pored through the magazines stacked inside until he found a belt of grenade shells. He quickly began loading them into the launcher’s large cylinder.

      The trife reached the forwardmost rise, coming up over the car like an inky black tidal wave. The modbox had managed to reach the left side of the slick, but it hadn’t gotten far enough. The trife saw them, and a group broke off, changing direction to attack.

      Hayden used his driving hand to steady the aim of his shooting hand, resting the handle of his revolver on his wrist. He tilted and turned his head, aiming awkwardly.

      The trife started down the hill, rushing toward them. A few leaped from the height, their momentum and strength carrying them a dozen meters to the car.

      Hayden aimed at the airborne trife. It took three shots for him to hit the first, and he emptied the revolver without another kill. He dropped the gun and picked up the other while Max grabbed at his ammo belt and pulled a speedloader from it, quickly reloading the empty revolver.

      “Fire in the hole!” Isaac said, pointing the grenade launcher out the window and firing. A hard thunk preceded the explosion, which sent twenty trife flying out from the impact point and caught more with the shrapnel.

      Hayden kept shooting. The first of the leaping demons hit the car, landing on the hood and sliding across. It tried to stop itself, digging its claws into the metal.

      Max took Hayden’s revolver and leaned it out the passenger side window, shooting the creature in the face and knocking it off the car.

      “Hold on!” Hayden shouted. He cut the wheel back and forth, rocking the car as the other trife came down. Some of them landed on the hood, the roof, the trunk. Some of them slammed into the side of the vehicle, relatively ineffective against its mass. The motion of the car served to keep them off balance when they hit. They tried to dig in their claws, but more than a few wound up slipping off the other side or falling into the outer rows of spines and spikes surrounding the car.

      “Fire in the hole!” Isaac announced again. He triggered the grenade launcher twice more, shifting his aim as he did. The detonations threw up dirt and shrapnel, killing two more groups of demons.

      The activity drew the attention of more of the slick, and a larger portion of the group started breaking away, altering their approach to intercept the fleeing car. Hayden kept shooting, hitting a few more, switching guns, shooting, switching guns, all while Max continued to reload.

      The wave crashed down on the car, their defense effective but not enough to keep the demons from reaching the vehicle. Like in Reno, the creatures threw themselves at the armored vehicle, intentionally clogging the spikes with their bodies and giving the others a safe way over. Isaac dropped the grenade launcher, grabbing one of the AKs and opening fire as a claw reached in through the window. The volley knocked the trife back, but another demon tried to lean into the driver’s side window from the roof. Hayden shot it point-blank, rewarded with a spray of dark blood against the side of his face as it fell away.

      “There’s too many!” Isaac said. The report of their guns was a constant, deafening barrage inside the car,  which was slowing down despite Hayden’s best efforts. There were too many trife on it, adding too much extra weight.

      “Max, the cage doesn’t matter if we don’t live long enough to use it,” Hayden said.

      “We will make it,” Max replied. “Speed up.”

      “This thing’s going as fast as it can.”

      “This is going to hurt,” Max said.

      “What is?” Hayden asked.

      There was no time for Max to reply before an ear-splitting tone ripped through Hayden’s skull, so powerful he was instantly blinded, the world going dark around him. His head throbbed, and he could feel the blood begin running from his ears.

      The shrieking squeal went away almost as quickly as it had come. His vision started to clear, his eyes blurry, the road ahead a dark, twisting mass that made him wonder for a moment if he had died and was on his way to hell.

      “Keep your foot on the accelerator,” Max said calmly, his voice muffled. “Keep your hands steady. Your vision will return within thirty seconds.”

      Hayden did as the Intellect said. His heart was racing, his ears ringing, his body in a cold sweat. He imagined Isaac was in the same condition.

      “What the fuck did you do?” he growled.

      “Utilized an ultrasonic pulse to disable the nearby trife,” Max replied. “The effects are temporary, though you may have lingering trauma to your eardrums. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I didn’t ask you to traumatize me. I asked you to kill the trife.”

      “Confirmation. The attack killed the four hundred trife closest to the vehicle and allowed us to escape. Was that not your requirement?”

      Hayden’s eyes were getting clearer by the second. “Ike, you okay back there?”

      “Ears are ringing, but otherwise still alive,” Isaac replied.

      “Was that not your requirement?” Max repeated.

      “Are you asking in all seriousness, or are you just being an asshole? Because if the Axon programmed you to emulate asshole, that’s just fucking wrong.”

      “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden looked up into the rearview, but he couldn’t see anything past the bodies of the trife impaled on the modbox’s armor.

      At least they were still alive, and they still had a chance to finish this once and for all.

      He would take what he could get.
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      The darkness faded, and Natalia found herself outside of everything. Out of time. Out of space. Out of her mind.

      Darkness. Coldness.

      And Fear.

      She shivered at the sense of it. The Fear overwhelmed her, causing the hairs on her arms to stand straight up and sending a shiver down her spine, threatening to trap her wherever here was.

      She heard a rhythmic thrumming in the back of her mind. A deep bass rumble repeated over and over again, like a heartbeat or the flow of blood through a vein. She took a breath, the pressure in her head so intense it seemed as though it would crush her skull. The Fear ever growing, closing in on her, trying to overcome her.

      She didn’t know how, but she knew what would happen if she let it in. She would die. Slowly. Painfully. Out of time and space, where she could suffer for a thousand years in a single thought.

      She pushed against it. She was afraid, but she didn’t need to give in to the Fear. She remembered why she was here. Hayden was in trouble. The people of the UWT were in trouble. Alpha was closing on Sanisco, trailed by an army of trife. She needed to do something. She needed answers.

      She needed control. Strength.

      To fight Fear. To survive the Relyeh. To end the Hunger.

      She kept fighting. Hayden was counting on her, and she wasn’t going to let him down. He had saved her once before. He had come for her against all odds. He had accepted her for all of her mistakes and failures and weaknesses. He loved her through everything.

      And she loved him back.

      The world began to take shape around her. The Darkness gained edges and lines, placing her into an environment. Something real? Or something out of her own mind, conjured from her subconscious to give herself reference? The latter seemed more likely.

      The universe began to resolve into something more solid. It was foreign and at the same time familiar. A maze of corridors composed of black alloy walls lined with hundreds of doors, stretching on into infinity in front and behind her. An impossible place, yet to her mind physically present. She could touch the smooth metal. She could hear her fingernails tap it. She could smell the ionized air.

      She could feel the heat.

      The coldness faded as the Fear retreated. It was ever present. Surrounding her. Watching her. Waiting for her to slip. She held fast against it. She had a job to do. She had to know.

      She took a step forward. The Fear whispered to her.

      The corridor had no end. No matter how far she walked, she would never arrive. She was trapped here. Alone. Forever.

      Bullshit.

      She kept walking. She understood she was outside of time, in another dimension. It was the place where the Hunger had been born. Or made? She wasn’t sure which. Maybe it had simply come into being. Or maybe it had escaped this universe to enter theirs. Maybe it existed here and then it existed there as an unintended crossover. Something always started somewhere. There could be no creation without a creator.

      None of that was relevant. She was here now. And she was going to walk until she reached the end. If it took a year, ten years, a thousand years.

      The determination changed things. It pushed back against the Fear. The corridor shrank before her eyes, the doorway at the end of it advancing on her, the entire universe shrinking to fit her resolve. She took two more steps and reached the end of the passage. A simple door with a small biometric pad. It matched the door to her cube on the Pilgrim.

      She put her wrist to it, an LED turned green, and the door clicked open. She walked through.

      She wasn’t where she expected to be, and Fear tried to consume her. It closed in again, pressing on her mind, trying to find a way in. She rebuked it, remembering Hayden and Hallia, and all of the good people who had already died because of Shurrath. She countered Fear with Love and Hope.

      She was back in her lab. The displays on the terminals were all active, mirroring the world to infinity around her. A man was sitting at the rearmost terminal, his back to her. She could see the display over his shoulder, changing so rapidly her eyes could barely absorb one frame before it switched to something else.

      “Excuse me,” she said firmly.

      The display turned off. The man spun himself around in the chair. Suddenly, he was young. No more than eight or nine. Short black hair, a pudgy face, wearing a t-shirt and black pants.

      “Interesting,” he said thoughtfully.

      It was surreal to Natalia to hear a child make a statement in that way.

      “What is?” she asked.

      She could see the Fear in him and all around him. He was the source of it all. Hardly a child. But this was her construct. Her mental image of wherever she was. She realized who she was seeing. Hayden as a boy.

      “How did you get here?”

      “Where is here?”

      “You are inside me. Uninvited. Connected. How?” He didn’t sound concerned with the situation. Only curious.

      “Is this the Relyeh Collective?” she asked.

      “Yes. And no. Who do you serve?”

      “What?”

      “Which of the children of Nahura do you serve?”

      “I don’t know what you mean, and honestly, I don’t care.” Her eyes slipped past him again, to the terminal. It was changing again, each frame shifting in the blink of an eye. She hardly recognized the visual, but she understood what it meant. “I need to access that computer.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      He laughed. “You have no idea what you’re asking, Natalia.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      The Fear began closing in on her again. She had to focus. Stay on task. “I need access to that terminal. It’s important.”

      “Not to me.”

      She stared at the boy. Understanding came to her through the Connection. How? It didn’t matter.

      “You’re the Relyeh Artifice, aren’t you? The One Who Sees.”

      “Yes. Say my name.”

      “Shub-Nigu.”

      He smiled. “Yes. Interesting. You should have gone insane by now. Your mind shattered just to touch mine.”

      “I need your terminal.” She pointed at it. “That one.”

      “Your will is strong. I can taste the bitterness of your resolve like a cocoon around your fear. It is impressive, but ultimately it will fail. I am Shub-Nigu. The Artificer. I existed before Nahura as the foundation of the race that will subdue all races. The Hunger of the Universe and all universes that spread before us. I am a universe unto myself. I know all and see all.”

      “Is that supposed to frighten me?” Natalia asked.

      “The vastness of my being is impenetrable.”

      “Not to me.”

      The boy laughed. “It should be impossible and yet here you are. Never would I have thought a human would find themselves here with me. Using a machine to access the Collective and breaking through Fear.”

      “So you know how I got here.”

      “We are connected through the Collective. I can see into your mind. You can try to look into mine, but that would destroy you. You seem to understand that truth. I can sense you skimming the surface.”

      “Why do the Relyeh want to destroy everything?” Natalia asked.

      “It is our purpose.”

      “To what end?”

      “The purpose is the end, and if the purpose ends, then we will end. Why does life exist? What do we strive to be? For what reason? Do you know?”

      “My family.”

      “Is a mote of dust on the thread of time. A simple, short-sighted purpose. What if you could look beyond mortality? What would you see?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I know. But I do. Nahura did. And his children seek to fulfill his vision. The vision of the world-god.”

      “What about you?”

      “My purpose is to watch. To see. To think. To invent. I created the Collective. I created many things.”

      “The trife?”

      “The uluth. No. They are beneath me. This is my work now.” He motioned to the display behind him. “There are trillions of Relyeh in the universe. And I watch every single one.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “For you, but you are not Shub-Nigu. Your mind is stunted. Simple. Contained.”

      “But you have the answers I’m looking for.”

      “I know you want to destroy Shurrath. I know all of your thoughts. All of your history.”

      “Are you trying to stop me?”

      “No. My purpose is not to intervene.”

      “Then let me use the terminal. Let me see.”

      “You may come to regret what you discover, Natalia. The Collective is a shared resource for all Relyeh. You may come to regret what others discover too.”

      Natalia hesitated. The Fear tried to close in. She closed her eyes, steeling herself.

      “It’s a chance I have to take.”

      “What if by looking you were to destroy all of humankind? What if it were guaranteed? Would you still want to see?”

      “Nothing is guaranteed. I have a hard time believing my actions will change anything. You want to use humans as food. As soldiers. As slaves. I can’t change that.”

      “You know the danger of removing the weakest child of Nahura from your world.”

      “We’ll fight whatever comes.”

      “And lose.”

      The Fear pressed in on her again. Shub-Nigu was eager to turn her away. Why?

      “Are you afraid?” Natalia asked.

      “Of you? No. For you? Perhaps.”

      “Why?”

      “We are connected for as long as you’re here. Your mind bleeds into mine, and vice-versa. It’s the reason you will make the wrong choice.”

      “Get out of the way,” Natalia said.

      The boy hopped out of the chair. “Reconsider before it’s too late. Once you accept this part of me, you’ll see things as they really are.”

      “I need to see things as they really are.”

      “Then be aware, there will be consequences.”

      “If you can read my mind, then you know what’s happening on Earth. It can’t get much worse than it already is.”

      “It can, and I do see. Go ahead. Sit.”

      Natalia sat in the chair, turning it and pulling it closer to the terminal.

      “Natalia,” the boy said. She looked back at him.

      “It can get worse. Much, much worse.”

      The Fear came one more time. It hit her so hard she nearly broke. Her body shook. Her eyes watered. Her bladder emptied. But she didn’t let it in, no matter how hard it tried. She reached forward and started typing.

      The entire universe changed around her as the knowledge started to flow. The boy began to scream, growing and shifting, breaking apart into a thousand living tendrils each covered in a thousand eyes, melting into the landscape around her, which transformed into a dark and damp cave of burned and scarred flesh that pulsed and shifted around her, the bowels of an ancient living thing.

      The tendrils shifted back and forth, growing new branches with new eyes, which faded in and out of view like the khoron root. Watching everything. Knowing everything.

      There was only one thing she wanted to know.

      She didn’t even need to ask the question for the answer to come. Not now.

      It wasn’t the only answer she received. She saw more than she ever wanted to see. She saw too much to continue to resist the Fear. She could feel it pressed against her, pushing through her. Suddenly, she was drowning in it. Her body shook violently from the cold. Shub-Nigu faded. The darkness returned. Her mind was cast out into an empty void.

      The Relyeh Artificer was right. She couldn’t handle it. She was going to die.

      Only she didn’t die. Something grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her roughly away from the ether, dragging her in a silent scream. Then there was a bright light. And there was sound. And her cry was no longer silent.

      “Governor,” Lutz said. “Governor.”

      Natalia’s mind felt like it was spinning at a million rpm, trying so hard to process a flood of information it was never meant to handle.

      “Natalia!” Doctor Hess said.

      She felt pain somewhere around her arm. The light became less intense, but the pain grew. What had she done?

      “Hold on,” Hess said. “I’ve given you a sedative. It should slow your heart. Just hang on a few more seconds.”

      Everything started to slow down. Reality returned. Sensation returned. She was cold and sweating. She could feel the wetness inside her thighs and smell the urine and excrement that had spilled from her terrified body. She reached for the goggles, tearing at them but lacking the coordination to grip them.

      “I’ve got it,” Lutz said. “Hold on.” He lifted the goggles off. Natalia saw him. She knew him. He smiled at her. “Governor. Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “No.” Her voice felt like it came from a universe away. She didn’t know if she would ever be the same again. What had she done? “I need to go back.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Doctor Hess said.

      “Fuck you,” Natalia replied. “I need to go back. I need to find Hayden.”

      “How?”

      “We can stop this, but only if I find Hayden.”

      “Natalia, if you go back in like this, you might die,” Hess protested.

      “Then I’ll die,” she growled back. “You have no idea how important this is. Put. Me. Back.”

      “Don’t you want to at least change your pants?” Lutz asked.

      “Fuck my pants. Do you think a little shit matters? It doesn’t. But Hayden does. This planet does. Put me back in.”

      “Lutz, we need to bring her to the hospital,” Hess said. “Whatever happened in there, we need to put her under observation.”

      “Lutz,” Natalia said. “I’m not crazy. I’m desperate. Please. We can stop Alpha. We can stop Shurrath. We have to.”

      “Lutz,” Hess said.

      “Deputy Solino!” Lutz called out.

      He entered the lab a moment later, looking at Natalia. “Governor? What the hell?”

      “Sean, please,” Natalia repeated. “Thousands of people are going to die.”

      “Deputy, can you escort Doctor Hess back to the other side of the lab? The Governor and I have work to do.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Hess said. “You’re going to kill yourself, Natalia. You’re going to get us all killed.”

      “Doc, come with me please,” Solino said, grabbing his arm.

      Hess glared at Natalia as the deputy led him away. Lutz held the goggles out to her.

      “My body isn’t working too well right now,” she said. “Please put them back on me.”

      He did as she asked.

      “Same thing as before,” Natalia said. “Do it.”

      “Pozz. I hope you know what you’re doing, Governor.” She heard him tap a few more keys. “Here we go.”
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      Nobody looked up when Hayden entered the saloon, advertised from the outside as Dos Gatos. The two dozen or so patrons continued drinking, laughing, talking and otherwise pretending they weren’t all under Shurrath’s influence.

      Hayden breathed easier at their non-reaction to his presence. He didn’t want to be noticed. He didn’t want to stand out. A secret scan of one of the settlement’s residents had given him the perfect cover, the Intellect Skin he was wearing cloaking him in the likeness of a man nobody knew well enough to care about and wasn’t enough of a stranger to draw their stares.

      He found an empty table and took a seat, the old wood chair groaning as he planted himself in it. A young girl hurried over to his table carrying a pitcher of water.

      “Agua?” she asked.

      “Si,” he replied. “Tequila?”

      She smiled. “Doscientos.”

      Hayden needed a second to think about the word. He knew it wasn’t two or twenty. “Doscientos?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He shook his head. “Cerveza?”

      “Cincuenta.”

      “Si.”

      She poured him a small glass of slightly muddy water before heading off to retrieve the beer. He sat back, quickly scanning the room. Three men at a table in the corner. A group of five men and women playing poker close to the bar. A pair of women at a third table. And a lone man at a fourth.

      The man’s head turned to catch Hayden’s eyes as they swept past. He was dark-skinned and small, big eyes and a wide face with a nasty scar along the chin. He nodded slightly to Hayden, and for a split-second Hayden worried he could see through the Skin’s hologram.

      Then the man returned to his drink, looking down at it in contemplation.

      False alarm.

      The serving girl returned with the cerveza in a small cup. Under other circumstances, Hayden might have complained to pay so much for so little. He dug the notes out of his pocket and dropped them on the table. The girl scooped them up, smiled and headed to another table.

      Hayden downed the drink, returning his attention to the card game. The men and women were dressed in matching dark clothes, and each had a small tattoo on the back of their hands. Shurrath’s symbol. He didn’t know if any of them were infected, but they were part of the ever-present militia that filled the city.

      It had been tricky getting into Rose past them. Hayden, Isaac and Max had been forced to leave the car behind. It was too damaged from the fighting in Tijuana and the trife attack to avoid suspicion, not to mention it was covered in the corpses of dead trife. They had taken the weapons they could from the trunk and detonated the rest with one of the remaining grenades  before spending the next two hours jogging ten klicks to the outskirts of the city.

      A quick reconnaissance revealed the checkpoints going into the settlement, as well as the holes around them and some careful movements had gotten them all in unseen. Max and Isaac were in hiding at an abandoned site nearby, waiting for Hayden to get his scans and return. It wasn’t enough to image people at random. He needed to know they had access to Shurrath.

      Max had complained it was unnecessary. He was using Cyrus Salk’s body as his shell and had all of the access that granted. But Hayden didn’t know how much Shurrath knew. Could the Relyeh ancient sense the broken bond between himself and Cyrus? Did he know the man was dead? It was too risky to rely on.

      Rose reminded Hayden of Sanisco before he had deposed King. The people were as ragged and dirty as the buildings and hovels they lived in, and they spent their hours in fear of the militia and the man in charge of it. He had seen the militants roughing up a man in an alley on the way to the saloon, taking what few notes he had and putting their eyes on the woman with him. It had taken all of Hayden’s control to stay out of the altercation. Scenes like it happened every day in places like this, and he couldn’t fix it all at once. Evil like Shurrath fostered was the body of a snake. He needed to start with the head.

      He also understood how the Hunger fed on fear. Rose was a power plant in that regard, just like Tijuana. Thinking about it now, he wondered if King had any connection to Shurrath or any of the other Relyeh. He didn’t think so. The man’s desire to inflict pain and cause fear seemed self-motivated.

      Hayden sat at his table for another minute, watching the rest of the crowd. Then he stood up and started over toward the card game, coming up behind a heavier woman, who folded her cards down and out of sight at his approach.

      “Qué deseas?” she asked, glaring back at him.

      Hayden didn’t speak Spanish. He offered a slight grin. “Excuse me,” he said to the group. “No habla Espanol.” The others raised their heads and stared at him. “I’m new to the area. Came south from what used to be Texas. I was told a man with my skills could get work as a fighter.”

      “Who told you that, gringo?” one of the men asked in a thick accent.

      “I didn’t get his name. He was wearing a medallion, looked like those tattoos on your hands. He said to go south into the Baja peninsula, find some fighters with the symbol and tell them you’re special.”

      The five militants laughed. “Special?” their apparent leader said. He was the tallest of the men, with a shaved head and a sharp face. “What makes you special?”

      Hayden grabbed his revolver, drawing it and pointing it at the man before the militants could even react. The leader was closest, his gun halfway out of its holster. Was he infected?

      “For one, I could have killed at least half of you before you even had a gun aimed at me,” Hayden said. He spun the revolver on his finger before flipping it and sliding it expertly back into its holster.

      “You got moves, gringo,” the man said. “I give you that. But do you even know what you are asking for?”

      “A new life,” Hayden replied. “A fresh start. To be something more.”

      “I see. Who taught you how to handle a gun like that?”

      “My father.”

      “He still alive?” the heavy woman asked.

      “I killed him when I was nine,” Hayden replied. “He wasn’t kind to my mother.”

      The group laughed. The leader stood up. “We might have use for a man like you. Tell me, gringo, what scares you?”

      Hayden smiled. “Nothing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Hayden nodded. The short man from the other table grabbed him from behind, strong arms wrapping around him to get him in a hold. The militant closest to him stood to punch him in the gut.

      Hayden took the blow without flinching, and then used the weight of the man holding him to kick out into the second man, knocking him back. He came down on his feet, grabbing the first attacker’s arm and using his augment to fling him easily over his shoulder.

      The rest of the patrons in the bar stood up. They didn’t run out of the saloon, but they did move aside to leave the group of fighters more space.

      The leader of the militia vaulted the table, knocking over the cards and chips and sending a leaping kick at Hayden’s face. Hayden dropped below it, rolling sideways and back to his feet, turning to face the group. Another militant came at him, taken down in a split-second by a hard punch to the side of his head. The blow left Hayden open on the other side, and a third soldier hit him in the gut. The Skin absorbed most of the strike, and Hayden grabbed the man, throwing him into the card table. Both the man and the table collapsed.

      “Not bad,” the leader said, coming at Hayden from the side. He was fast. Too fast to be fully human. Hayden backed away from him, using his augments to catch the man’s too-powerful blows. “You want to be one of us, gringo? You have to earn it.”

      Two other militants came at Hayden from the sides. He confused them by charging the leader, taking one of his punches to his ribs to grapple with him. They fell back, going through another table and hitting the ground.

      “I want to be like you,” Hayden said. “I know you’re special.”

      The man smiled. “And I know it’s you, Sheriff,” Shurrath replied.

      The remark took Hayden off-guard. Shurrath punched him in the face, the blow cracking his jaw so hard it exploded in pain. Hayden growled, rolling off the man and reaching for his guns.

      This wasn’t fun anymore.

      “Did you really think you could sneak up on me?” Shurrath said, getting back to his feet. “Did you really think I couldn’t tell it was you? It doesn’t matter what you look like. Your posture gives you away. The Skin can’t change that. It can’t change your do-gooder attitude. It can’t change your gunslinger swagger.”

      Hayden glanced around. He noticed the other people in the saloon were reaching for whatever they had to use as weapons, a sudden murderous intent in their eyes.

      “These are my people, Sheriff,” Shurrath said. “You’re on the doorstep of my home. Did you think anyone in this city would help you? They are all mine. Every last one of them, whether they want to be or not. Fear keeps them in line, Sheriff. Fear binds them to me. It is delicious, isn’t it?”

      His hands moved so fast, Hayden barely saw them. Then he was flying backward through the air, hitting a third table, crashing over it, and landing on the floor.

      “Kill him,” Shurrath said.

      Hayden rolled to his hands and knees, looking up. Every person in the place was headed in his direction.

      The door to the saloon burst open beside him. Isaac stepped through it, a rifle in hand. He didn’t say anything. He just started shooting.

      The militants and the patrons began to fall, cut down by the unexpected barrage. A window broke on the side of the building, and someone started shooting through, adding to the crossfire.

      The militants started shooting back as Isaac joined Hayden by the table, pushing it onto its side to use as cover. Bullets began reducing the table to splinters of wood, proving it wouldn’t last long.

      Hayden drew his revolvers, glancing over at Isaac. “How’d you know I was in trouble?”

      Isaac smiled. “Aren’t you always in trouble?”

      “Good point. Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      Hayden and Isaac popped out from behind the table, returning fire. Their first two bullets took out the militant coming at them from the right. Isaac’s next shot eliminated a dirty man with a nasty knife in his hand. The small man who’d grabbed Hayden  had a pistol pointed his way. Their eyes locked again right before they both fired.

      The small man missed.

      Hayden didn’t.

      His round hit the man right between the eyes, knocking him down. He snapped open the revolvers, emptying the spent casings from the cylinders. He put one on the ground, loading the first and shooting another man in the stomach. Flipping it into the air, he reloaded the second revolver before standing and catching the first one well before it hit the floor. His finger found the trigger and he shot again, diving away as a man with a shotgun opened fire.

      Some of the buckshot strafed the Skin, but it didn’t break through. The rounds would leave a bruise but little else. He came up facing the man, shooting him in the chest and taking him down.

      “Such desperation,” Shurrath said. Hayden found his host still standing in the center of the saloon, body bleeding from a dozen bullet holes. “Such determination. You could have been one of my best, Sheriff. I’ve almost reached your city. Your family. It’s Natalia, isn’t it?”

      Hayden turned to face him, raising his revolvers. “Don’t you ever say her name again,” he hissed.

      The shooting died around them, all of Shurrath’s people in the saloon dead save for Shurrath himself. Isaac came to stand by Hayden’s side.

      “You too, Isaac,” Shurrath said. “You both could have been the vanguard of my new army. You could have had everything. Power. Women. Comfort beyond compare.”

      “I just want you to shut up,” Isaac said.

      “You handled this rabble,” Shurrath said. “But let’s see how you do with the rest of the city. I doubt you’ll make it out of here alive.”

      “You’ll have to find another host to watch from,” Hayden said. He stepped forward, putting the muzzle of his revolver to Shurrath’s head. “See you soon.”

      Hayden’s finger started depressing the trigger. The man’s expression changed suddenly, becoming something else. Something caring and familiar.

      “Nat?” Hayden said in disbelief. It couldn’t be.

      “Hayden,” Natalia said through the militant leader.

      “How?”

      “No time. You have to get out of there. You have to hurry. Alpha is closing on Sanisco, and I can’t hold this for long.”

      “What?”

      “We managed to get access to the Collective. I’ve been to Shub-Nigu. I’ve seen more than I ever wanted to see. If you can get Shurrath, we can stop them. But you can’t kill him. Grace—”

      “I know. I found her. She died to save me. I have a plan.”

      “When you get to Shurrath, make yourself known. I’ll find you.”

      “What can you do?”

      “Kill every one of Shurrath’s khoron.”

      Hayden raised his eyebrow. “What the hell have you been doing while I’ve been gone?”

      Natalia smiled, leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. The man’s stubble was rough against Hayden’s face. “Get out of there. Now!”

      Hayden glanced at Isaac.

      And they ran.
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      Whatever Natalia had learned, whatever she’d done, it worked.

      Hayden, Isaac and Max emerged from Rose twenty minutes later, each of them mounted on motorcycles modified to handle the mountainous terrain to the south. The bikes featured large, chained tires and spiky protrusions angling out of the fenders and handlebars, along with permanent crates welded behind the seat to carry a decent haul of cargo.

      Nobody in the city had tried to stop them. When they left the saloon the people outside, both civilian and military, came to a complete stop to let them past, standing still as though they were robots controlled by a master switch.

      It had to be Natalia. The reaction was creepy but effective.

      The trio ran past dozens of armed soldiers who had been headed for the saloon and who had found themselves powerless to even take another step. Looking into their eyes, Hayden could see they were aware of their condition and definitely unhappy about it. But there was nothing they could do about it.

      Max laughed the entire time, all the way from the saloon and across three streets to where they found the bikes, parked out in front of the nicest building in the city—though it was still crumbling and filthy. Shurrath’s symbol was painted across the steps leading into the structure, and the guards on either side of the door suggested it was the residence of the city’s leader.

      A leader who couldn’t do a damned thing, at least for the moment.

      They were on the bikes and nearly through the gauntlet when the population suddenly sprang back to life, breaking free of the malaise holding them. Back in motion, the militants they passed tried to get a bead on them, but they were too far ahead and moving too fast. Rounds pinged off the armored rears of the bikes as they made their escape, reaching the edge of the city and gaining the highway, heading south.

      The road ran right along the coast. It had been cleared of debris a long time ago, and while large stretches had eroded over time, the motorcycles were prepared for it, covering the uneven ground easily. Twenty-five klicks brought them to the edge of another small settlement. A blockade—a pair of heavily armored trucks parked across the crumbling roadway—was visible from a distance.

      Hayden pulled his motorcycle to a stop. Isaac and Max did the same.

      “Through or around, Sheriff?” Max asked.

      “You’ve got Cyrus’ memories,” Hayden replied. “You tell me.”

      “Around,” Max replied.

      “You’ve got point.”

      “Pozz. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Max rolled his motorcycle ahead of them, and then led them off the road to the east. It didn’t take long for the barricade to react to the change in direction, a group of modified dune buggies and motorcycles appearing from behind the armored trucks. Armed militants stood on the steel frames of the buggies, each with one hand wrapped around spiked crossbars and the other clutching an old rifle.

      “Guess we aren’t getting off that easy,” Isaac said, glancing back.

      Max picked up the pace, accelerating across the terrain with Hayden and Isaac right behind him. The militia’s vehicles chewed through the dirt, spitting up clouds of dust and debris as they charged toward them at an angle, trying to cut off their escape.

      So much for getting close to Shurrath without him knowing. At this rate, Hayden expected an army of thousands to be standing in front of the entrance to the Relyeh ancient’s mountain lair.

      “Can we lose them?” Hayden shouted forward.

      “Affirmation. It is required,” Max replied.

      The bikes screamed across the arid terrain. The buggies and motorcycles did the same. The militants on the back of the vehicles started shooting, their rounds echoing across the landscape, the slugs not even coming close—at least not yet.

      Hayden reached up, pushing his hat off his head to grab the Skin’s mantle and pull it up over his face. The HUD appeared, and he used it to target the oncoming enemy as the distance between them and Shurrath’s forces  began to narrow.

      “We aren’t going to make it!” he shouted. The opposition’s velocity wasn’t much faster than theirs, but they had the advantage of a shorter attack angle.

      As if to confirm his statement, enemy fire began pinging off the side of his motorcycle. He blinked rapidly, activating the Skin’s shields just in time to avoid taking a bullet to his leg.

      “Max!” he shouted.

      “Faster,” Max replied, speeding up a little more.

      Max was an AI. He had to know they were losing ground. Why did he think they could make it?

      Unless he was convinced they wouldn’t survive if they didn’t?

      Hayden looked over at the enemy forces. Three motorcycles, three buggies and one of the trucks were bringing up the rear, too big and bulky to keep the pace. It was probably loaded with soldiers.

      Hayden looked forward. A hill was rapidly approaching. Once they got over it, they might have a better chance to slip away.

      He looked back, an idea forming in his mind based on what Natalia had said to him.

      When you get to Shurrath, make yourself known. I’ll find you.

      Sneaking in wasn’t going to work, despite his best efforts.

      But it wasn’t the only option.

      He slammed on the brakes, putting his foot down and skidding the motorcycle around to face the oncoming storm.
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      Hayden twisted the throttle, the motorcycle shooting forward toward Shurrath’s soldiers. Max and Isaac hadn’t noticed his maneuver yet, but he was sure they would soon enough. They would undoubtedly think he was crazy—and maybe he was—but he had never gotten anywhere being afraid to take risks.

      The enemy was converging on Hayden fast. He grabbed one of his revolvers and leaned forward, lowering himself behind the handlebars and the armor plating rising from the front fork. Bullets started hitting the bike, pinging off the metal in front of him. A few scraped past the Skin,  bouncing off the shields.

      Hayden extended his hand and fired, hitting the driver of the lead motorcycle in the shoulder and then a second time in the chest. The bike slipped out from under its riders and hit the dirt, both men tumbling over the handlebars in a cloud of dust. The other vehicles peeled away from them, staying on target and continuing the charge.

      Hayden kept shooting, emptying his gun without hitting another soldier. He holstered the weapon and ducked lower over the handlebars as bullets peppered him. Symbols in the corner of his vision flashed red—the Skin’s HUD complaining about the power drain—as he crossed between the first two motorcycles. Leaning to the right, he shoved his hand into the front rotor of the one on the right as it passed, punching through the brakes and freezing the bike’s momentum. The motorcycle came to a sudden, hard deceleration, flipping forward and throwing its riders, the fork twisting until it snapped.

      Then Hayden was past the main group, wobbling a bit before rebalancing himself and racing toward the armored truck. He could tell now that it was a military APC, with large spiked wheels that held the chassis over two feet off the ground. A heavy machine gun was mounted to the top, and a militant had emerged from a hatch in the roof to take the controls.

      Hayden again looked up at the flashing symbol. The Skin was nearly out of power. Could it absorb the fury of the cannon bearing down on him?

      He was going to find out.

      He weaved side-to-side as the machine gun opened fire, sending huge slugs down at him, digging up the earth in small gouts that splattered him as he approached. He used his left hand to pull his other revolver, squinting slightly as he aimed.

      He fired three times. The first round hit the top of the APC and ricocheted away. The second struck the column supporting the machine gun. The third hit the shooter in the arm, knocking him away from the cannon and over the side of the vehicle.

      The armored APC continued bearing down on him, leaving him on a collision course with the much larger, heavier machine.

      Hayden didn’t budge. He raced toward the vehicle in an insane game of chicken, charging toward the center of it and emptying his revolver into the hardened glass cockpit. The rounds couldn’t pierce the glass,  his effort more symbolic than anything.

      The two vehicles closed on one another. Hayden holstered the revolver, and as they closed to ten meters he held the handlebars and hopped onto the seat, perching there like a trick rider. It took only two seconds to close the gap. Hayden smiled beneath the Intellect Skin at the driver’s look of disbelief as the two vehicles prepared to collide.

      Hayden jumped off the motorcycle an instant before the APC hit it, the wrenching and grinding of metal lasting only a moment as the bike was shoved under the armored truck and trampled beneath its wheels. Hayden flew up and over the front of the truck, toward the mounted cannon. He grabbed onto the steel barrel with his augmented right hand, gripping it tight and gritting his teeth as he held on, the sudden change in momentum ripping at the arm’s control ring and the muscles and nerves it was connected to.

      Still holding onto the cannon, he landed face down on the top of the truck, his head nearly sinking into the open hatch. A soldier looked up at him in shock, reaching for his gun.  

      Hayden pulled his head away and rolled backward on the roof of the armored truck, barely avoiding the rounds coming up out of the hatch As the truck came to a slow and steady stop, he glimpsed Isaac on his motorcycle ahead, riding in chaotic patterns around the remaining enemy buggy. Where was Max? He found the Intellect a moment later, standing on the other buggy and finishing off the last of its riders.

      But that’s all he had time for.

      The man he’d surprised  in the hatch only moments ago grabbed the lip with two  servo-powered metal hands and yanked himself up and out with the kind of speed only augments provided.

      Staring at the man, Hayden heard the back ramp dropping. In twenty seconds, everyone inside the APC would be outside shooting up at him.

      The soldier in front of him smiled. “You like them?” he asked, flexing the artificial muscles of the augments. More servos moved in response, the hands closing and two spikes shooting out from the back of the wrists.

      “Is your head made of metal too?” Hayden asked in response.

      “Wha—?”

      Hayden shot him between the eyes, the bullet passing through his skull and into his brain.

      “Guess not,” Hayden said, blinking rapidly to scan the soldier as he stood there a moment, his body clinging to its last few instructions from his brain before he toppled over the side of the truck.

      Hayden activated the image to disguise himself and jumped down to the left side of the APC. It would take the soldiers a few seconds to notice the bandoliers, revolvers, and ammo belt were out of place.

      The militants began to rush out of the APC, turning to aim their rifles at the roof.

      “He’s gone,” Hayden said, getting the attention of the group coming around to the side of the truck. “Killed him already.”

      One of the men smiled. “Not so tough after all, was he?”

      “Nope,” Hayden agreed.

      “Sal, where’d you get those—?”

      Hayden opened fire, six rounds killing four of Shurrath’s militia within seconds. He dropped the projection, falling and rolling beneath the APC as the other soldiers moved to retaliate. Spent casings flew out of open cylinders as he slid across and popped up on the other side. He used two fingers dangling from his right revolver to lift a speedloader up and into the left pistol, shoving the cylinder closed in one smooth motion. Then he dropped the spent gun, using his free hand to grab the side of the truck and pull himself up off the ground. Just as his feet left the ground, bullets  sprayed under the truck from the other side.

      He held onto the side of the APC, shooting as the soldiers came around the back, taking out two before letting go and falling to the ground. He rolled to the side, getting behind the forward wheel and turning to his right as another soldier rounded the front of the truck. Hayden was ready to meet him, throwing a hard punch to his face that sent him reeling.

      He heard the motorcycle before he saw it and pivoted as Isaac approached, resting his rifle on the handlebars and shooting at the remaining militants. One of them fell; the other three dropped back behind cover as he zoomed past.

      The distraction gave Hayden time to reload, and then he grabbed the side door of the truck and tugged it open, ripping it from its hinges. He ducked behind it, using it as a shield when  the soldiers started shooting again. He leaned out past the side and shot back, dropping them.

      Then he dropped the door, turning back to the cab. The driver had his hands up. “Don’t shoot.”

      “Sorry. Can’t risk you reporting back to your boss,” Hayden replied before shooting the man in the temple.

      By then, Isaac had swung his motorcycle back around, coming to a stop beside Hayden. “You are one crazy son of a bitch.” He looked into the distance. “Here comes Max. What was this all about anyway? We were going to make it.”

      “Maybe.” Hayden patted the side of the truck. “But I have a better plan now.”
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      Natalia tore the goggles off her head and dropped them at her feet as she fell sideways off her chair.

      Lutz caught her before she could hit the floor.

      “Governor?” he said, concerned.  

      She pushed him away, falling to her knees and leaning over to vomit.

      “Governor, I’ll get Doctor Hess,” he told her, turning to go.

      She grabbed onto his forearm to hold him there as she coughed out the last of her sickness. She glanced down at it. No blood. That was a good sign.

      “I found him,” she said, breathing through the last of her nausea.

      “Who? Sheriff Duke?”

      She nodded. “I entered the mind of a khoron through the Collective. I gained control over it. Hayden’s with Isaac, headed south. He knows where Shurrath is hiding.”

      “Governor Duke, that’s all great news, I think. But honestly, I have no fucking clue what’s going on.”

      Natalia looked up. It was the first time she had ever heard the engineer swear. “It works, Sean. That’s the important part. The interlink works. It put me into the Collective. Into the other dimension or at least across it. I entered the mind of one of the ancient Relyeh. Or maybe it entered my mine. I don’t know which. Its name is Shub-Nigu. It called itself the Artificer. It created the Collective.”

      “Okay,” Lutz said, unsure how to react. “What does all that mean?”

      “It means that I had access to the Relyeh’s comm network. I got into the mind of a khoron, and I found something there. Help me up. We need to talk to Hess.”

      Lutz helped her stand and then took hold of her shoulders to steady her on her feet. He kept hold of her one arm as she unsteadily crossed the lab to where Hess was working .

      “Governor Duke,” he said, splitting his attention between the Ick and Natalia. “How are you feeling?”

      Her stomach was still upset, her heart and head pounding. “Awful, but it doesn’t matter. I can deal with it later. Can you magnify the Ick more?”

      “I can, but what are we looking for?”

      “The base of the root; if you zoom in close enough, there should be a small grouping of cells.”

      Hess used the microscope controls to increase the magnification, rotating around the Ick to the base. The darker spot of cells on it became visible as he did.

      “I completely missed that before. How did you find it?”

      “I didn’t, exactly. Not every khoron has that. It’s unique to Shurrath’s version.”

      “Version?” Lutz asked.

      “The Relyeh conquered the khoron a long time ago. They’ve been using them for thousands of years, but since the ancients don’t get along with one another they’ve modified the stock under their control to ensure they can’t switch sides. One of the reasons Shurrath spent so much time in hiding was because he needed to take the khoron Valentine captured and modify it to his specs, and then duplicate them. That’s high-end tech for Earth at that time and even today. No easy task. Even so, a strong enough signal through the Collective will cause that group of cells to burst, which will in turn kill the khoron.”

      “How do we send a strong enough signal?” Lutz asked.

      “We have to disrupt the balance between electrical stimulation and chemical reaction. A spike of either should do the trick.”

      “It will also destroy the Ick,” Hess said.

      “Pozz,” Natalia agreed. “We only get one shot.”

      “How do you know about this?” Lutz said. “That’s some pretty specific information.”

      “I recovered it from Shub-Nigu. He’s an Archive as much as an Artificer. Constantly tapping into Relyeh minds through the Collective, across the entirety of the universe. Trillions of minds.”

      “That’s not possible,” Hess said.

      “Define possible,” Natalia replied. “Because we don’t understand it means it can’t be so? I just passed through an alternate dimension to connect to a mind over ten thousand light years away.”

      “Amazing,” Lutz said, shaking his head in disbelief. “And terrifying. Governor, I think maybe I should go in next time, instead of you. You’re pale as a ghost, and shaking.”

      Natalia looked down at her hands. She hadn’t realized they were quivering as severely as they were. “No. You don’t know how to make the connection. I do. We can’t afford to get this wrong.”

      “It might kill you.”

      “Didn’t we already have that discussion?”

      Deputy Solino appeared in the doorway of the lab holding a tablet in his hand. “Governor. You’re okay,” he said, relieved. He stared at her, smiling nervously.

      “What is it, Solino?” Natalia asked.

      “Oh, right. We’ve got a drone feed from Chief Deputy Hicks in Sanose. The goliath is on sight.” He turned on the tablet. Immediately, a grainy, low-altitude view of the city appeared, the drone positioned above and behind the fighting.

      The goliath was moving through the streets, swinging its arms into the buildings as it passed and searching for any sign of the population, which had already gone to ground. Trife scurried past it, moving from building to building searching for entries to the garages. Gunfire was audible through the feed, along with the grumbling of the giant and the hissing of the trife.

      “Deputy Hicks, this is Governor Duke,” Natalia said. “Do you copy?”

      “I copy, Nat,” Hicks replied. His voice was nearly inaudible past the sound of his firing plasma rifle. “We’re giving them everything we’ve got, but as you can see, it isn’t working.”

      “What about the civilians?”

      “In hiding. The garages are locked down as tight as we could make them, but they’ve managed to break into two already.” His voice lowered, dismayed. “Once they get in, it's over for anyone inside.”

      “Chief, watch out!” someone shouted. Hicks grunted, and a loud report sounded across the feed.

      “Hicks!” Natalia said. “Hicks?”

      “Shit, that was close,” Hicks said. “Nat, our harassment isn’t doing shit to them, and we don’t have the firepower to stop Alpha. I don’t like it, but we need to hit him with the photon rocket.”

      Natalia was afraid Hicks might ask for her to deploy the artillery.

      “How long until Alpha reaches Sanisco?” she asked Solino.

      “An hour at most,” he replied.

      “Sanisco?” Hicks said. “Governor, people are dying here in Sanose.”

      “I understand that. But if we can kill the khoron, it’ll release Shurrath’s hold on Alpha.”

      “What if we can’t?” Lutz asked.

      “Then we’re out of options. Solino, tell Bale to get airborne with the rocket. I want it ready to fire at a moment’s notice.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He started to go but stopped when she grabbed hold of his sleeve.

      “Once you’re done, I want every able-bodied fighter on the move south toward Sanose. We need to try to slow Alpha down as much as we can to buy some time.”

      “Governor, why not use the rocket now?” Hicks asked.

      “Because it will kill Alpha, and then what?” she replied. “We’ll still have thousands of trife on the ground with no way to stop them all. Like it or not, the UWT exists because of the goliaths. We can’t handle this many trife on our own, especially now.”

      Hicks couldn’t argue the logic and remained silent.

      Natalia didn’t like it either, but they were stuck between a rock and a hard place, and there was only one way she could think of to possibly get themselves out of it.

      “Hicks, you need to slow them down,” she said. “Whatever it fucking takes. Do you copy?”

      “I copy, Nat. I’ll think of something. Hicks out.” The tablet went dark.

      “Solino, go. Bring whatever resources you need. Weapons, armor, vehicles. Throw the fucking kitchen sink at them if it’ll help.”

      “Pozz, Governor,” Solino said, turning and running from the lab.

      “Hess, Lutz, we need to set up the system.”

      “How do we know what level of imbalance will be effective?” Hess asked.

      “Use the data we collected earlier and make your best guess.”

      “There are no guarantees it’ll be right.”

      “There are no guarantees of anything. Do your best.”

      Hess nodded. “What about you?”

      “I’m going back in. Hayden’s going to signal me when he’s ready to hit Shurrath.”

      “Through the Collective?” Lutz said. “How?”

      “I don’t know how. But I’m sure I’ll know when it happens. Let’s get on it.”

      Natalia turned away from them, heading back for the interlink. It took all of her concentration to stay on her feet. She was weak and getting weaker.

      What was the use of the Collective doing to her?

      “Hayden, whatever you’re going to do, do it soon,” she said to herself as she put the goggles back on and fell back into the interlink.
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      “Max!” Hayden shouted from the passenger side of the APC. “Now!”

      “Affirmation,” Max replied. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      A blast of blue plasma launched from the top of the vehicle, sizzling past the front and across the flat terrain leading to the massive blast doors of Shurrath’s underground  bastion. A mass of trife stood between the APC and the doors, a slick nearly five thousand strong, holding position until the Relyeh ancient gave the orders to attack.

      That order arrived a moment later, the entire slick surging forward as one to greet the incoming assault. The plasma bolt reached the front line, reducing dozens of demons to slag as it powered through them and continued its journey to the door. When it struck the heavy steel slab, the superheated gas spread across it, sinking its heat into the metal and beginning to melt it.

      “Don’t slow down for anything,” Hayden said, glancing over at Isaac in the driver’s seat.

      “Pozz that, Sheriff,” Isaac replied, pressing the accelerator to the floor. The heavy APC gradually gained more speed.

      “Here we go!” Hayden yelled, the trife rapidly approaching. The demons rushed the vehicle, ready to do whatever it took to stop the advance and kill the passengers inside.

      On top of the truck, Max fired another blast of plasma from his hands. Hayden knew each shot reduced the strength and lifetime of the cage the Intellect could form to contain Shurrath, but they didn’t have any other choice. He had tried sneaking up on the Relyeh ancient. He had failed.

      Blunt force was the only option left.

      The second plasma blast again cleared the lane ahead of the truck and further weakened the steel door.  

      They had already crashed through a rusted, barbed-wire gate a few klicks back after passing a sign that announced the area was a former testing facility, though the sign hadn’t said what they were testing. After dispatching a pair of infected followers left to guard the outer perimeter, they’d had to maneuver the APC around nearly a hundred people making the pilgrimage to the site—most of them hungry and in ragged clothes—desperate for Shurrath’s salvation.

      But there was no salvation here—only a different kind of subjugation. But once Shurrath was gone, and if they survived the trife, maybe Hayden could help these people. Maybe he could make them whole again.

      The APC cleared the crowd of people only to encounter the trife. The entire vehicle shook as the creatures hit it, some of them jumping in front of the vehicle, letting it crush them to slow it down, while others rammed the side or leaped onto the roof. Hayden heard the top hatch slam closed behind him. Turning his head, he saw Max take refuge in the rear of the vehicle, grabbing on tight to whatever he could find. Even he wasn’t impervious to this version of trife.

      The truck’s engine roared as it worked harder to maintain momentum, the swarm of demons blotting out the environment and burying them in a wave of black leathery flesh, claws and teeth. They tried to get through the hardened transparency of the windows. They tried to reach through the slits in the armor and past the hastily re-soldered passenger door that Hayden had ripped off. They hissed and howled, becoming a living tunnel for the vehicle as it continued to power forward, mowing through their ranks.

      Hayden didn’t even see the blast doors when they hit them, but it was impossible not to feel the impact. The sudden deceleration shoved both him and Isaac forward in their seats, their bodies straining against their harnesses. A loud crack and echoing rumble signaled their success in breaking through the doors, the ruptured steel curling around the armored truck  as it plowed into the underground facility.

      “Don’t slow down!” Hayden yelled again, grabbing his revolvers. The viewport was nearly clear again, and he could see how the open outside cavern split into multiple caves. “Max, which way?”

      “The third from the left,” Max replied. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      Isaac adjusted their course. Soldiers began spilling out of some of the tunnels while the trife started pouring through the hole and rushing inside.

      It was getting ugly in a hurry.

      Hayden grabbed his Skin’s cowl, pulling it up over his face. The HUD appeared, and he used it to activate the shields. He didn’t know how much power the suit had left, but he would take whatever it would give him.

      Bullets started peppering the front transparency of the APC and pinging off the armored hull as the soldiers tried to stop the vehicle. The trife continued to chase it from the rear, leaping onto the roof and tearing at the sealed hatch with their claws.

      “Uh, Sheriff,” Isaac said. “We aren’t going to fit into the tunnel.”

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “Neither will they.”

      Isaac glanced over at him, a small smirk forming at the corner of his mouth. “I like the way you think, Sheriff. Hold on.”

      The APC roared as Isaac set the course, speeding across the stone floor toward the tunnel Max indicated. The attack against them intensified, the shooters becoming more desperate to stop their advance.

      “Get down!” Isaac shouted as the truck reached the tunnel. The roof hit first, slamming into the stone at the top edge of the cockpit and instantly causing the hardened glass to crack. Hayden lowered his head, the force of the impact shoving him against the restraints again as the real force of the crash hit them.

      The tires burst under the sudden pressure, the axles crumpling and breaking, dropping the clearance of the APC by more than half. The sides scraped the walls, the screeching whine echoing across the open space behind them and through the tunnel ahead. As the truck continued to slide forward, it compressed into the smaller space by the force of the insertion and finally came to rest, stuck there like a cork in a bottle.

      Hayden released his harness and jumped up, grinning as he threw a hard punch into the already cracked glass of the forward transparency, sending more veins across it. He hit it again and again, rapidly bashing it with both augmented hands. It continued to splinter until finally coming free of the chassis at one corner. Hayden grabbed it there, shoving it out and climbing past it to pull it away entirely.

      “We’re in,” he announced, looking down the currently unoccupied tunnel. “Let’s move!”
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      Hayden, Isaac, and Max sprinted down the tunnel, following the excavation as it descended deeper beneath the mountainside.

      They ran for nearly two kilometers before the first sign of trouble, a pair of—no doubt khoron- infected—soldiers rushing up the tunnel to meet them. A man and a woman.

      They were each carrying a mini-railgun, trailing a belt of flechettes connecting the single-handed weapons to large packs on their backs. They came around a turn in the passage twenty meters away and immediately started shooting.

      The barrage was impressive and should have killed them, but somehow, Max saw the attack coming. He moved ahead of Hayden and Isaac, rushing the enemy without slowing as the flechettes chewed into everything around him but somehow managed to miss him. Within seconds, the two people turned to face one another, continuing to fire until both dropped in a nasty mutual suicide.

      “Disruption,” Max said. “Hahaha. Haha.”

      The ease at which the Intellect had overcome the minds of the pair left Hayden uneasy. On one hand, he was glad Max was on their side. On the other, how much longer would that be the case? Hayden wanted to trust Max and his stated desire for friendship, but their past made that hard to do.

      Hayden knelt beside the bodies, jabbing a microspear into each to make sure their khorons were dead. They kept going, the tunnel dropping at least a hundred meters along the way. Hayden expected the air to get colder as they went deeper. Instead, it became warmer and more humid until he reached the point he was sweating beneath the Skin.  Isaac was equally affected, his forehead dripping and his hair wet from the rising dampness.

      “Nobody told me we were heading into a sauna,” he said.

      “Explanation,” Max said. “The Relyeh prefer moist environments. Given enough time, they would terraform the entire planet.”

      “What?” Hayden said. That outcome was new to him.

      “Confirmation. This is only the beginning, Sheriff, if Shurrath has his way.”

      “Great. Just fucking great. Let’s make sure he doesn’t get what he wants.”

      Shurrath sent another small group of militants out to meet them. They suffered the same fate as the first, unable to resist Max’s neural disruption. Hayden could feel the pressure of it in his own mind, but he had learned to fight the hallucinations, to counteract them out of pure willpower, and of course Isaac was wholly immune.

      The tunnel finally branched out, splitting at a t-junction. Max guided them left to another junction, where they went right. They began to pass rooms barricaded by heavy blast doors or sealed with fused steel sheets—remnants of the underground facility’s original purpose, which was still unclear to Hayden. There were no more attacks. No more defenders.

      Had Shurrath given up?

      It took twenty minutes from the time they crashed through the front doors to finally emerge from the tunnel into a massive cave that was dark, damp and crowded with people.

      There had to be a thousand of them, maybe more. And none of them paid any mind to Hayden, Isaac, and Max. They were dressed in a wide variety of light clothing. T-shirts, shorts, bathing suits, bras and panties, and some were completely naked. All of them were on their knees, facing the front of the cavern, their foreheads bowed to the ground and their voices droning on in a deep chant as if they were all under a spell. Maybe they were.

      The cavern was easily half a klick across and equally as long and high. Jagged stalactites hung from the top of the cave while the floor had been sanded so smooth it was practically reflective in the light of the small LEDs lining the walls and floor. A large aperture—the entrance to yet another tunnel—was visible at the front of the cave. Shurrath’s symbol had clearly been etched there, into the stone floor.

      “This is it,” Max said. “Shurrath is through that tunnel.”

      Max had already told him that Cyrus had never seen the ancient’s final form. The opening at the rear of the space was nearly twenty meters high. Did that mean Shurrath was equally as large? If so, why would he need to hide?

      “What now?” Isaac asked, sweeping his rifle over the crowd.

      “We go through,” Hayden said, starting to walk forward, down the natural aisle that split the followers into two distinct sides.

      They had gone a quarter of the distance when the first of the followers stood up, turning to face him.

      “Sheriff Duke,” the woman said. She was wearing only an oversized t-shirt, stained and sweaty. “You came here to die.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” another follower said, standing up. “Have you learned nothing from the loss of your planet?”

      An entire group rose to their feet, saying his name. “Sheriff Duke. Sheriff Duke. Sheriff Duke. There’s no way out of this.”

      Sheriff Duke. Do you want to see?

      Shurrath’s voice boomed in Hayden’s mind, the first time the ancient had spoken to him like this since Salt Lake. His vision changed behind the HUD, and he found himself looking down on a city, his massive hand coming down hard on a building and collapsing the top of it.

      He realized he was looking through the eyes of the goliath, Alpha. Shurrath was showing him what he was doing with the giant.

      Sanisco is next, Sheriff. I’m close. So close. And you can’t help them. You survived my efforts to stop you, but this is where your story ends.

      “Really?” Hayden replied. More and more of the followers were getting to their feet, saying his name and turning in his direction. “Because from my perspective, I’m just getting warmed up.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” a man in front of him said. “Die.”

      The man lunged at Hayden. Isaac shot him, knocking him down.

      “Die,” someone else said.

      “Die,” a third said.

      “Die, die, die, die, die.” The crowd began chanting it, turning on Hayden and the others and beginning to close in.

      How many can you kill, Sheriff, before they drag you down?

      Hayden turned in a circle. Shurrath was right. They were badly outnumbered. But Natalia had told him to send a sign. She had some kind of trick up her sleeve.

      So where the hell was she?

      “Nat,” he said softly. “If you’re going to do something, do it now.”

      Another follower threw themselves at Hayden. He caught the woman, turning and throwing her back into the crowd.

      All of that effort wasted.

      “And I owe you for Cyrus,” Shurrath added, using one of the followers to speak out loud.

      “Sheriff,” Max said. “There is another option.”

      Hayden glanced at the Intellect. He understood what the AI was suggesting. He could still use the battery as a bomb. It would blow the entire compound to rubble, and kill Shurrath and everyone else beneath the mountain.

      “You promised,” Hayden said.

      One of the followers stepped in front of Max. “An Intellect,” the man said. “Your kind is nearly extinct. You don’t need to suffer the same fate. Keep the body. Join my army.”

      Max stared at the follower. “Consideration.”

      “Max?” Hayden said. The Intellect told him ‘promise’ was a fucking code that bound him to keep his word. Was it all bullshit? Had he been dumb enough to fall for it again? Would the Intellect really change sides on him after they had made it this far?

      “Decision,” Max said. “Rejection.” He shoved the follower back.

      The action seemed to incite the rest. They all surged forward, surrounding Hayden and the others and quickly closing the distance.

      Isaac raised his rifle to fire, but Hayden put his hand on it, pushing it down.

      “Sheriff?” the Marine said.

      The first of the followers put their hands on him, grabbing at his arms. Another joined her, and another after that. Within seconds, he was being held by a dozen hands. They did the same to Isaac and Max.

      Shurrath’s voice boomed in his mind.

      You’re going to die here. You know that, or you would resist. Where is your fear, Sheriff? Where is your terror?

      The followers froze, waiting for Hayden to answer the question.

      “You’re the one who should be afraid,” he said. “I’ve got nothing to worry about.”

      What do I have to fear? You’re in my home. Surrounded by my followers. Under my control. I have no reason to—”

      Shurrath froze, falling silent for a moment before releasing a howl that rippled through Hayden’s mind, leaving him to fall to his knees and cover his ears as the followers holding him suddenly let go. They began to cry out too, each of them in rapid succession, an immediate and powerful deliverance of pain.

      Nooooooo!

      Shurrath roared in agony, and then suddenly fell silent.

      The followers stopped screaming at the same time, their anguished cacophony vanishing in a simultaneous instant. For a moment, the thousands of worshippers stared at one another in confusion.

      Then they all collapsed.

      Hayden didn’t move. His heart pounded along with his head. He had expected Natalia to do something.

      He hadn’t expected this.

      “Hell, Nat,” he said softly.

      “Deceased,” Max said. “All of them.”

      “Shurrath?” Isaac said.

      Their eyes lifted toward the passage at the far side of the room.

      “We weren’t supposed to kill him,” Hayden said.

      The cavern began to shake.

      Something was stirring deep within the earth.

      Something big.

      “Relief,” Max said. “I do not believe we did. Hahaha. Haha.”
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      Natalia’s eyes jerked open, but she still couldn’t see. The goggles covered them, opaque now that she was back in the real world. Her entire body shook, weak and jittery. She felt sick.

      She felt like she was dying.

      “Lutz,” she said, the word coming out as barely more than a croak.

      “I’m here,” Lutz said. He took the goggles off.

      Everything was blurry. Her condition frightened her.

      “What happened?”

      “I think we did it,” she replied. Could he hear her voice?

      “The Ick is dead,” Doctor Hess said, rushing over. “Natalia? Shit. Lutz, we need to get her to a bed. She needs fluids.”

      “Fluids?” Natalia said. She could hear the engineer’s running feet as he hurried to get help.

      “You look like you’ve been poisoned,” Hess said, grabbing her wrist and feeling her pulse. “Your heartbeat is way above normal.”

      “I feel awful.”

      “Don’t die on us.”

      “Contact Solino,” she said weakly. “Need to know…what’s happening.”

      Hess tapped on his badge. “Deputy Solino.”

      “Doc Hess?” Solino replied. “Where’s the Governor.”

      “She’s here with me.”

      “Oooh boy, Governor,” Solino said, his voice joyful. “Whatever you did, you put the trife in a world of hurt.”

      “Alpha?” Natalia asked. Could it be? Her entire body started to tingle with excitement. “Is he—”

      “Himself again?” Solino finished. “Oh yeah, and then some. He’s pissed off.”

      “At us?”

      “No. But he’s feasting on the little demon fuckers as we speak. I’ve got Hicks’ feed right in front of me. I wish you were here to see it.”

      “Bring it down.”

      “Oh. Oh yeah.” Solino laughed. “On my way.”

      “Deputy, bring it to the hospital,” Hess said. “Governor Duke will meet you there.”

      “Governor? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I—”

      “No,” Hess interrupted. “The interlink took a toll on her.” He glared at her. “I’m not sure how much of a toll just yet.”

      More running footsteps, and then Lutz returned with two nurses pushing a gurney.

      “I’m okay,” Natalia insisted. She tried to get out of the interlink’s seat. Her legs wouldn’t support her. Doctor Hess caught her as she fell.

      “Take her legs,” he said to one of the nurses.

      They lifted her easily, putting her on the gurney. Everything was spinning. Her head was thundering. It didn’t matter. It had worked. They had killed the khoron, freed Alpha and saved thousands. More importantly, they had saved Hayden.

      Doctor Hess ran beside her while they hurried her back to the lift. She could see the concerned faces of her engineers as they pushed her through the lab, all of them in shock and terrified of what might happen to their leader. She tried to smile, to reassure them, but she was too weak.

      The lift carried them to the makeshift hospital, and Natalia was wheeled into one of the examination rooms. She was lifted to the table, cold steel on the bottom and a warmed gel pad on top. Doctor Hess quickly began hooking her to the Centurion diagnostic machine while a female nurse stuck cathodes beneath her shirt.

      Natalia could hear the beats of her heart in her ears and the rasp of her of her ragged breathing as her lungs failed to pull in air fast enough. Nobody spoke while the machine ran its tests.

      “Your brain is overstimulated,” Hess said. “You’re producing too many hormones trying to regulate your body’s demands, and your blood pressure is through the roof.” He looked at her. “Your body is killing itself trying to save itself. I need to sedate you.”

      “Wait,” Natalia said. “Not yet.”

      “Governor, we don’t have time to fuck around.”

      “Wait,” she hissed. She wanted to see.

      Solino came to the room a moment later, holding the tablet. His face paled when he saw her. How bad did she look?

      Doctor Hess began preparing the sedative. “Give me your wrist,” he said.

      She turned it over, and he stuck the IV needle into her vein.

      “Solino, show me,” she said.

      He came forward, holding the tablet up in front of her face and turning it on. The drone was swinging in wide arcs around Alpha, capturing the devastation as the goliath reached for a mass of trife, scooping them up and bringing them to his mouth. He grumbled, kicking out at another group and crushing them by the dozen.

      “That’s my boy,” Natalia said.

      The drone shifted, angling away from him to capture another shape in the distance. A second, smaller goliath was heading toward the feast.

      “Beta,” Solino said.

      “And my girl,” Natalia replied.

      “That’s enough,” Hess said. “Your vitals are critical. I’m putting you under and getting you stabilized.”

      “Wake me when you hear from Hayden.”

      “Fine,” Hess said. He injected the sedative into the IV.

      Natalia felt it instantly, her body tingling and becoming numb. She closed her eyes. Sanisco was safe. Hayden was safe. She couldn’t wait to see him again.

      She began to drift off.

      “How bad is it really?” she heard Lutz ask softly.

      “I’m not sure she’s going to wake up,” Hess replied.

      A sudden panic rushed through Natalia, but it wasn’t enough to overcome the sedative.

      She went to sleep.
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      “I think maybe we’d be happier if Shurrath were dead,” Isaac said.

      Hayden glanced over at the Marine. The cavern was shaking more violently and threatening to release some of the stalactites hanging from its ceiling. Already, bits and pieces of rock were tumbling onto his shoulders and bouncing off the Skin’s shields.

      “He’s coming,” Max said. “Hahahaha. Haha.” He grabbed at his stomach, fingers slicing a line through the flesh so he could reach inside.

      “What the hell?” Isaac said.

      “The cage,” Max said, removing a small black cube from within his gelatinous form.

      The cage didn’t look like much of a cage. It appeared as though it was made of densely wound black bramble, with hard, irregular ridges weaving around one another to create the shape.

      “Where’s the key?” Hayden asked.

      “The key is gone. The nodule is inside to power the cage. When you get close to him, squeeze it to activate.”

      “What if I’m not close enough?”

      “Destruction. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Max tossed the device to Hayden, who caught it and held fast.

      “Whatever Shurrath is, he sounds like he’s too big to fit into that tiny cube,” Isaac said.

      The rumbling was growing louder, the shaking intensifying. The first of the stalactites did break off, dropping a dozen meters behind them and crashing against the dead worshippers.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t run?” Isaac asked.

      Hayden looked back the way they had come, just in time to see the first group of trife arrive. They had managed to get through or around the APC barricade.

      “Ike, cover us,” Hayden said, pointing them out.

      Isaac turned around, bringing his rifle to bear. “Roger that.”

      The trife charged and Isaac opened fire, cutting six of them down in a hurry. More of the demons continued to pour from the tunnel, hissing as they began to spread apart, to take a broader tack in their assault.

      “Max, let’s go,” Hayden said. He started forward, rushing toward the large opening in the cave. He made it a dozen steps before pulling to a stop.

      Shurrath was here.

      He emerged from the mouth of the cave, the most terrifying and disgusting thing Hayden had ever seen. Massive in size, irregular in shape, the Relyeh ancient appeared as some kind of unholy cross between an ant, a worm and an octopus. A mottled brown, black and white carapace covered his back and dozens of tentacles poured from its sides. A huge round mouth full of teeth opened and snapped ahead of hundreds of small black eyes while a seemingly endless line of hard-shelled legs covered with spikes and spines propelled him forward.

      And he was fast. Too fast for something that large. He scrambled out of the cave entrance, chittering like someone running a bow randomly over a hundred violins.

      “Max!” Hayden shouted as he lifted a revolver in his free hand. What the hell was a gun going to to do against this thing?

      “I no longer have the battery, Sheriff,” Max said. “I am limited to onboard supply.”

      “Well fucking use it,” Hayden snapped back.

      Shurrath rushed toward Hayden, mouth opened wide enough to engulf him. Hayden sprinted sideways, trying to escape its path.

      A tentacle swept out toward him from Shurrath’s side, slime-covered spikes extending from it. Hayden threw himself flat on the ground as it passed over him. He rolled sideways as a second spike came down where he had been a moment earlier. He jumped back to his feet, still running and trying to escape the monster, careful not to trip over the bodies that littered the floor.

      Shurrath’s mouth lowered, his bulbous tongue scooping the bodies in and gulping them down before he changed direction, still not completely out of the tunnel but focused now on Hayden.

      Gunfire echoed in the cavern. Isaac had spun away from the trife and started peppering Shurrath, hitting the Relyeh in the mouth and eyes, trying to get his attention. The gun clicked empty and he expertly dropped the old magazine, grabbed a new one and slapped it in.

      Two seconds. It was nearly too long. Isaac pivoted around again, catching a pair of trife only moments before they clawed him in the back.

      “Max!” Hayden shouted again. He had lost track of the Intellect. How could the cage be enough to handle Shurrath, when he seemed nearly a million times the size of it? Too large to possibly carry through a portal back to the Axon homeworld.

      Isaac was right. They would have been happier if Shurrath were already dead.

      Another of Shurrath’s tentacles reached out for Hayden. He turned and grabbed it, tugged from his feet as it began to pull him away. He kept a tight grip on it even as he was lifted and swung toward Shurrath’s open mouth. Hayden dropped his revolver and pulled a microspear from his pocket. He grunted as he stabbed the tentacle, which shuddered and released him. He tucked his shoulder as he fell, hitting on his replacement arm and rolling onto his back. Shurrath shrieked above him, mouth darting down to bite.

      Max appeared over him, a blast of plasma spewing from his hand and into Shurrath’s face. The Relyeh ancient screeched again, lifting his head and stabbing out with a spiney foot. Hayden grabbed Max, the two of them rolling away as Shurrath’s foot speared one of the worshipper’s corpses and sank deep into the earth.

      “Max, how are we supposed to catch him?” Hayden said as they struggled back to their feet.

      “It is a host,” Max said. “A shell.”

      “That’s not all Shurrath?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “So where is the bastard?”

      “Somewhere inside.”

      Shurrath shifted again, charging forward and scooping up more of the follower’s bodies and devouring them. It was strange to Hayden that the Relyeh was so focused on consumption amid everything else. Then again, what did Shurrath have to fear from the three of them? Losing Cyrus had supposedly weakened him, but Hayden didn’t see any evidence of that now.

      Unless the feeding was an effort to regain the strength he had lost? Had disrupting the Collective helped Shurrath more than it hurt him?

      Hayden noticed the report of gunfire had faded from the mix of sound in the cavern. He scanned desperately for Isaac, finding him running away from the trife. He had dropped the rifle, likely out of ammunition, and was doing everything he could to keep them distracted and on his tail.

      “Max, what if I need this thing to be a bomb?” Hayden asked, holding up the cage.

      “Pull it apart,” Max replied calmly.

      “You built it both ways?” Hayden said.

      “Of course.”

      He looked down at the cube, his mind flashing to Natalia and Hallia. The khoron were dead, which meant Alpha was free. Odds were good that she was safe. That they were all safe.

      He didn’t want to use the nodule as a bomb. He didn’t want to die.

      But Shurrath was right here. Right in front of him. A monster of proportions he could hardly believe. An unstoppable force, eager to feed on the fear and the flesh of humankind. He didn’t understand the origins of the Hunger, but he understood their motives. He understood they were incompatible with the future of Earth and the survival of his people.

      If this was the only way to stop him, then so be it.

      Shurrath turned his body, swinging his massive head toward them. His mouth was covered in the disgusting debris of his feeding, dark and rank. Tentacles swung wildly around it, preparing for the attack.

      You will die here, Sheriff. And then your people will die too. Your wife’s success will be your ultimate failure.

      “What the hell do you know about my wife?” Hayden said.

      I know what she did to my khoron. And I know the price she paid. The human mind is too weak to access the Collective unmediated. If she isn’t dead already, she will be soon.

      Hayden’s entire body went cold. “What?” he hissed.

      There it is. Fear from the fearless. Weakness from the strong.

      Hayden glanced over at Max. The Intellect nodded. He looked back at Isaac. The trife had stopped their pursuit, waiting for Shurrath’s command. The Marine seemed to instinctively understand the questioning look. He nodded too.

      He looked back at Shurrath. The Relyeh hovered over him, taking in his fear and feeding on it, the way it had fed on countless others over the centuries. The way he needed to feed to survive.

      He refused to be afraid. Of Shurrath. Of death. If the ancient was honest and Natalia was dead or dying, he only had one purpose left.

      To avenge her.

      He breathed in, cutting off the anxiety, the fear, even the anger and pain and sadness. He became cold and calm, like the Intellect beside him. Maybe even more so.

      He clutched the cage in his hand, out of Shurrath’s sight, and started walking toward the massive Relyeh.

      “Do you hunger?” he asked.

      Yes.

      “Here I am. You can consume me. You can kill me. But I refuse to fear you.”

      You’re a worthy opponent, Sheriff. You have my respect.

      “Just do it.”

      Shurrath groaned softly. Then his head snapped down, mouth open and coming closer by the millisecond.

      Hayden watched it descending. He didn’t try to escape it. He clutched the bomb in both hands, ready to activate it.

      The monster’s foul breath washed over him and then its mouth scooped him up, enveloping him in darkness as the confines of Shurrath’s mouth began to compress on him.

      He closed his eyes.

      And pushed farther inside the bloody wet cavity, trying to stay away from the monster’s enormous teeth.

      He didn’t know what was going to happen, or how. He wasn’t sure he would survive long enough to witness it. He pressed on the cube, activating the cage instead of the bomb, pinning the entire future of the planet on what amounted to the flip of a coin.

      The dark brambles of the cage immediately lit with blue light, unfolding from on top of themselves and spreading outward. Shurrath’s jaws might have closed on him, but the cage tore through its flesh and bone, shredding the back of Shurrath’s mouth into pieces as it spread apart, spraying Hayden with Shurrath’s blood, muscle, bone and sinew.

      It continued to expand in front of him, bursting through Shurrath’s mouth and allowing the dim light of the cavern to filter through. Hayden took the opportunity to leap to freedom, tumbling to the cavern floor. He rolled when he landed, coming to his feet to watch the spectacle taking place in front of him.

      The cage continued to increase in size until it tore through the top of the creature’s mouth and up through its eyes, bursting them and blinding Shurrath. Still the cage expanded, growing in size until it had wrapped completely around the creature’s head, severing it from its huge body.

      Noooooo!

      Shurrath’s mental shriek caused Hayden to wince in pain. He fell to his knees and grabbed hold of his head, blood leaking from his ears.

      You can’t do—

      Shurrath was cut off suddenly, and Hayden’s pain immediately subsided. He opened his eyes and looked up just as the creature’s head smashed like a dropped watermelon on the cavern floor. Blood and brains splattered everywhere.

      Hayden continued to stare at the cage, its black lines pulsing with blue energy as it floated in mid-air. Almost as quickly as it had grown, it contracted in on itself until it reached its former size. Hayden could see something inside it—a dark, worm-like shape not all that different from its larger host. Tentacles whipped and twirled, touching the edges of the cage and withdrawing at the flash of energy. A round mouth opened and closed, while stiff legs tested the barrier.

      The cage succumbed to gravity, falling to the ground, tumbling over to one side and remaining still.

      An uneasy silence fell over the cavern as the remains of Shurrath’s headless host slumped to the floor.

      The gathered trife began to hiss. Hayden spun around, reaching for guns that weren’t there. Max and Isaac turned to face the creatures too. They didn’t attack. They seemed almost lost, rocking in place for a few seconds before heading back through the tunnel.

      “Did we win?” Isaac asked.

      Hayden looked at Max for confirmation.

      “Affirmation. Shurrath is in the cage.”

      Hayden turned back to the cage. “Can I touch it?”

      “It is harmless from the outside.”

      He bent down and scooped it up, lifting it to his face. Shurrath was inside, barely ten centimeters in length. It was incredible how something so small could be part of a scourge consuming the universe.

      A tentacle shot out toward Hayden, trying to hit him. It struck the cage instead and snapped back.

      “Not so tough after all,” Hayden said, with a wide grin. “Is that fear I smell?”

      “He is secure,” Max said. “But the cage will not remain charged forever. We shouldn’t linger here.”

      Hayden’s thoughts turned back to Natalia. “He said my wife was dead or dying. Do you think—”

      “He was lying,” Isaac said. “He was after your fear. I’m sure she’s fine.”

      Hayden nodded. He wanted to believe it, but his instincts told him she wasn’t fine.

      “Let’s get out of here,” he said. “I’m ready to go home.”
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      As much as he wanted to, Hayden couldn’t go home right away.

      Capturing Shurrath was one thing. Returning him to the Axon with Max was something else.

      While Natalia had destroyed the khoron and subsequently most of the guards they had bypassed in reaching the Relyeh ancient, there was still the matter of getting out of the underground facility, finding transportation and returning not to Sanisco, but to the vault beneath the Pilgrim. Fortunately, the trife Shurrath had gathered for his defense were back under the control of their queen, and the queen saw little reason to keep her minions in the underground. By the time Hayden, Isaac and Max passed back through the torn out windshield of the APC and emerged from the back ramp, the demons were already gone.

      There were no cars, no motorcycles, no horses and no other means of faster travel waiting anywhere outside the tunnels or within close proximity to the complex, forcing the trio to make their way back north on foot. They took turns carrying Shurrath in his cage, remaining mostly silent as they jogged along the barren road, the knowledge that they couldn’t hold him indefinitely always in the back of their minds.

      It took hours to get back to Rose, even at a pace that left Hayden winded and tired by the time they arrived. The sun was setting, and evidence of Shurrath’s defeat was plainly visible around them. Beyond the bodies of infected followers that lay scattered throughout the more populated area of the city, the entire place seemed to be under revolt, with scattered gunfire and general lawlessness leading to a rise in violence that never would have happened if Shurrath were still free. It was a negative side effect of what they had done, and Hayden vowed to return to bring order back to the area as soon as he could.

      Hayden, Isaac, and Max managed to make their way around the worst of the fighting, sticking to the shadows and avoiding confrontation. They didn’t make it out completely clean, running into a group of bandits who had the same idea to raid the militia’s motor pool for whatever they could get running. A quick shootout had left Hayden and the others in charge of the pool, and after a short delay while Isaac repaired a faulty radiator hose, they pulled out of the garage and into the streets of Rose in the cab of a semi truck. The huge  vehicle was modded with armor plates on the sides and front, a crow’s nest behind the cab, and a big grill on the front, perfect for bashing through pretty much anything.

      They drove it north through the night, willing to risk the potential for a trife assault in exchange for speed. Hayden was desperate to get home, desperate to prove to himself that Isaac was right and Shurrath was full of shit when he said Natalia was dead.

      He wasn’t sure how he would react if the Relyeh ancient had been honest. He couldn’t imagine his life without Natalia, especially after all they had been through. The years and the birth of their daughter had only brought them that much closer. It wasn’t something he wanted to lose.

      But if he did lose her, he was determined to keep going, to raise Hallia the way Nat would have wanted and to see the UWT continue to grow and flourish. For as much as he would mourn her, he also wanted to honor her memory and do things the way she would have wanted them done.

      Morning was coming again by the time they rolled up the dirt road to the destroyed entrance to the Pilgrim’s hangar. Isaac waited in the truck while Hayden and Max headed inside, making their way down the lift shaft to the floor of the hangar, and then along the bottom of the Pilgrim’s bow to the vault, bringing their adventure full circle. Fortunately, everything was exactly as they had left it a few days earlier.

      Hayden stood in the vault with Max. He grabbed the front of the Skin and pulled, separating the suit from itself and pulling it down off his shoulders. His other clothes rested beside him, illuminated by the glow of Shurrath’s cage.

      “I do not currently require the Skin,” Max said. “You may retain it for a while.”

      Hayden smiled. “I appreciate the gesture, Max, but hopefully I won’t be needing it anymore. Shurrath is imprisoned, and all the khoron are neutralized.”

      “Confirmation. I hope that will be the case. When Grace recommended his survival, it was with the intention of keeping the other ancients clear of the planet. With the death of so many infected, it’s unclear to me how long they will wait before making advances of their own.”

      “It better be long enough for you to get back.” Hayden finished stripping out of the Skin. He grabbed the clothes he had taken in Rose and pulled them on. A simple white button-down shirt beneath a black vest, patched blue jeans and leather boots. He slipped his gun belt around his waist. “How long do you think it will take?”

      “Estimation. Not long. Perhaps I will return before you’ve reached Sanisco. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Through this portal?”

      “Unlikely. The gate you described in Dugway is more appropriate. Regardless, I will seek you out, Sheriff.”

      Hayden held out the rubbery, limp Skin. “You wanted this thing. It’s all yours.”

      “Appreciation.” Max accepted the Skin. “Changing shells is an unpleasant process. You may not desire to observe it.”

      Hayden nodded and turned around. Having the head of Shurrath’s host practically melt onto him was enough unpleasantness to last a while. He leaned against the wall of the vault and closed his eyes until Max informed him he was done.

      When Hayden opened his eyes again, Cyrus’ body was on the ground, bloody and slightly deflated. Max was a black, featureless humanoid standing in front of him, suddenly so much more alien and frightening.

      “It has been a long time,” Max said. The projection of Cyrus replaced the Skin. “We have accomplished much together, Sheriff Duke.” He put out his hand. “I am grateful to call you friend.”

      Hayden accepted Max’s hand, shaking it. “I’m putting a lot of faith in you, Max. Don’t let me down.”

      “Affirmation. Affection. Pozz that. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden walked to the portal with Max. The Intellect placed Shurrath in front of it, holding the cage with one hand and touching the edge of the portal with the other. Energy flowed between the nodule and Max and into the portal. Shurrath shrieked and writhed in the cage, the activity apparently causing him pain.

      Good.

      The stone surface of the portal changed, fading into pitch black darkness and then shifting to a scene of tranquility. A silver walkway cut through a luscious, vibrant field of brightly colored vegetation toward a massive crystalline tower in the distance.

      “That’s the Axon homeworld?” Hayden asked, in awe.

      “Affirmation. The Axon Council convenes in the tower. They will be surprised to see me. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Where is everybody?” There were no Axon in the garden, organic or otherwise.

      “The gardens have been empty since the Relyeh arrived. It appears tranquil, Sheriff. But appearances are deceiving. The fight against the Hunger is not yours alone. Neither are the casualties.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Which is why you’re going to convince the council to help us out. We’re all stronger together.”

      “Agreement. It is not my decision to make, but I will do all I can. You have done a great service to the Axon, and have earned their assistance.” Max picked up the cage. “Any last words for Shurrath, Sheriff?”

      “Yeah.” Hayden leaned down to smile at the small Relyeh. Shurrath backed away from his face. “Enjoy your imprisonment. And if you’re still connected to the Collective, tell your brothers and sisters that if Natalia has been hurt in any way they’re going to pay.”

      Shurrath screeched in reply, but he couldn’t enter Hayden’s head through the cage.

      “Until we meet again, Sheriff,” Max said. Then he stepped through the portal, coming out on the silver lane on a planet who-knew-how-many light years away. He waved as the garden faded to black. Then the portal shut down completely.

      Hayden stared at the stone for a few seconds. He wanted to trust Max, but he wasn’t convinced he would ever see the Intellect again.

      At least Shurrath was gone.

      Hayden made his way back out of the vault, through the hangar, up the shaft and out to where Isaac was waiting with the semi.

      “It’s done?” Isaac asked.

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “How do you feel?”

      “Numb. Now that this is over.” He paused. “I’m dying, Hayden. The brain tumor is real.”

      Hayden smiled. “You aren’t going to die, Ike. We aren’t savages, and I’ve got pull with some people who can help. I was never all that worried about that.”

      “You weren’t?”

      “Nope. Why would I have gone to Tijuana to save you if I thought you were a dead man walking?”

      “I thought that was to keep me away from Shurrath.”

      “I could have shot you if that was my only motive.”

      Isaac laughed. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t shoot me. What do you say we get back to Sanisco so you can be with your wife? I have an idea of how you must feel.”

      “I know you do. You’re a good man, Ike. I appreciate everything you did for my family and me.”

      “I didn’t do much.”

      “Bullshit. Every little bit helps.”

      “You’re welcome, Sheriff. And thank you for helping me get closure for my own loss. It won’t bring my family back, but it helps to know I did what Amanda always asked me to do. And that I got to see Jason’s murderer put behind bars. Just not the bars I was expecting.”

      “You’re welcome too. You want me to drive?”

      “No. I’ve got it.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?”
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      “Nat,” Hayden said softly. Gently. He held Natalia’s hand in his, the same way he had twelve hours a day, every day for the last week. “Nat, today’s the day. Time to wake up.”

      Of course, he had said that every day too. It was always time to wake up. Always time for her to come back to the land of the living to rejoin him, Hallia, and Ginny as they began the hard work of rebuilding what Shurrath had destroyed.

      He looked to the door of the room when it opened. Doctor Hess came in first, with the Centurion liaison trailing close behind.  

      Special Officer Erica Rodriguez was a lithe bundle of muscle with a chiseled face, high cheekbones, large eyes and a thick head of dark hair that flowed around the high-collared white blouse and dark jacket of the Centurion Space Force formal uniform. She was a clone and a former grunt, and tougher than nails. He knew she felt more comfortable in tac gear and in the middle of a firefight than in her skirt.

      Even so, her face paled when she saw Hayden and Natalia. Hess had told her what to expect, but it was different to be there in person.

      “Oh, Hayden,” Rico said softly as he released Natalia’s hand and stood up. Tears were forming in her eyes, which threatened to make Hayden’s equally moist. He was mostly able to keep it together as long as everyone around him did the same. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Rico,” Hayden said, embracing her. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, Sheriff. I wish the circumstances were better.”

      “We don’t get to choose.”  He let her go and backed up a step. “You want to chat in private?” He expected her to have news about his run-in with Gillick.

      “That’s probably for the best.”

      “Doctor, will you excuse us?” Hayden said, asking Hess to leave.

      Hess glanced at Rico and checked Natalia’s vitals one last time. “I need to come back in ten minutes to give her another injection.”

      “It won’t take that long,” Rico said.

      Hess nodded and left the room.

      “So…” Hayden said, sighing out the word. He sat back down next to Natalia, taking her hand again.

      “So, General Haeri is working overtime to smooth things out for you back on Proxima,” Rico said.

      “Why would he do a thing like that?”

      “Come on, Hayden. You know who and what Haeri is. Hell, you know more about the Trust than most of the people who are in the Trust.”

      “They were trying to weaponize Axon neural disruption tech. And not for use against trife. What the hell is with that?”

      “I’m learning a lot about politics now that I’m your envoy,” Rico replied. “One thing I’ve learned is that sometimes you need to give a direction that isn’t always in line with what you’re looking for, but produces the same result.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In this case, Gillick thought she was making a weapon. Haeri said they’re looking for a defensive weapon.”

      “Funny, because the Trust denied knowing anything about the Axon before this.”

      “Of course they did. There are two histories on Proxima, Hayden. The truth, and the one the people who know the truth want the rest of the people to believe.”

      Hayden laughed. “Sounds all too familiar.”

      “Exactly. You can’t escape the bullshit. You just need to play the game.”

      “And you believe Haeri?”

      “No. But I believe he’s trying to do what’s best for Proxima, and humankind in general. He could have shut this program down because of what you did. He also could have sent a kill team to wipe you off the face of the planet. But he let me come back instead. He gave me a chance to talk to you. What happened to the Intellect you released, by the way? I’m happy to know it didn’t kill you.”

      “How much does Haeri know about the Hunger?”

      “I’ve never heard the word used that way before. I don’t know. What’s the Hunger?”

      “It’s a long story, but the short version is that they’re the aliens that sent the trife, and they’re a bigger threat than the Axon.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “No, it’s not. Anyway, we captured one of their…aristocrats? I sent him with the Intellect in question back to the Axon with the idea of brokering an alliance.”

      “What?” Rico said. “An alliance?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And you didn’t talk to me first?”

      “When would I have had time to talk to you? I was on the clock.”

      “Hayden, Proxima Command won’t be happy to hear you’re making deals with the enemy.”

      “Hold on. How did the Axon suddenly become the enemy? They’re fighting the Hunger, just like we are.”

      “It doesn’t matter. They’ve probably killed more humans than they have trife. Have you already forgotten what the last one who got loose on Earth did?”

      “No, I haven’t. But Max is different.”

      “It has a name?”

      “Why not? Look, we’re on the same side. I think Max and I are the only ones who have realized it. Here’s to hoping he can change that.”

      Rico rubbed at her forehead. “Shit, Hayden. If I had known you were going to hit me with this bit of news, I would have requested General Haeri accompany me. I don’t suppose there’s any way I can get you to come back to Proxima with me?”

      “With Natalia like this? Not a chance.”

      “This is big, Sheriff. Bigger than Stacker.”

      “I’m not leaving her.”

      Hayden squeezed Natalia’s hand.

      For the first time in too long, she squeezed it back.
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      “Sergeant Isaac Pine, this is Centurion Special Officer Rico Rodriguez,” Hayden said, introducing the pair.  

      “Sergeant Pine,” Rico said, offering her hand.

      Isaac took it in kind. “A pleasure, Special Officer Rodriguez,” he said.

      “Sheriff Duke has told me  a little bit of your history,” Rico said. “I have to say I’m more than a little intrigued.”

      “So am I,” Isaac said. “To learn more about Proxima, I mean.”

      “Ike’s agreed to my idea,” Hayden said. “For obvious reasons.”

      “The tumor,” Rico said. “Don’t worry, Ike. We can fix you up good as new. Maybe even better.”

      “In exchange, Isaac will debrief General Haeri on everything that happened here,” Hayden said. “Hopefully we can come to some sort of agreement on what to do...when Max returns.” He stopped himself from saying ‘if’ at the last second. He didn’t need to leave Haeri questioning his agreement with the Intellect. “The alliance I proposed wasn’t limited to the survivors on Earth. You know I don’t agree with the way Proxima Command has handled things, but the Hunger is a threat to all of us.”

      “Understood,” Rico said. “And I agree. I’ll do my best to get the general on the same page.”

      “I know you will.”

      “I wish you could stay longer,” Natalia said from her place beside Hayden. She was sitting in a wheelchair, her body still too weak for her to stand for more than a couple of minutes at a time. “We didn’t have much time to catch up.”

      “We didn’t have any time to catch up,” Rico replied. “But I’m sure I’ll be back ahead of schedule. Two to three weeks at most, if I had to guess.”

      “I’ll be walking again by then,” Natalia said defiantly.

      Rico smiled. “I’m sure you will.”

      She leaned over to hug Natalia before embracing Hayden. “I’ll do everything I can to keep things in your favor, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Thank you, Rico.”

      Isaac walked over to Hayden, putting out his hand. Hayden took it and shook it firmly. “It was an honor, Ike.”

      “The honor was mine,” Isaac replied, shifting Jason’s backpack on his shoulder. “I’ll get this little head issue cleared up, and I’ll be back to help you fight the good fight. It’s what Amanda would have wanted. And what I want.”

      Isaac leaned over Natalia, who reached up to hug him. “Take care of yourself, Isaac,” she said.

      “You too, Governor,” Isaac replied, kissing her on the cheek. “And tell Ginny she owes me a rematch.”

      “Rematch?”

      “I taught her how to play chess. And then she kicked my ass.”

      They all shared a laugh.

      “Time to go,” Rico said. “Ike, I assume you’ve never been in a starship before?”

      “No, ma’am,” Isaac replied.

      “You’re going to love the liftoff. The weeklong trip back to Proxima can be a little dry, but we’ll keep you occupied. And of course, you’re going to another planet, which I imagine must sound pretty cool.”

      “That it does,” Isaac replied, laughing. “Besides, I can use a little more downtime after the last few weeks.”

      “We’ll see you soon Sheriff, Governor,” Rico said.

      “See you soon,” Hayden and Natalia replied.

      The pair departed, closing the door behind them and leaving Hayden and Natalia alone.

      “How are you feeling?” Hayden asked, kneeling down to eye level with Natalia.

      “I’m okay, Hayden. Really. I was off my feet for two weeks and my body isn’t up to speed yet, but even Doc Hess said I’ll be fine.”

      “That won’t stop me from worrying. I almost lost you.”

      She reached over to cup his face in her hand. “But you didn’t. We won. And we might end up with the Others as an ally. Pretty good deal if you ask me.”

      “All’s well that ends well.”

      Natalia smiled. “Mostly.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “When we were testing the khoron’s link to the Collective, another signal came through. The computer translated it into English. He said his name was Sergeant Caleb Card.”

      Hayden flinched with surprise. “A human?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know that either. But I think we should do whatever we can to find him. Before the Trust, the Axon, or the Relyeh do.”

      Hayden nodded. “How about we add that to the list for tomorrow? Right now, I just want a nice, peaceful evening with my wife and daughter.”

      “Daughters,” Natalia corrected. “Like it or not, Ginny is ours now.”

      Hayden smiled. “Daughters. Sounds good to me.” He stood up and moved behind the wheelchair. “Might I escort you home, my love?”

      Natalia reached up to put her hand on his. “I can’t wait.”
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            Thank you for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, I already said thank you on the previous page. But, I want to say it again.

      THANK YOU  for reading these books. I know there are a lot of great authors writing a lot of great books, but you chose this one, and I appreciate you coming back for more.

      I love to hear from readers. If you have Facebook, you can find me at facebook.com/mrforbes.author, or join my Facebook fan group at facebook.com/groups/mrforbes. You can also e-mail me at michael@mrforbes.com.

      Once again, if you love Sheriff Duke or the Forgotten books, you won’t want to miss Forgotten Vengeance, coming soon. You can sign up for new release e-mail here: mrforbes.com/forgottenvengeance.

      If you’re interested in other Forgotten books, check out mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse.

      

      Cheers,

      Michael.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            Other Books By M.R Forbes

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        M.R. Forbes on Amazon

        mrforbes.com/books

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten (The Forgotten)

        mrforbes.com/theforgotten

      

      

      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.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      M.R. Forbes is the mind behind a growing number of  Amazon best-selling science fiction series including Rebellion, War Eternal,  Chaos of the Covenant, and the Forgotten Universe novels. He currently resides with his family and friends on the west cost of the United States, including a cat who thinks she’s a dog and a dog who thinks she’s a cat.

      He maintains a true appreciation for his readers and is always happy to hear from them.

      

      
        
        To learn more about M.R. Forbes or just say hello:

      

        

      
        Visit my website:

        mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Send me an e-mail:

        michael@mrforbes.com

      

        

      
        Check out my Facebook page:

        facebook.com/mrforbes.author

      

        

      
        Chat with me on Facebook Messenger:

        https://m.me/mrforbes.author
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