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CHAPTER ONE

One hundred standard-years later…




Landon

I WAS AWOKEN from stasis immediately after essential medical personnel. Recovery was brief and uneventful. Reported to be in full health with no lingering side effects. I was approved for active duty. 

Thus allowed to leave medical, I made my way to the operations room along corridors that were eerily quiet. The ship wouldn’t remain this way for long, and over the coming days and weeks, the rest of the 10,000 colonists would be awoken and report for duty. 

As I entered the operations room, I was gripped by a notion of skewed time. My brain thought I had been in here yesterday. Over a hundred standard-orbital-years had passed. 

Soft, dull lighting enveloped the area, and the viewer wall displayed the ship schematic with status reports against the various sections. The detailed data didn’t mean much to me, but everything was green, and green was good. 

“Display Coulter-416.”

Nothing.

Frowning, I walked over to the console before the viewer. It would be just my luck for there to be a glitch before the technical team were roused.

“Show me Coulter-416.”

Nothing.

What the hell was wrong with it?

“Monitoring report.”

An alarm blared, the happy green ship image disappeared, and a barrage of obscure data filled the viewer.

I blinked a couple of times and jiggled a finger in my ear just to be sure I wasn’t suffering some sort of post-stasis sensory hallucination. No, the alarm was still blaring, and the stream of data garbage was all still very much there.

I tried a basic hand gesture. The viewer transitioned into something even less useful. 

Great!

I was the least tech-savvy person I knew and possessed no more than cursory skills with gestures.

Literally five minutes alone and I had created chaos. Tapping my communicator bud, I called through to our stasis expert, Brent. 

“Sir, we’ve got alarms here in medical!” he said, voice high and anxious.

“We have alarms everywhere,” I replied. And I’ve no idea what they mean. “Wake Riley up.”

“But that’s not the designated order.”

“Start Riley’s recovery, now, and get Eric up and in the command center.”

“Eric’s only sixteen hours into recovery,” Brent replied. “He’s not approved for duty.”

Brent wasn’t long enough in my company prior to the launch to understand that when I gave a fucking order, I expected it to be implemented without any backchat. “That’s an order. Get Eric up and send him over ASAP.”

Brent’s muttered confirmation followed, almost lost under the droning alarm. I paced the room, tried another hand gesture… which returned the screen to the happy green ship schematic. At least that was looking good. 

I paced some more.

An indeterminate amount of tension-filled time passed, and finally, a groggy Eric pitched into the room. 

His parents had apparently been enamored with Viking legends and had picked his name after meeting their blue-eyed, blond-haired baby boy. It was fair to say that Eric had ‘grown’ into his name.

“Why didn’t you get Brent to help you?” I asked.

“Have you seen Brent?” Eric hung onto the doorframe briefly before staggering further into the room and propping himself against the nearby wall. “I’d crush him and his ant-like assistant… Can we kill the fucking alarm?” 

He had a good point. 

I indicated the viewer. “I can’t work out the gestures.” 

Eric scowled at me. “Just speak. Did the stasis bake your brain or something?”

My look was flat and deadly.

Huffing out a breath, he made a series of complex gestures. 

As the drone ceased and blissful silence ensued, Eric staggered forward and collapsed into the nearest chair. “What the fuck is happening?” Planting his elbows on the console top, he massaged his temples. “You know motor skills don’t function properly for the first twenty hours. That’s why they call it a ‘recovery’ period.”

“The voice commands aren’t working.”

Eric looked up at the viewer, rubbed at his brow, and performed another series of gestures. “Your training is sorely lacking… Well, shit.” He froze mid-gesture. 

A planet filled the wall viewer. They had referred to Coulter-416 as Aterra’s new hope in all the pre-launch paraphernalia that goes with such a momentous event. Cheesy, but I’d been as happy as the next person to go along with it. Coulter-416 wasn’t a hope, new or otherwise, anymore. More a source of great confusion that was slipping with exponential speed toward despair. 

It was still a planet, just not our planet. 

No, someone else had got there first. 




Forty-eight standard hours had passed since my awakening. Propping my ass against the console, I crossed my arms as I stared at the wall viewer. The dull illumination of the room emphasized the planet’s radiance. Under any other circumstance, I might have thought it beautiful. We had awoken essential technical personnel to deal with the pressing ship issues. Voice commands were still eluding even Riley’s impressive technical skill, but given what we had discovered, the inconvenience of losing voice commands was the least of our concerns. 

There were satellites around Coulter-416.

Lots and lots of satellites. 

Eric, my second-in command, stood beside me—looking more stable now—and his troubled gaze was similarly settled on the viewer. “We don’t know if there’s life yet, but there are satellites, and one usually accompanies the other.”

“Do we have any idea how this could have happened?” I asked.

“No, none. Time has gone by, over 17,000 standard years in this planet’s case since a probe identified Coulter-416 as habitable.”

“The heady era of discovery,” I said.

“Has a lot to answer for,” Eric finished. 

The flippant comment masked a more serious undertone. It was the age of discovery that became the catalyst for the Fringe Wars, which, in turn, gave rise to the era of advancement when the great genetic and technological breakthroughs were made. 

We could not be here but for those advances, and would not be here but for the Foundation Wars that had picked up the hopeless and the greedy alike in the voids left after the Fringe Wars broke society down.

“Are you going to abort?” 

Eric’s question dragged me from my brooding thoughts. “No. We need to find out what we’ve stumbled onto. What did Riley have to say?”

“She doesn’t recognize the technology, but it could be a splinter group. We know many groups and sub-factions broke away from the Federation. The final push was brutal and indiscriminate, and some must have slipped the destructive net. What you see before you has no discernible signature that Riley is familiar with. There are no signals coming off it. Spooky quiet by all accounts.”

“A splinter group, then, or we are dealing with a new civilization. Neither option is good.”

“I know they say better the devil you know, but honestly, I prefer anything but the Federation,” Eric said with bite. “Talking about devils, are you going to wake up Eva?” 

“No.”

Eric smirked. “Chicken.”

“Don’t go there.”

“I’m already there. You’re just delaying the inevitable. She’s not going to be impressed if you delay her revival. And while she irritates the shit out of me at times, you’re going to need her insights to get through this.”

“I know. I’ve already given the order to bring her revival forward. I just wanted to wallow in denial for a few more seconds.” 

Eric barked out a laugh. “You’re in command. You don’t get to wallow in denial.”

I nodded at the viewer. “Tell the medics to accelerate the stasis recovery and wake up the remaining colonists.”

“You still think we can colonize?” Eric cut a look toward me. “You think it might be abandoned?”

I shrugged. “I’ve no idea. We came to colonize a planet. That’s what I intend to do. Get a probe out, see what readings we can pick up.”

Eric brandished a cynical smile before stalking toward the door. “Let’s hope our squatters are friendly.”

The door swished shut behind him, leaving me alone with that troubling sight. 

What has happened?

Were we too late? What unknown events had unfolded while we were in stasis? Was it travel or technological advances that put us somehow behind?

I had no answers, a myriad of questions, and 10,000 people waiting on my direction.

Another 90,000 colonists were en route.

 I had no answers, and I needed to start making decisions. 

The survival of the colony, and of every man and woman arriving over the next ten years depended on those decisions. 

I sighed. In twenty standard hours, Eva would be released from medical, and I would use that breathing space to gather as much intel as I could. After, the one person who might shed some light on this quagmire of a situation, would be making my life hell.




















CHAPTER TWO




Eva

WAKING FROM DEEP sleep was always a challenge. I had never made a jump this long before though, none of us had. 

And none of us ever would again.

The initial lethargy was familiar; the sensation of not being in command of my body while my brain grappled to process what was going on. As the minutes ticked by and the lethargy remained, I fell prey to a burgeoning sense of panic.

Finally, and just as I became convinced that something was terribly wrong, my eyes fought their way open. They revealed the smiling face of a medic. His name was Bart or Bailey… it began with B. It was the same young man I had seen immediately prior to stasis, and who had placed me into the deep sleep. 

Heat flushed my body, and my head began to pound like someone had taken a hammer to my skull. The post-stasis recovery had always hit me hard, but this was bordering on insanity. My lips formed a flat line as soon as my face muscles loosened. 

“Everything okay?” A worried frown marred his boyish face. He was wearing white and blended into the stark white walls behind him. “It can be disorientating when you first wake. Try not to move or talk yet. With such an exceptionally long sleep, the recovery will be slow.” He offered another encouraging smile as he pressed a shiny, white medical scanner against my forehead. “You’re awakening is a little out of sequence. We’ve had to bring a few people forward.”

After the fiasco at Nammu, followed by the awkwardness between Landon and me, I imagined him deriving great pleasure in leaving me in stasis. “Cycles until arrival?” 

“Hold there!” The medic pressed a gentle hand to my shoulder when I tried to rise and offered an apologetic smile. “Let me get you a drink. It helps with the disorientation if you can get fluid in your body the natural way.”

Wishing he would cease the meaningless chatter, I inspected the stark room. It was a recovery cell, but empty other than whatever his name was and another young woman who was studying a viewer with her back to us.

“I guess you knew that,” the unidentified ‘B’ person said with a rueful grin. “There’s been a lot of excitement and a rush to get all the revivals underway.”

I blinked in confusion. “Rush?” My words came out as a hiss, and that was as much as I could say since he shoved a straw in my mouth and instructed me to drink.

I sucked some down, wondering at his sense of timing.

Why were revivals being rushed? And excitement? The way he’d said excitement left an unpleasant aftertaste even with my befuddled post-stasis brain.

“A little more,” he said with that encouraging smile. 

Glaring with the promise of retribution, I sucked another gulp down.

His smile faltered, and he withdrew the straw. “Yes, that’s enough for now.”

“Where is he?” I clenched and flexed my fingers, willing my body to begin to work. There was only one person who could give me the needed answers. 

Notably, he was absent. If Landon thought I would sit here meekly for however many hours I was due to spend in this white prison, he would be sorely disappointed. 

“He?” Bart enquired (he looked like a Bart), but his attention was on the readout and a small frown formed again. “Your blood pressure and breathing rate are a little elevated. I’ll need to sedate you until we can get this under control.”

Sedate me? “Don’t,” I said in a deadly tone. “Call the Commander and bring him here immediately.”

The other medic’s head popped up, while Bart’s eyes widened in a way that might have been comical had I not been so incensed. “The Commander?” he stammered as if terrified by the request.

“Yes, the Commander. Here. Now.” I used my best authoritative voice, the one that got me what I wanted promptly.

“He’s—err—I believe he’s—” He swallowed. “I’ll put a call through to his 2IC.”

“Not him,” I hissed, but B-man appeared not to hear and hastened to the other medic. A whispered conversation ensued of which I heard only the occasional word. 

What did they need to confer about? My legs started to feel heavy, an indication I was recovering, and I fought to sit, determined to have answers, even if that meant crawling out the room to get them for myself.

Not Bart (I was entitled to change my mind) hurried to tend to me while his confidant cast a harried look my way before she scurried out of the recovery cell. 

“Communicator?” I muttered, baffled that one of them had left the room instead of using a communicator to put a call through. Wavering, I clutched the pod side in a death grip lest I collapse again. 

“You know we can’t reconnect you until a standard twenty hours of observation. You shouldn’t be sitting up!”

That wasn’t what I was asking! “What has happened?” Having found relative stability sitting, nausea kicked in. 

“I think we should wait for the Commander to brief you,” he said evasively while smoothly handing me a sick bag. My glare was nasty. He was closer now though, and squinting at his name badge, I finally read Brent. 

Groaning quietly, I palmed my stomach. Being sick was so undignified, I was determined not to succumb to the urge. Still, I felt very off. Maybe Brent giving me the sick bag wasn’t so insulting after all.

As I contemplated the indignity of hurling into a plastic bag, the recovery cell door swished open and Eric strode in. 

“You’re awake,” Eric said, like this wasn’t obvious. 

Brent kindly offered me a disposable cloth. I took it without a word. Through the hammering in my head, I tried to remember why I had signed up to spend the remaining years of my life in a remote colony with Eric. 

“Welcome back,” Eric said on reaching my pod side. “You look terrible.”

I wasn’t in the mood for Eric. Even Brent had made himself scarce. Quashing my simmering anger with impressive self-control, I presented Eric with a neutral smile. 

“Works every time,” he concluded with a smirk. “Landon’s on his way.” He winked. “Thought I’d get you warmed up before the main act arrived.”

Then Landon entered.

“What are you doing here?” Landon’s brows drew together. 

My eyes shifted from one man to the other. I wished the battle taking place in my skull would reach its climax, so I could process what was going on.

Eric raised both hands. “Hey, I’m not the one keeping secrets from a predictive.”

Secrets! “Medic!” The post-stasis shakes chose that moment to hit me hard. I needed to know what was going on. I had no time to be feeble.

“Stop provoking her.” Landon glared at Eric, while Brent materialized from wherever he’d been hiding to administer me with much needed drugs. “How can you two be related?”

His question was a pertinent one. I had whiled away many an hour trying to figure out a plausible explanation for how the same gene pool could yield such wildly different results as Eric and me. 

“I ask myself the same question every day,” Eric said earnestly. 

At least we agreed on something. 

“Me being so popular and Eva being so—” Eric gestured in my general direction, “Not.”

An inelegant snort escaped me, but it was the best I could do in the circumstances.

“Back to the briefing,” Landon snapped. “We need contingency plans in place ASAP.”

Contingency plans? The drugs began doing whatever magic they did. The roiling in my stomach settled while the pounding in my head reduced to a dull ache.

Landon returned his focus to me. “And I need to update Eva.”




















CHAPTER THREE




Landon

VULNERABILITY RADIATED FROM her pale face, which wasn’t a word one associated with a predictive of any kind, but especially not Eva, who was a particularly egotistical example. 

That was unfair of me. It was more… misguided enthusiasm. 

After leaving Nammu, one might have been forgiven for thinking things had changed between us. But the month long lead up to stasis had been chaotic at best, and I’d barely seen her. I still thought about fucking her over a desk.

I still wanted to do it again.

I also recognized that she was a predictive, and therefore, not entirely normal. I wasn’t exactly normal either, and neither of us had taken the time to discuss what we might want from a relationship going forward. In the back of my mind, I figured we’d have plenty of time to work things out once we arrived. 

Now here we were, once more facing a new, unknown situation that had all the hallmarks of disaster.

Everything in the room was white, and Eva was also wearing white, which had the effect of adding to her pallor. Her freckles stood out stark on her face and her hair was mussed up from sleep. She radiated an adorable kind of grumpiness. It was clear she needed to lie back and rest. Everyone had taken the full twenty hours to work through the after effects. Except for Eric, but that wasn’t by choice. I couldn’t think of a single person, myself included, who had sat up after five minutes. 

I waved the remaining medic out of the room. “I’ll call you if I need you,” I said.

Brent didn’t hesitate to vacate the space, despite it breaking protocol.

“How are you feeling?” It seemed a safe opening line, but the look she leveled at me dredged up a sigh and set expectations as to how this conversation would go. “I know, that was a dumb question. And you hate dumb questions or small talk. So, let’s skip the pleasantries, and progress straight on to the part where you vent about whatever is bothering you.”

Sex had a mysterious softening impact on her abrasive personality. If she didn’t look so deathly ill, I might have considered fucking her over the side of the medical pod, as awkward as it might be. 

Her lips compressed into a line. “I don’t have time to vent. Tell me what has happened.”

I thought she wasn’t long enough out of stasis for this kind of conversation, but short of denying her request, which would only increase her angst, I was out of options. “When I exited stasis, our monitoring systems alerted me to some unexpected readings at Coulter-416.”

She gestured impatiently at a fluid cup with the straw sitting on the medical console. “Elaborate.” 

Her shaking fingers clutched the vessel as she drank. If she were anyone else, I might have offered to help.

“There were life readings. A lot of life readings. Off the charts amounts of life readings.”

Her head lifted. “Human?”

“No, not that we can detect from here. Plant, animal—” I shrugged. “But who knows until we can launch a probe.” 

“Do we know how this happened?”

“No,” I said, and never had that word left such an inadequate taste in my mouth. Her eyes narrowed on me, and her head tilted ever so slightly to the side in a silent request for me to continue. “There’s a city. High tech. Off the charts high tech.”

Her brows drew together. “A city without people? That makes no sense. Are they dead?”

“We don’t think so. It appears to be abandoned. It’s the only place on the damn planet without a single life reading.” Silence settled, and I could feel the weight of her absolute interest. “Perhaps not abandoned, or at least not in the usual sense… The city has no more than a dozen detectable structures, and there’s evidence of further construction underway. Riley thinks it’s the final stage of establishing the planet ready to receive its new inhabitants.”

Her eyes shifted down to the cup in her hand. “Then they will return.”

I drew a ragged breath in. I hadn’t needed her to tell me this. It was obvious that whoever had created the city would be coming back for it, but there was something about having a predictive state it in that unequivocal voice that cast the speculation into fact. “When?”

She let out a huff that managed to express perfectly what she thought of the question. 

“Yes, I know you want more information. We don’t have a lot, but I’ll get someone to bring you a viewer with what we do have to review. You need to wait the standard twenty hours before you can have your communicator bud replaced. Don’t try to intimidate the medic into hooking you up early. There will be serious repercussions if you breach protocol.”

“Not Eric.”

I never doubted she loved her brother after the wild extremes she went to on Nammu. She didn’t want him dead, but she didn’t want him too close, either. I smiled. “No, not Eric. If I can trust you not to exhaust yourself, I’ll have Riley come over, and you can discuss it with her.”

Eva had spent a great deal of time with Riley, or so I had heard, during the run up to the launch. I’d had grave doubts when I found out Eric had rescued a former Federation slave class. But I trusted Eva implicitly, and she had vetted Riley.

Eva’s nod was efficient, but her tone was accusing when she said, “You should have awoken me straight away. You should have been here waiting when I got up.”

I lifted my hand to cut her off. “I wasn’t expecting you to be demanding answers within seconds. No matter how you’re feeling now, you’re going to crash in about five minutes. Everyone does. Our active personnel are pulling insane shifts trying to revive key people and gather what early intel they can. We can only do what we can do. I don’t want you to burn yourself out.” Or to burn the team out, like you did before.

“I will cope.” She took another sip of her drink. Her voice was colored with her confidence, but it was hard to tell if she was being predictive or whether her innate self-belief was getting in the way. 

“Perhaps you will,” I said. 

We had met on a few occasions over the years prior to that last fateful operation. Crossing paths in the command centers of the Aterran Empire, where I’d received little more than a cool nod of acknowledgement as she passed, surrounded by towering guards that I imagined bench pressing transports for fun. I had come to know her considerably better during the chaos that followed Edson-46. I was still undecided whether her decision to grace the colony with her presence was the blessing Victor Loire believed it to be.

Events on Nammu played back like they had happened a month ago instead of a hundred years. We were just that though, a strange blip, and after, an odd awkwardness had colored our brief interactions as we prepared for the launch.

No one knew about what had happened between us. They knew she had been with Jax. If speculation was to be believed, she was with Jax in the time leading up to the launch. 

“You still intend to colonize?” she asked, dragging me from my introspection.

She was watching me and had doubtlessly been assessing every nuance of my body language along with the other subtle cues predictives could read so well.

“Maybe,” I said. “We’re here now. But I’m not in a rush. The ship can stabilize in orbit for another ten years. We don’t have a huge number of options, but we should explore them. Sending probes to search close planets and systems makes sense.”

Nodding, she drained the last of her drink and held the empty container out to me. “I’ll rest now and speak to Riley when I wake up.”

I wanted to be pissed at her. I’d spent a great deal of time pissed at her for one reason or another. But as she lay back and closed her eyes as her body gave into the exhaustion her mind wanted to fight, I smiled. 

I put the drink container on the console behind her. For a person so intense when awake, she appeared unexpectedly serene in repose. “Finding Serenity,” I said softly.

But I was no longer thinking about Eva. I was recalling the image of the planet whose orbit we had entered not so long ago. The swirling mass of green, blue, and white was a vision too beautiful to be anything but an impossible dream. 

Like Eva, was that idyllic planet a pretty facade to a slumbering demon? 

It would stroke her already considerable ego, me officially naming the planet after a vision of her sleeping. Nevertheless, the name fit. 

I left the white recovery cell, calling Brent, who assured me Eva’s readings were stable and that this was normal. After, I headed over to the operations room for a debriefing from Eric and the Technologist, Riley. 

“What do you have for me?” I asked as I entered the room. The standard black attire of command and royal blue of the technical team was easy on the eyes after the starkness of the recovery cell. Besides Eric and Riley, there were three other technical experts present. By Aterran standards, they would have been considered the superstars of their field. Compared to Riley, they were closer to educational dropouts. They managed well enough, and Riley allocated them what she referred to as the ‘simple tasks’.

“The satellites appear to be monitoring the planet, rather than for threats from space,” Riley stated. Her style of address never shifted from calm and was reflective of her disposition. She was a tiny woman with soft gray eyes. I still couldn’t work out how Eric had ever believed she was a he. Even Marik, who was the least observant person, thought it was obvious. 

“That’s good news.” I took a seat at the table where a holographic image displayed Coulter-416. An impressive collection of satellites circled the planet. It was these satellites that had first triggered the system warning when the external monitoring came online after we dropped into orbit. 

“Maybe,” Riley hedged. “The technology is unique, and they may well have monitoring methods we know nothing about. We have made no hostile move, and neither have they. That could change if we tried to land.”

“We don’t have many options,” I said. “We have finite energy for another trip, which limits our scope for other locations.”

“We should send a drone down,” Cathy, another technical expert, offered.

Riley lifted a questioning eyebrow.

“I mean, how else will we know if there’s anyone down there?” Cathy continued.

 “She has a valid point,” I said. “I need every option on the table, no matter how risky or foolish it might seem at first.”

“Yes, a drone would provide definitive answers, but we will need more data before we can make a call,” Riley said. “We expected a barren planet: soil, water, and at best, microbe level life. Instead, we’ve found a verdant world full of diverse life and a city beyond my personal experience, be it Aterran or Federation. Caution is prudent at this time.” As if sensing the negative mood, she continued straight on, “Is Eva awake?”

Two of the technical experts fidgeted in their seats. 

“Yes, and demanding what information we have. I left her resting, but I’m confident I’ll get a call from the medic as soon as she wakes again. We’ll need to bring her up to speed.”

“She’s just come out of stasis.” There was a note of genuine concern in Riley’s voice. Riley was the only person on the ship Eva deemed close to her intellectual equal and the two of them had struck an immediate rapport.

“And already aware of the issues we face. Much as I’d like to put the medic in the brig for letting it slip, we both know Eva is too astute to hide anything from. Even without his clumsy handling, she would have been demanding information. I told her about the settlement, and that the planet is home to a plethora of non-human life.”

“We’ll need her insights,” Riley stated simply.

“I know, but we don’t have much information, and a predictive with limited information is the Wrath of God,” I stated dryly. 

Eric chuckled, and the technical expert sitting to his right swallowed audibly.

“She doesn’t mean to be difficult.” There was a hint of defensiveness in Riley’s tone. “She wants to save everyone, and it destroys her when she can’t.”

“Oh, I think she does.” Eric rolled his eyes. “I’m amazed I turned into the balanced individual I am given the many years of trauma I suffered growing up.”

I raised my hand. Much as I agreed with Eric’s sentiments, we didn’t have time to get into an Eva bashing session. And despite Eric’s admission to the contrary, I was confident he carried more than a few mental scars. 

“What do you recommend our next steps are?” I asked Riley.

“We should search for alternative planets anyway. It’s a long shot, but we may only have long shots left. Sometimes interplanetary probes can send back a bounty. Or we could die of old age before they return a single potential. We can’t go down there yet, but barring a hostile act from whatever defense might be in place, going down there is still our best hope. Who knows, perhaps we’re dealing with sentient machines—I always believed it was inevitable. Eva said as much.”

A cold shiver ran the length of my spine. “What use would machines have with a planet?”

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “A challenge, a sense of wonder… to be Gods.” She indicated the holographic image. “They were creating art when I left, pondering philosophy, and the most prolific innovators and inventors of modern history. Nurturing life on a distant planet does not seem so wild a stretch of the imagination. If there are sentient machines down there, then I believe it might be an unexpected boon.”

Eric leaned back in his chair making it creak. “You’re going to need to explain why that’s good in real simple terms.”

“Life is their great obsession. They value all its manifestations, even humans. They wouldn’t harm us, I’m confident of that. They might restrict us, but not harm us.”

“Restrict? Just one tiny bundle of joyful insights there, Riley.” I was surprised to see affection in Eric’s face as he glanced down at Riley. They had been prisoners together for many days during that debacle on Nammu, and Eric, for all his gruff exterior, had developed a soft spot for the technologist.

The ensuing conversation passed me by. My hand went subconsciously to the data tag around my neck where Gordon’s sentience still existed. Victor had been reluctant to allow androids into the new world. While Gordon existed on a data tag, he wasn’t yet dead. He wasn’t alive either. I’d thought about seeking a sleeve for him before we left, but somehow, abandoning him to a collapsing empire hadn’t sat right. I was working on hope that Victor would eventually soften toward the idea of Gordon’s revival. 

It was a long shot. We seemed to be suffering from long shots all round.

A call from the medical team interrupted my thoughts and I raised a hand to halt further conversation. Brent’s unhappy face came into view. “Eva is asking for Riley.”

I checked the time. Thirty minutes since I left her to sleep. 

“Let’s adjourn there. Riley, take what you have and get Eva up to speed. Send the medic out while you’re talking. This stays confidential for now. The rest of you can get started on manufacturing the planetary search probes. I’ll make an official announcement to the ship tomorrow.”




















CHAPTER FOUR

Definition: Trigger, Event of predictive note.




Eva

I GULPED DOWN the hideous sugary concoction the medic, who went by the name of Brent, insisted I should drink. Given I had fallen asleep, I conceded he might know what was best for me. 

Riley wasn’t here yet and I waved the medic over. “Call the Commander and tell him I require Riley.”

He didn’t argue with my request this time, and immediately made the call. 

“She’s on her way.” Returning to my side, Brent took the empty straw-tipped vessel from my hands and checked my readings. “You might tire again in an hour or so. It tends to come in cycles of between one to two hours.”

His earlier smiles were absent, but he had been unguarded with information. I didn’t need to be predictive to know that Landon would have had words. 

My brief conversation with Landon rested heavy on my mind. Coulter-416 has life and a city. Someone has been, or was still here. Our future had always been uncertain, but now it was even more so. I am trapped here, we all are, on a titaliua shell designed for transportation, not a home. I was certain the basic nature of the ship facilities was a ‘design’ feature intended to encourage our swift transfer planet side. Landon had said we could stay in orbit for another ten years. Even when there was an expected end date in mind, I hated space travel. The prospect of this indefinite incarceration, so close to our destination, was equally intolerable. 

The recovery cell door opened, and a smiling Riley entered. She had a data tablet in one hand and a projector cube in the other. People were a necessary part of life I endured at best, except for Riley, who despite her terrible experiences at the hands of the Federation, was the most uncomplicated person I knew. 

She leaned in to speak to the medic, her voice hushed, and after a brief discussion, Brent left us alone. 

I indicated the chair beside my pod, settled back into my temporary bed in a quest for greater comfort, and said, “Tell me everything.”

Riley grinned as she sat, not at all put off by my terse demand. “I will start by showing you.” She placed the holo-pod on the table and tapped on the viewer. An image displayed of a planet. I caught my breath at the swirling rotation of green, blue, white, and gray. “It’s beautiful.” I glanced toward Riley.

“Yes, Coulter-416 has been quite a surprise. The Commander is proposing we name it Serenity.” She gave a crooked grin. “A little premature perhaps, but it has a far more pleasing ring than Coulter-416. I don’t believe anyone will dispute the claim or offer a better alternative.”

Delight shone from Riley’s face. Aterran faces were always symmetrical, but there was a slight asymmetry to Riley’s. It made her unconventional; it made her unique. I loved the subtle imperfections and found them both fascinating and attractive. 

My eyes narrowed in thought as I returned her attention to the holograph. The time-lapsed rotation revealed what appeared to be unnaturally symmetrical. “It’s too perfect.”

“Yes, you are correct.” Riley smiled again. “I wondered if you would pick up on that. Most people observe there is something odd about it without knowing what.” 

“Please elaborate.” Riley was being circumspect with the details. I didn’t doubt she had her reasons. If it were anyone else, I would be expressing my displeasure by now, but I had come to trust Riley. 

I was supremely cognizant of manipulation. During my early adolescence, I learned to exploit my skills and manipulate people. It was not a period I was proud of, and it was my only source of shame. Not that much shame, I admitted. I still abused my power on occasion. 

“It has been terraformed—comprehensively so. The biodiversity is exceptional. Our initial assessment suggests ten to fifteen thousand years of stability.”

“After the probe?” The Aterran conglomeration had mapped thousands of worlds over many a millennium. Worlds we never bothered with because there were so many more viable opportunities closer at hand—and a war to be waged. Only developments in stasis, coupled with the escalating conflict that had risen to genocidal levels and dragged every colonized planet into its vortex, changed our desire to seek more distant star systems.

“Yes, several thousand years after the original search probe identified it as habitable.”

“Who did this?” 

She shrugged. “We don’t know. The city is small, and although it’s hard to distinguish the details from here, it’s not a familiar design.” She made a couple of gestures and the image rotated to show a glistening city with several soaring towers rising out of the lush vegetation. “The odds of finding a previously mapped planet inhabited are remote enough to be considered statistically impossible.”

Yet someone had been here. “It’s not Federation,” I said.

Trigger.

“No, not Federation.” 

There was the slightest inflection and my attention shifted to find Riley’s haunted eyes staring without focus at the holo-view of the planet. The bloodiest phase of the war had seen the extinction of many subgroups within the Federation; be it at the hands of the Aterrans or their own. In the final push, known as the Mad Wars for good reason, dire acts of genocide had been commonplace. But that was the Federation’s history, and not ours.

Riley’s pain settled around me like a barbed cloak that instilled a sharp echo of what she felt. As a Hota, she had been at the bottom of the caste pile. Her only use to them was in her skills with technology. I had heard from Eric about the forced breeding programs her people had endured as the top caste sought to enhance docility and technology skills. “It’s not Federation,” I reiterated.

Riley returned a lopsided grin again and the pulse of pain eased a notch. “You can’t know that yet, Eva.”

“I can if you do.”

“I don’t know what to think yet.” The young technologist rubbed a tired hand over her face.

“Yes, you do,” I said softly. 

Riley’s sensitive gray eyes found mine. “I’ve let my emotions get in the way of true judgment.”

I felt my face soften with compassion for the young woman who had suffered so much.

“You know, you still disturb me at times with your premonitions, but for once, I’m glad you have them,” Riley said.

“They are not premonitions, Riley. I’ve just learned to trust my subconscious mind to process facts better than the conscious part can.” I reached for her hand, taking comfort from the connection. “I’m tiring.”

“Okay, Eva,” Riley said. “I’ll be waiting when you wake up.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




Eric

LIGHT FROM THE wall viewer suffused the operations room of the transit ship Intrepid in a pale glow as it displayed a live stream of Coulter-416, most recently named Serenity. We were facing the side predominated by sea and the image had been zoomed to show a swirling blue and white expanse. 

“How are the revivals going?” I asked the medic, Brent, who had just joined me.

“We’re making good progress,” Brent said. “A total of fifteen individuals are experiencing extended periods of fatigue. We will continue to monitor them, but these numbers are within normal range, and we expect them to make a full recovery.”

“Good,” I replied. “How about Eva?” I didn’t normally dedicate time to worrying about Eva, and she sure as fuck wouldn’t appreciate it.

Enquiring didn’t mean I was turning soft. I was just being a diligent 2IC.

The medic smiled, which I thought a bit odd in relation to a discussion about Eva. Maybe she was still too groggy to give him a hard time? 

“Fatigued, but the scans indicated nothing to concern us, and she has been released for active duty.”

“So, she wasn’t too confrontational, then?” She’d definitely seemed a bit cranky when I was there earlier, although I had pushed a couple of buttons. In my defense, it was hard to resist. And payback was a form of therapy, right?

The medic’s smile faltered. “I read extensively on predictives when I learned of her inclusion, so I was prepared.”

I raised an eyebrow. 

The medic’s face scrunched in a wry grin. “Not very well prepared, if you must know. But the Technologist’s visit helped her mood immensely.”

Yes, Eva’s attachment to Riley was a surprise, but I wasn’t complaining, far from it. I would salute whatever planetary alignment or ancient voodoo magic was at work. Still, Riley was uniquely sweet if a little fatalistic at times. And she had a nice ass, which I was still mentally scarred about given I thought she was a man at the time when I first noticed. 

“Okay, keep me updated.”

Taking his cue, Brent exited the operations room.

Alone for a rare moment in the madness, I made my way over to the seating area and let my focus rest on that unexpected planetary bounty. I wondered what would become of us. This was a one-way trip, after all. Everyone we knew would be long dead and the worlds we left behind could have found peace or utterly destroyed one another in war. 

There had been no communications to confirm or dispute these options—that there should have been a communication worried me. It made me glad Eva had joined the expedition. 

 I still wondered how I hadn’t killed Eva during our childhood, particularly the ‘over-sharing’ phase, where she had offered up my failings and misdeeds to our parents with a guileless sweetness that made me contemplate her accidental, and not-so-accidental, death in rich and elaborate detail. Yes, some of the plots had been extremely detailed.

The post ‘over-sharing’ phase was worse. I then received her censorious glares that no amount of torture could extract the meaning behind. I had spent far too much time wondering if she was predicting my imminent demise. It wasn’t a great way to go through childhood and I had packed up and enlisted at the first opportunity. 

Since then, I had seen little of Eva, barring our brief reunions. When she had informed me, in her imperious way, that she was joining me on this colonization venture, I had burst out laughing. Later, after the shock had settled, a sense of rightness had prevailed. Of course, Nammu had changed things too. 

Still, I firmly believed there would be days to come when I would revisit those childhood death-plots.

“We’ve completed the analysis and the probes are ready for launch.” A woman’s voice shook me from my thoughts. I’d been so focused on the viewer and Serenity that I hadn’t noticed the doors open.

I’m losing my edge. “What are the predictions?” I asked.

She blinked in confusion. 

“The system predictions.” No one could mention the word prediction without assuming Eva could offer some sort of insight. You’d think she was some sort of bloody oracle the way people carried on. 

“Less than one percent within an acceptable timeline.”

“That good, huh?” 

The technical expert shrugged. Her name was Cathy, and she bore the strong features of a multi-generation Aterran in a way that made her more handsome than classically beautiful. “Searching for new planetary opportunities was a secondary consideration. We have used valuable resources to produce the interplanetary probes; resources some might argue were better spent elsewhere.”

“Some?”

Her lips were tight and her smile cool. “My background is military. I’ve seen too much to be impartial in this. Serenity is ours. Someone took it. We should take it back.”

I smiled, finding it difficult to find an argument against her aggressive approach. Still, I was confident, for all of Landon’s outward precautions, the Commander would be doing everything in his power to see us settled on the beautiful planet. Peacefully, if possible…

“It might not come to that.” I gestured at the viewer. “No hostile moves, and this could work out fine without spilling blood. You heard what Riley said. Their technology is unknown, better if we don’t provoke a response we can’t handle. This isn’t exactly a military vessel. Sure, we have a few options, but not many. The search probes need to go if for no other reason than to keep our future colonists hopeful for a less bloody future.” That last gem of diplomacy came courtesy of Landon’s earlier prep talk with the military leadership team.

“Lie to them.”

I chuckled. “Military to the core.”

“I’m okay with lies,” Cathy stated. “I dare say the Commander may be lying to me, too. I know more than most as a person working in the technical field. Many times, I’ve wished I knew less… I’m also wary where I lay my trust. Riley has yet to gain mine. She knows too much.” Cathy’s lips twisted into a grimace as she nudged her head at the viewer. “Perhaps she knew about this before we left?”

My eyes widened, and Cathy’s return smile held triumph. 

“Riley is a Technologist who defected. She’s been broken by the horrors or by her masters. Either way, she should be watched. I would think less of our Commander if he were not doing exactly that. It’s possible Riley is loyal to us now, or perhaps she has plans in play.” Cathy’s eyes settled on the viewer. “This is irregular, and she could be involved. Did we select this planet? Or was our selection guided, I wonder? It’s a conundrum, I’ll admit.”

“Be careful where you whisper such opinions, Cathy.” 

Her lips tightened, but she otherwise displayed no remorse.

“Send the probes out,” I said. The conversation made me uncomfortable. I wanted to trust Riley and I didn’t like well-meaning, if suspicious, crew members spreading rumors. “The Commander has asked for a briefing at twelve-hundred hours.”

Inclining her head in acquiescence, Cathy left. 

I watched her go with troubled eyes.




















CHAPTER SIX




Eva

AFTER THE STANDARD twenty hours post stasis awakening, I was reinstated with a communicator and allowed out of the recovery cell. Free from the constant poking, prodding, and medical checks, I returned to my allocated quarters where I showered, changed, and felt almost human.

For the masses, the accommodation consisted of basic sleeping dormitories and common rooms. By contrast, my suite was spacious and fitted with every modern luxury. 

And I still didn’t want to stay here, floating around a planet we could look at but not touch.

It felt a lot like we were on the brink of spinning out of control again. This wasn’t a prediction, but a natural human dread of taking a one-way ticket to a destination only to find it had already been claimed.

I believed myself to be altruistic. I had dedicated my life to the war and the defense of the Aterran people, but the decision to abandon the Empire still brought a terrible guilt. 

I knew I couldn’t save them because I predicted it. I made the right decision. Right decisions were often the hardest ones. The Edson incident remained a black mark of failure. Then Nammu came along and that was another wild ride. 

The crazy events surrounding the loss of the research station Edson-46, and the subsequent chaos at Nammu was forever emblazoned on my mind. The technology race was over—it was the beginning of the end of the war. And despite escaping Nammu, we were not on the winning side. That attack had signified much, and I would not wait around to witness the future terrors I’d predicted. 

The infamous business mogul, Victor Loire, had approached me many months earlier about the colonization venture, but I’d delayed making a commitment. Edson was pivotal, and it confirmed my decision to leave as the right one. I recognized the downward descent of humanity, and whatever badass came out on top of the two former great civilizations’ death-throes was no one I wanted to meet and a society I had no desire to be part of. 

Now, I was here as a last hope to escape the endless war only to find a different, but no less compelling, kind of trouble.

I left my quarters in a somber mood. There were several key experts Landon asked me to speak with, of which Lai, our climatologist, was the first. 

As soon as I entered the research station, Lai greeted me with a smile. 

“Landon wanted me to show you what we have on Serenity,” she said.

The remark about Landon carried a hint of awe; Lai had developed a fixation with the Commander that bordered on hero-worship during the month-long preparation. It wasn’t like I was with Landon, the pair of us were treading tentatively around one another like we hadn’t got all hot over a desk where anyone might have walked in. Lai’s interest still stung. I couldn’t work out how things had become so awkward between Landon and me.

My mind skipped back a few beats. “Serenity?”

“Yes, the Commander has recommended the name.” There was the slightest pinkening of her cheeks. 

I mentally rolled my eyes before a sense of puzzlement took over. Riley had said something about the planet naming, I recalled, and then I’d been distracted, and after, I had fallen asleep. The stasis had taken its toll.

Oblivious to my distraction, Lai sourced a holo-image of the planet. 

I had seen it several times now, but my breath still caught whenever I studied that impossible beauty.

“It looks so peaceful, doesn’t it?” Lai zoomed in on the image. “Not quite so peaceful underneath, watch this.” She indicated a section of the image showing several huge swirling cloud formations. “Hurricanes are forming over the ocean. The whole planet is subject to unusual weather.” 

She brought a time-lapsed version to the display. Swirling clouds transitioned across both land and sea with alarming regularity. “The biologists believe the terraforming is complete, however, the climate is violent and unpredictable. We have limited data, but the planet life appears to be coping. The main issue is the rain.”

My brows drew together. “Please explain.”

“The planet has a single landmass with climate ranging from temperate to tropical. I would best describe it as a monsoon season, except I’ve never seen a monsoon this extreme.”

 “Habitable?”

“Yes, it’s habitable; but not comfortably so. The city is in a temperate region, which has a preferable climate. Perhaps it’s to do with their method of terraforming? Who knows. It’s far too early for conclusions and we’re witnessing a tiny snapshot. The planet rotation is three standard years long, and I’m recommending we study for this period before committing to more than reconnaissance on the surface… assuming we do colonize.” Her eyes searched mine. “Will we colonize, do you think?”

I shrugged because I had nothing predictive yet. “That’s Landon’s decision.”

“But you will influence his decision?”

I nodded reluctantly.

Lai’s face turned down before her troubled gaze settled on the image of Serenity. “We’ve come all this way, and have given up so much to escape an endless war. It seems bitter luck to find it again here.” She gestured at the viewer. “We left everything for this.”

“We left nothing,” I corrected. 

“Is that what you really believe, Eva? That there is nothing left? That our people and our civilization are gone? That they destroyed themselves absolutely? That we, and the few ships that follow, are all that’s left?”

A sudden tiredness gripped me, a residual effect of the stasis, or my vivid prediction of all those deaths. I had never made a wrong prediction and the consequences rarely changed. Maybe there was some hope for the people we had left behind. I liked to think there might be. “We are here. We must face our challenges; not look behind.”

“Another nine ships full of colonists are following,” Lai said. “It was coming apart when we left… anything might have happened.”

I knew Lai wanted reassurance. I had none. In a standard colonization operation, we would have boots on the ground by now, structures setting up, and the scientists would be collecting samples and collating data while the planners adapted to the changing needs. None of this was happening. We were sitting in orbit, watching a planet much divorced from our expectations. A planet that was occupied; albeit not by people—we hoped.

No one knew what to do. Everyone was uncertain, and the only fact I could predict with any clarity was that we would remain this way for the foreseeable future. 




















CHAPTER SEVEN




Landon

AFTER SPENDING THE last few hours preparing a communication, followed by a briefing with key scientists to discuss the ever-increasing body of data gathered about the planet we orbited, I entered the operations room to find Eric staring at the wall viewer with a brooding expression. “How did the launch go?” I asked.

“Fine. The ten search probes left an hour ago. No issues.” Eric swiveled his chair to bring me into his line of sight. “Serenity it is, then?”

I joined Eric. “Yes, Serenity it is. I’ll announce it later… Any new insights from Riley?”

“Not today—”

The pause at the end snagged my attention.

“About Riley.”

I frowned. “What about Riley?” 

“You’re watching her, right?”

“I am.”

“You are?”

Why the fuck did Eric sound surprised after asking? Eric’s relationship with Riley was a complex one. I still had no idea how he’d ever thought she was a he. I had a strange suspicion Eric was attracted to the tiny Technologist, and this despite his relationship with the female Marine, Reeve. “Yes, I’m watching her, but she’s not stupid, and she will know I’m watching her. She will always be a cause for concern, but more so given what we’ve found here on arriving.”

“She’s a Technologist. What’s to say she doesn’t know how to get around that?” 

His voice was steady, but his face said he didn’t enjoy asking the question. 

“They did psych-testing on her,” I said. “Comprehensive and invasive psych-testing. The Federation had a questionable caste system. Riley was at the bottom of the pile. So yes, I’m watching her, and will be for the rest of her life. Before we left, I had orders to kill her if I doubted her loyalty more than I valued her usefulness. Our sponsors were ultra-clear about that.” 

“Eva trusts her—or appears to,” Eric said. 

“Yes, Eva trusts her, and that woman can spot a future mass-murderer in a three-year-old child. If Riley had a hint of duality, Eva would know.”

Eric rubbed absently at his forehead. “Well, she could be a sleeper. She might be unaware.”

“She has nothing fitted, not even a basic medical analysis implant, and she never will. There is not a micro-scrap of technology in or on her person. It was a condition of her acceptance. That and we fitted her with a genetic level inhibitor.”

Eric snorted. “Her personal off-switch? Cold, but I can see it is necessary.”

“If I die, so does she—another condition of her acceptance.”

“Wow. That’s pretty fucked up.”

“Yes, a brutal precaution.” My smile was wry. “She didn’t have much in the way of options. She’s not the only defector our sponsors acquired, although she’s the only one arriving at Coulter-416. They’ve taken similar precautions with all of them, as far as I’m aware. It’s their money and it’s their rules. I’m just glad Victor won’t be turning up until much later. The last thing I need is them interfering while I’m trying to establish us here… Why are you asking about Riley? Has something happened?”

“Cathy,” Eric said by way of explanation. “But I doubt her attitude is unique. Everyone on this ship, on every ship, will have scars. Many will see a Technologist—even a former grunt class—as a source of suspicion.” 

He gestured at the viewer. “And this is going to have everyone spooked. There’s a city for fuck’s sake. It should be a chunk of rock and water. I’m spooked, too.”

“We shouldn’t jump to conclusions, and it’s too early to know what this means,” I said. I’d always been alert to such prejudices. It was better that I was aware they were flaring already. Our current situation, the presence of so much unknown technology, and ten thousand individuals whose lives had once more been thrown into turmoil, would be sure to drag those prejudices and suspicions to the surface.

“It means we’re screwed,” Eric said bluntly.

I sighed. “Possibly.” We’d been screwed before and got through it. 

“You don’t seem very concerned,” Eric said, giving me a side eye.

“They picked me to command this for a reason,” I replied. 

“Yes, and that’s what’s scaring the shit out of me.”

“You’re worried about me?” I asked, incredulous.

“Eva’s here.”

“And she will help us to take the best course of action.” I gave Eric a flat look. “The colony’s survival is going to need you to toe the line. You can’t act differently because your sister is here.”

“This isn’t predictable. This—” Eric gestured at the viewer once again. “Has no precedents.”

“This whole trip has no precedents,” I pointed out. 

“Yeah, well, we could be part of an experiment the sponsors cooked up for all we know. Did you consider that?”

“No, I never considered that.” I smiled. “I have little love for our sponsors, nor for Victor, but I don’t believe we’re here as part of an elaborate experiment. They just wanted an opportunity to escape the war, as we all did. We were losing, in case you forgot. Much as they may be hypocritical to fund a humanitarian expedition on wealth they derived through war, I’m not principled enough to care. We’re here and we need to make the best of the situation. I’ll make the announcement tomorrow. The last of the stasis are awake and the people need to know. After that, I want the first unmanned drone down there. It’s time we found out what we have.”

“We thought we were leaving the shit-storm behind.”

“I’m still inclined to think we have,” I said. “Much of the Federation’s work was experimental, but we were also guilty of that. Technology was their forte, just as genetics was ours. We’ve no way of knowing how many of their brightest prodigies might have fled. If they did flee, then I very much doubt they are seeking another war, either.”

“Your innate sense of calm always did piss me off,” Eric said. 

“And your cheery-ass pissed me off just as much. Although, it seems to have abandoned you today.”

“Yeah, I’m not feeling so cheery right now.”

“And that,” I replied in all seriousness, “can only be a good thing.”




















CHAPTER EIGHT

Definition: Prediction, Of the future—Possibility.

Definition: Predictive insight, Of the past—fact.




Eva

SINCE LEAVING LAI to work at the research station, I’d been kept busy. But I had managed a very brief social chat with Rachel who was considered non-essential and so one of the last to be roused from stasis. The geneticist had a naturally calming presence, and I needed some of that today. 

Although subject to bouts of tiredness, I’d gained sufficient information—both the direct data kind, and the indirect, people opinion kind—for conclusions to be made. 

I’d been sitting on those conclusions for an hour, hoping they might be a mistake or that some new piece of information might change them in some way. 

Never had I sat on a prediction before. So it came as a relief when Landon messaged to say he wished to discuss a matter with me in private. I didn’t believe in fate, and yet his request, nevertheless, felt fateful, as if the universe was taking my desire to hide the prediction out of my hands.

I didn’t believe in divine intervention either, although I was beginning to wish I could. I believed in predictions; I believed in myself and the truth of my own revelations. It was narcissistic, I admitted as much freely. 

Predictives did not come along very often—less than one in a million, billion. There were subtle differences in our manifestation depending upon early childhood exposure. Mine happened to be people. It was one of the more useful ones, or so I had been told. Having never met another predictive, I had no point of reference. 

Today, and not for the first time, I wished I could turn the ability off. 

Such a burden did have its benefits, and I was sitting within one of those benefits now. No one expected me to get my hands dirty preparing a habitable base. Not that this planet required breathable accommodation or even the most basic terraforming for crops and drinking water preparation. It had already been terraformed and boasted air quality not witnessed in many a millennium. 

Still, all was not well in paradise, or at least it wouldn’t be for much longer.

I was confident I’d received all information pertinent to understanding. Together with Riley’s insights, those of the other technical experts, and interviews with a sample of the colonists that included all the major skill sets, I had reached several disturbing conclusions. Only some of which related to the unexpected activities on Coulter-416. 

My door communicator bleeped signaling Landon’s arrival, and he entered at my behest. 

I enjoyed looking at Landon. He was an attractive man in a refined sort of way, and he wasn’t bulky as so many military types, including my brother, were. I often wondered how Eric didn’t break things while going about everyday life. 

The tattoo, the symbiotic organism Landon had picked up from the red dust on Ila had finally stopped expanding. The branching violet pattern that covered half his face and a good portion of his body was both beautiful and vivid in the artificial lighting of my room.

I found myself studying the tattoo with more interest than I should have. Landon had refused further study of it prior to the launch, stating that he was too busy. I’d read the paper written by the doctor who had briefly studied it on Ila before everything fell apart. 

Variant. It was there in bold in the analysis paper. The organism that manifested the tattoo had formed this relationship with Landon because of his Variant biology. Victor, one of our key sponsors, had sent me a copy of said paper before having it liberated. No one else would get to read it. As far as I knew, even Landon had not read it. 

The doctor in question had been granted a place on one of the later ships, despite her being ancient, because she was one of the few with knowledge in the field.

I understood that Victor was a collector of both people and things. Landon and I represented human variation Victor wanted very much to perpetuate in his colony.

“You’re staring at my tattoo,” Landon said, meeting my steady gaze. He had yet to take a seat.

“Do you know it picked you because you’re a Variant?”

He grimaced. “No, I didn’t. Is that a prediction?”

He didn’t dispute his Variant status. Then again, he hadn’t denied it back on Ila when I had first made the determination. 

My lips tugged up. “No, the doctor who first examined you wrote a paper on it, which Victor subsequently had removed from general circulation. He promised the doctor an opportunity to study you if she kept quiet about it. She is on one of the later ships.”

“Well, that’s something for me to look forward to,” he said dryly, sinking into the plush seating opposite. “I wanted to talk to you about the next steps in private.” 

I let the change in subject slide. There would be time to explore my curiosity about him later. He was inspecting my room with a slight frown. His own suite wasn’t quite as grand, I determined. 

I kept my amusement to myself. “You’re going to send a drone to the planet.”

“Someone told you?”

“No. It is obvious.”

His face scrunched up as though pained. “Sometimes, I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“I don’t believe I was being predictive,” I said defensively.

His brows lifted in question. “You’re incapable of being anything else.”

Am I? “You want to know if I have any concerns about the drone.”

“Yes, I do… You’re being particularly open today. Should I be worried?”

“I can tell you nothing about the drone. The planet and its creators, and therefore their predictable response, is unknown to me… You will send the drone anyway.”

He grunted something under his breath.

“I know nothing about the drone,” I repeated. “But I know a lot about you and the way you work. We have closer concerns to attend to, though. I have finished the interviews and harbor a strong predictive notion that we will experience grave troubles ahead.”

He shifted in his seat. “It’s always what I least expect with you. Tell me about the grave troubles.”

“Riley is at risk.”

His brows drew together. “At risk? How?”

“You already know.” I felt strangely disappointed that he was using Riley.

The furrows at his brow deepened. 

Oh, he was definitely hiding something. “You’re not being truthful.”

“I’m the Commander of this expedition, so you need to allow me some private matters. But no, I never suspected other colonists would wish her physical harm, if that’s what you’re implying.” His soft tone carried an undertone. 

“You are deflecting.” 

He laughed then, a rich sound that took me by surprise. “Of course I’m fucking deflecting.”

“I can’t predict if I don’t know everything.” My head tilted slightly, and I settled my attention on his hands. 

Trigger. 

Predictive insight: They had taken steps to mitigate Riley as a risk. “A genetic level inhibitor. She knows about it.”

He raised a brow. “She told you?”

“No, I just realized.”

“You’re doing that all-over-the-place thing you sometimes do,” he said, sounding exasperated. “Can we get back to the grave troubles?”

I huffed out a breath. “You don’t need the inhibitor. Riley isn’t a threat.”

“We Aterrans are a prejudiced society. Generations of war saw to that. She is still viewed as the enemy by many. One of our technical experts expressed her ‘lack of trust’ in Riley to Eric. I can’t do much about opinions, but I can manage how they manifest into action to some extent. I still don’t see how Riley becomes the grave troubles you spoke of.”

“She’s not, but she’s an easy target, especially since the findings on Coulter-416.”

“Serenity,” he corrected with a brief smile.

“When did you name it?” My query caught me by surprise. But I was accustomed to my own questions surprising me, and no longer tried to fathom out how I knew to ask them. 

“Aren’t we getting off topic, again?” His grin made no sense and further irked me. Doubtless the answer would pop out later.

“Nothing that interests me is off topic,” I countered

His lazy smirk was disquieting. It reminded me that once again, the prediction I made about us had gotten bent out of whack. “I’m sure I’ll be suffering later when you figure it out,” he said. “Or perhaps you won’t. Some curiosities must defeat you.” His smile faded. “And we do have grave troubles ahead.”

I turned away. “I should have vetted the colonists. I don’t know why I wasn’t asked to. I don’t know why I didn’t think to ask. My skill is predicting. Why didn’t I predict the dissension within the colony population?”

His sharp intake of breath drew my focus and our eyes locked. 

“Is that what you think is happening?”

“I don’t think. I know.”

He shook his head slowly. “How bad?”

“My sample is small, but there are indicators of corruption, of people buying passage, and of faking tests. Not everyone on this voyage is who they seem to be. Those who are genuine are cognizant of the underlying malaise. Some are frightened. Some resigned. And some see an opportunity. Riley is not a threat, but I believe she will be used to aid these opportunities.”

“How confident are you about this?” he asked. 

He was thinking about Edson-46, of how I was too late, and that I was fallible. “Sometimes I fail to predict, but that’s not the same as a wrong prediction.” It was hard to keep the censor out of my voice. I had thought to leave that terrible past behind me, but my failures would follow me it seemed. “Nothing can change a prediction once formed. They don’t work that way. Occasionally the timeline is off, or the degree of the prediction might intensify or lesson in consequence. In rare cases, unknown events or new information can derail them. None of this will change the underlying truth. The exact manifestation of the dissension is unclear to me. It often is. But I do know with absolute certainty that your position here, and the colony itself, will soon be under threat.”

He nodded, seeming to accept this. “About Riley,” he said, and something in his tone set my heart thudding. “Did you predict she’s not a threat? Or did you not predict she’s a threat? There’s a very subtle but important difference.”

The words seemed to dance out of reach, and it took me several seconds to ascertain their subtle difference. 

I shook my head.

“Think very carefully how you answer,” he warned.

He was right. I had never predicted that Riley was not a threat. There was simply an absence of negative predictions confirming her as a threat. Like Edson, was that dread prediction lying in wait? Would it reveal itself imminently?

I cared for Riley, a deep affection and sense of connection I felt to a woman who had suffered so gravely in her former life under Federation rule. “I cannot confirm she’s not a threat.” Those words ripped a piece of my heart out.

“Yeah,” he said sadly. “That’s what I thought.”




















CHAPTER NINE




Landon

I LEFT EVA’S opulent quarters and returned to the drab reality of the ship, sending an immediate communication through to Eric to meet me en route to the operations room. 

The gray corridors were functional and offered nothing in the way of base aesthetics. The ship and its contents were designed for easy dismantlement. Once the colony was established, the ship would be broken up a piece at a time and shipped via transport to the planet. There, it would be reused to form future living space or broken down into raw material. 

Eva’s suite was one of a few modules intended to be shipped planet side whole—a reflection of her lofty status. I might have argued about the indulgence, but I’d become aware over the course of our many conversations why predictives were so highly sought. 

She was fallible though, and she felt things so very deeply that it was hard not to wonder that they might cloud her judgement at times. My judgement was not similarly impaired. But like Eva, I was prepared to trust Riley for now. 

Eva was often laconic when demanding information. She could be terse when predicting too, but she could also be surprisingly expressive on occasion, as she had been today. The disturbing insights were both intellectually beautiful and terrifying. Riley aside, the surety with which she made those other predictions left me troubled.

As I exited the accommodation section, Eric joined me. “She had nothing bad to say about the drone launch.” 

“Great!” Eric beamed. 

I cast him a sideways glance as we turned the corner and hit the laboratory section. 

“That’s good, right?” Eric said, his grin fading.

Two white-garbed medics approached. I waited until they were out of hearing before I said softly. “She thinks the ship’s been infiltrated.”

“Thinks or predicts?” Eric demanded.

“Predicts.”

Eric swore. We passed another group of future colonists who shot a questioning look at Eric as he continued with his fuming tirade. “What sort of infiltration are we talking about?”

“We used tech for the screening. I wasn’t part of the process. That was handled by our sponsors. It was state of the art technology. I’ve no idea how it could fail.”

“They trusted this to technology? Fuck me. How stupid are they?”

I sighed. 

“The Federation?” he asked.

“It’s possible,” I said. “Although there are plenty of less dramatic possibilities. There was a war and people were desperate to get away. I don’t think it matters who. The more important question is why, and what will they do now.”

“This whole operation is at risk,” Eric said. “More at risk than it already was with an occupied planet and unknown tech. We never got the communication from the sponsors. We’re isolated here… Then there’s the next ship due in a year.”

“Let’s focus on one problem at a time,” I said. We entered the elevator to find it full of people. I ordered them out. They did so with mutters.

“Which problem do you propose we deal with first then?” Eric said the moment the door closed. “The terraformed planet or the silent army waiting to slit our throats in the night?”

“We’re still talking about a small percent,” I said. “Not the whole ship.”

“You gonna send the drone?” Eric asked, catching me by surprise.

“Yes, we still need to go ahead. We’re forewarned about dissension. I’ll need to have her interview everyone on the ship.”

“Everyone?” Eric scoffed. “There are 10,000 people on this ship. I’m not having her exposed to some deviant on a mission to screw up everyone’s lives.”

“In case you missed the who-is-in-command communication, it’s not your call.”

“It won’t work,” he continued. “You know it. There are 10,000 colonists on this ship—she can’t interview them all. How could you let this happen?”

“Me?” I cut him a glare. “Are you going through some sort of personality regression?”

“I trusted you to take care of my sister. You sold this to me.”

The elevator door opened, but I snapped out the override command. It closed again on the confused people waiting to enter. “She’s a predictive,” I said. “Planetary governments swooned when she opened her mouth. She doesn’t need a fucking babysitter.” I shook my head. “She would crush you with a look just for suggesting it. And I wasn’t part of the screening process. You’re being a dick… which, admittedly, isn’t unusual.”

“It’s too many people and she won’t cope. You really want to burn her out at this point? Or worse, make her a target? Whoever it is will get wind of what we’re doing. She could be a target now.” 

The part about her becoming a target settled uncomfortably. Eva had spent her life surrounded by an armada of guards. It had felt like overkill within the contained colony community, but perhaps not. “I’ll put Jax on her.”

“Not Mr. Magnificent,” Eric said. “No way.”

I grinned. I still couldn’t work out what it was about Jaxton Holt that wound Eric up. If anyone should be pissed at Jax, it should be me given he was, by all accounts, sleeping with Eva again. I couldn’t even work out how things had gone from a possibility to a train wreck between me and Eva. But they had, so no point in wallowing in pity. 

Jax was arguably the best Marine in our military division. Despite Jax harboring an amiable disposition and never once biting, Eric continued to bait him. “You said you were worried. Now I’m worried. Can you think of anyone better?”

“Fine.” Eric gestured at the elevator door. “Also, we can’t stay in here.” 

I cancelled the elevator override, and it opened to reveal the startled faces of those still waiting to enter. “Where’s Riley?”

“In the operations room last I saw,” Eric replied as we pushed through the cluster of waiting people.

“Good. We’ll call the rest of her team in. A final check before we send the drone down to the planet.” 

We continued along the gray, featureless corridor in silence before entering the operations room where we found Riley deep in thought. A data stream was flashing by on the right of the wall viewer, while a neuro-specification filled the left-hand side. It looked complex enough to make me shudder for entirely personal reasons. Technology was never going to be my thing.

She knows too much about technology, I acknowledged. If Eva didn’t obviously trust her, I’d be blasting Riley into deep space. I almost wished Eva had lied to me about her predictions regarding Riley. Still, there had been a delay before Eva answered—she had thought about lying, and I didn’t know what to make of that. “Riley, I need a summarized update on the planet,” I said as the door closed behind me and Eric.

“I was examining the city,” she said. Her eyes drifted to Eric and a slight color entered her cheeks before she turned back to the wall view. “Well, as much as can be determined from here. The drone is ready.”

“Let’s arrange the launch once we’re done here,” I said. “I want to start by investigating the land furthest from the city. If this is successful, we can consider doing a separate sweep of the city next. What have you found so far?”

The Technologist tapped to bring up an orbital view of the city. “There are no people on the planet, be they Federation or Aterran, none at all. The monitoring appears to be environmental, intended to study the planet. Perhaps to assess the terraforming process. This is fringe, real fringe, and nothing like the fringe we thought we found before and that we warred so brutally over. This is not set up with defense in mind. Whoever terraformed this planet saw no threat in the form we present. I also doubt this is the only planet they, whoever they may be, have terraformed. It has an established air to it. No one would leave an experiment unattended unless they had done it before.”

“Yes, that’s a good point. That does imply they will return.”

“For certain, no one creates this—” she gestured at the city on the viewer, “without reason.”

“Someone? Not sentient machines then?”

“The technology is unparalleled, but it is not independent, nor did it arrive here by itself. The terraforming is impressive. I’ve never seen this level of biodiversity or complexity. There are still adjustments occurring. It has been stable for thousands of years, though. It’s hard to say what might trigger its creators’ return.”

Yes, Eva had admitted the city and its creators were unknown to her and so their actions would remain unpredictable.

“There are other issues at play here, Riley.” I watched the Technologist as I spoke. 

Tired eyes turned to regard me. “I’m no fool, Commander. I understand my position here is tenuous.” She smiled and that too was weary. “It’s a far better position than the one I had before.”

Eric swiped a hand down his face like he was uncomfortable with the turn in conversation. He had been a prisoner with Riley. You learned a lot about a person when you shared a prison cell. “Should I call the team in?” Eric asked, thumbing in the direction of the door.

“Yes, call them in,” I said. “It’s time to launch the drone.” 




















CHAPTER TEN

Definition: Predictive truth, A Proven fact.




Eva

THE DISCORD ON the ship continued to plague my mind, and after my troubling conversation with Landon, I needed some time with Riley. The Technologist had a calming influence on me, and I needed that right now because my control was sliding from my grasp. 

Maybe seeing her would trigger the missing prediction and abolish Landon’s insinuations of Riley as a threat. Predictions were derived subconsciously, though, and any attempt to manipulate or force them was more likely to stifle than help.

The dark undercurrents rose regardless of my desire for peace, and left a residual sensation of walls closing in on me and of being trapped.

It was a familiar experience, and I fluctuated wildly between mind numbing fear and fury. 

Why had none of these troubles been apparent before we left? I had worked with many of the colonists at various times during the preparations for departure. How had I missed it? I was angry with myself, with the crew, and with the foolish sponsors who had not screened properly. It was an irrational anger that found shifting points of focus, and that, too, was part of the pattern.

The situation was different now, I realized. We were isolated, and this provided a very different environment. Barely were we out of stasis and the cracks were starting to show. 

My room felt suffocating. I needed air, real air. My eyes could not depart from the swirling blue and white planet displayed on my wall viewer that offered foreboding instead of a welcome.

Riley wasn’t responding to my message requests, which meant the Technologist was busy. Given Landon’s determination to send the first drone down, this was hardly surprising. Still, I should have had an override ability, no matter what was going on.

I began to pace my room, aware I was missing a vital clue or piece of information. That missing knowledge frightened me, perhaps more than the terrifying body of knowledge I’d accumulated thus far. 

It’s a tiny minority, I told myself. The Commander hadn’t lost his usual calm edge on hearing about the dissension within the ship. He’d been surprised but not catatonic with fear. That had to be a good sign.

Only there was more, I knew it, and I brought my pacing to an abrupt halt at the door. I needed to go out there, yet I was caught incapacitated by fear. I’d made a decision to leave Aterra, the Federation, and the war behind. This was my home now, and these were the people I’d chosen to live with and to benefit with my predictions. I was of no value to them if I did not serve them. I am of no value to anyone if I hide away.

Landon had instructed me not to leave my room without contacting Jax… which was awkward given how much time I’d spent with Jax in the lead up to our departure. I couldn’t even say what madness had led to me sleeping with him again. There were times when I needed to block out the world and all the conflicted feelings predicting invoked and Jax was just there. 

I wasn’t proud of what I’d done, but I was stupidly unsure about myself and Landon.

Regrets. I had more than an average share of them. 

Resolved to the course of action, and ignoring direct orders not to leave without Jax, I opened the door and headed in search of the one person I trusted to bring stability back. Riley. 

When I arrived at the main operations room, I found it locked to me, much to my frustration. I headed instead for the research center where I found Lai amid a crowd. The room occupants were riveted to the viewer where the delayed feed from the drone descending to the planet was being displayed. Lai smiled, seeing me enter before returning her attention to the screen. 

I hung at the edges of the room, thoroughly irritated that I couldn’t speak to Riley or Lai. I was a spare part here, without use or purpose while this historic event took place. I contemplated returning to the operations room and pounding on the door. A pointless exercise given it was soundproof, but I thought it might be satisfying all the same.

“Big day, huh?” Cathy, one of the technical experts, joined me at the edge. She was a tall, handsome woman, and beside her, I felt disproportionately petite. When she nudged her head at a couple of chairs, I reluctantly sat. “I can’t do much but get in the way until it lands,” Cathy said. “They called the important people into the operations room. But at least they allowed us to watch the feed from here.”

I blinked, mumbling a suitable response as my brows drew together. Cathy wasn’t happy, but it was a simple disgruntlement and carried no serious undertones. “That Riley is a shady character. You two seem close. I assume the Commander has you watching her for predictions?”

“She’s… no,” I stammered.

“I can’t say I blame him,” Cathy continued. “Makes me uneasy knowing we have a Federation deserter in our midst.” She sent a swift glance my way. “It must worry you too, I mean, who knows when she might reveal her dirty Federation plans.” Her lips curled. “Being exposed to someone like that can’t be a pleasant experience.”

Trigger. 

I tried to speak, but my mind blanked and no words would come out. A small cheer rose from the cluster of people around the viewer as the drone broke through into the atmosphere. “That’s my cue.” Cathy rose with a grimace. “Still, Riley’s not the only worry, what with so many system faults on C-deck… And those dumb engineering techs freezing our asses off after that glitch.” Her laugh was low and devoid of humor. “This ship is as screwed up as the planet.”

Trigger.

Predictive truth: the ship was broken, Cathy was merely stating a fact.

She stalked off toward the viewer, leaving me alone with a maelstrom of swirling thoughts and impressions. Cathy’s anger at Riley is localized. Cathy herself was not the threat. 

Trigger.

Grief welled up, gripping me in its destructive embrace, closing my throat, trapping the air in my lungs.

“Too perfect! It’s too perfect,” I mumbled.

I tried to stand, but a sense of malaise was skittering under my skin, sapping the strength from my legs.

I collapsed to my hands and knees.

“Eva! Eva, what is it?” Lai’s panicky cry penetrated the ringing in my ears. 

“Too perfect,” I mumbled as my vision started to blur. Riley should have been available. If I could see Riley, I knew I would understand. 

“Eva, please, you’re not making any sense!” Lai’s panicky voice barely registered.

“Get Riley now!” I began shaking, great bone-wracking shudders that nearly shook me apart as I clutched desperately at Lai.

“Call for Eric, see if he knows where Riley is… and call medical.” Lai’s voice became distant, lost under the ringing. 

There were people clustered around me. Closing in like spiders on a helpless fly. I tried to ward them away, but my movements lacked coordination. “Too perfect.” The blackness enclosed me just as the door burst open and more spiders came rushing in. 




















CHAPTER ELEVEN




Landon

A CHEER ROSE in the operations room as the drone dropped its protective outer shell and skimmed the treetops in a graceful arc. 

Eric, Riley, and I stood on the periphery while the rest of the team clustered around the viewer.

“I think we can call that a success,” Riley said. She was smiling. It was the first time I had seen her smile for anything other than Eva. 

I would be smiling too, were it not for my earlier conversation with Eva. I cut a glance toward Eric to find him wearing a grim expression. 

“Well, it wasn’t shot down,” Eric muttered, drawing a frown and a blush from Riley.

“Good work everyone,” I called out for the benefit of the room. The beaming faces of those present turned my way before they returned to the viewer with a jabber of excited conversation.

“A city sweep next?” Riley asked. 

“Yes, start the preparations. I realize this launch is of more interest to the scientists than you, but if we can get a drone over the city, it will give you something to work with.”

“We’re moving fast here.” Eric gestured toward the viewer. 

“Our resident climatologist, Lai, was talking about waiting in orbit for another three standard years while she assesses a full rotation. I understand the climate is extreme, but if it’s feasible, I want a reconnaissance team on the ground, and the sooner the better.”

“Yes, they start to get comfortable sitting in orbit.” Eric grinned. “And then you’re in for a world of whining when you try to move them on.” 

“The whining is the least of our concerns,” I said dryly. 

Eric suddenly winced and pressed his fingers to his communicator bud. “Calm down! I can’t understand a damn thing you’re saying.” His brows drew together before his eyes met mine. “I’m on my way.”

“It’s Eva, she’s—you know.” Eric ran toward the door.

Prediction. I found myself the subject of Riley’s concerned gaze. The other occupants had noticed something was amiss and their expressions were varied. Some of them had witnessed this before. Some of them were confused. 

“Stay here,” I said softly to Riley before setting a brisk pace for the door. 

Outside, I found a cluster of security personnel. 

“In the research center—”

“I’m on it,” I cut the man off. “Send a message through. I want a lock down on the room. No one goes in or out until I get there.”

“A medical team has gone in, sir.”

“What!” I stopped dead. “Which—” I caught myself from exploding at the man who was only doing his job. “No one leaves the room.”

I took off on a run. It wasn’t far to the research center, and by the time I arrived, more security personnel had gathered outside.

Inside I was greeted by a chaotic jabber of voices, waving hands, and frayed tempers.

I swore under my breath, drew a measured breath, and dragged forth the calm that was normally so easy. My gaze swept over the room where the occupants had frozen on noticing me. “Report.” 

Lai was kneeling protectively over Eva, one of Eva’s hands clutched in hers.

Eva was out cold. 

“I… I sedated her,” Brent stammered. There was a medical scanner in his hand, his face was flushed, and his clothing disheveled. From his position on the floor, and the red stain on his right cheek, I suspected Eric might have punched him. The other occupants, except for Lai, had shrunk back to the edges of the room. “It was an accident. There is something wrong with the scanner!”

There was something wrong with the whole fucking ship. “Check her vitals. Everyone else, out.” I kept my voice soft, but the room emptied promptly. “You can stay, Eric.”

I was confident nothing I said would get Eric to leave. Trying to make him stand down would only lead to the kind of confrontation I was seeking to avoid. Lai released Eva’s hand slowly and followed the others without protest. 

Brent cut a wary look Eric’s way as he scurried over to check Eva. Eric had crossed his arms and radiated ‘protective brother about to have a meltdown’. 

“Her vitals are fine… We should move her to medical where I can properly assess her.” Brent sent a questioning look between us.

“If you weren’t the best doctor on this ship, you’d be sitting in the brig right now,” I said.

Brent blanched. 

“You don’t sedate a predictive—ever.”

Brent began to stammer, “But—”

“It fucks up predictions. So, you better pray she wakes up in full possession of her wits or you will be the first person to see the other side of the airlock without a suit.”

Brent clamped his mouth shut, eyes downcast. He was our chief stasis and medical officer. As such, he would have been fully across the nuances of handling a predictive. 

Eric’s lips had formed a flat line. Still, it was that serious, and whatever Brent thought he was doing with the scanner could have cost us an important prediction.

“But you read up on them, right?” Eric said with a sneer.

Brent’s fingers trembled around the medical scanner. “I know you don’t sedate predictives.” He sent a glare Eric’s way. “I was taking a reading. I don’t understand how it even dispensed something. I don’t know what happened!” 

“Are you really expecting me to believe it just sedated her without authorization?” The ship was ropy, but malfunctioning scanners was a whole other game. I was actively hoping Brent had fucked up as ridiculous as that might be because it was preferable to malfunctioning medical scanners.

“That’s exactly what happened,” Brent said adamantly. 

I looked on. “I’ll have Riley examine the scanner.”

“The Federation deserter? Ha!” Brent said bitterly.

He did have a point. I shared a look with Eric, who maintained his stony glare. Was Brent making excuses? I was inclined to believe he was telling the truth. Brent was hardworking, diligent, and borderline irritating in his willingness to be helpful. Dispensing medication of any kind required thumb print authorization. It wasn’t something easy to do by mistake, which led me to conclusions I was loath to make.

“Did you hit him?” I asked Eric, deciding I may as well address that concern. 

Eric returned an indignant glare. “No, I dragged the idiot off before he did anything else.” Eric met my eyes boldly as he spoke, which didn’t mean anything. I had experienced Eric’s poker-faced lies on occasion. Admittedly, the situation had never been this serious… And he’d matured since then.

The surveillance would reveal the truth. At the very least, Eric had used more force than was necessary in the act of dragging Brent away.

My eyes lowered to Eva’s prone form on the floor. “Get her to medical. As soon as she wakes, I want a debrief.” I held out my hand, and a reluctant Brent handed over the scanner. 

The medical team were allowed in, and Eva was transported out, leaving Eric and me alone.

“I’m going with them,” Eric said in a tone that challenged me to deny him. “I don’t trust the imbecile.”

I nodded in acceptance. “We need to be wary if equipment is failing now as well.” 

“You don’t think he fucked up?”

“Do you?”

Eric ran his hand over his face. “I don’t know. Maybe not.”

“I know you’re upset. I’m livid we lost a prediction.” The image of Eva out cold was enough on its own to stoke my temper. “But we need to reserve judgement until someone can look at the scanner.”

“Are you going to let Riley look at it?” Eric asked, a note of challenge in his tone that I didn’t like one fucking bit.

The sudden blare of the ship’s alarm reverberated through the room.

 Eric’s face scrunched up. “What now?”

Riley’s frantic call came through my earbud. “We’ve got system shut-downs across the board. Widespread failures. We’re losing life support functions!”

I lifted his hand to halt Eric’s departure.

“How long will this take to resolve? What do you need?” I asked Riley.

“No, you’re not understanding. This isn’t resolvable,” Riley replied.

I shared a look with Eric as I asked Riley, “At all?”

Silence stretched. The blaring alarm continued. 

“No, not quickly or easily. There is too much risk. There is no easy way to say this. We have to get out now.”

“Out? You mean abandon the ship?” I was talking to Riley, but my focus was on Eric, whose face had morphed into a stony mask.

“Yes, we need to abandon the ship,” Riley said, a tremble in her voice.

“How much time do we have?”

Eric gave the tiniest shake of his head, eyes softening in dread.

“Hours,” Riley said. The Technologist was close to tears. “Twenty-three is the present system prediction, but that could change.”

I closed my eyes, allowing myself a moment and only a moment.

When I opened them again, Eric was staring at me. “How much time do we have?” he asked.

“Very little,” I replied. Then I opened the ship-wide communication channel. “Critical personnel to the operations room. This is not a drill. Repeat, critical personnel to the operations room, immediately.” 

I turned to Eric. “Start preparing for the evacuation. You have twenty hours to get everyone off this ship.”

Eric’s jaw tightened. He didn’t question, he didn’t ask why or how, he simply said, “I’ll get it done.” 




We both exited the room, Eric going one direction, and me in the other. 

In the operations room, pale, shaken faces greeted me.

“Can we turn the alarm off in this room?” I had made hard and fast decisions while my head was ringing from the cacophony of a war zone. The nearby pounding of explosions, flying shrapnel, and roar of incoming and outgoing fire had become a familiarity during some operations. But most of the occupants of the room had never experienced frontline warfare and the cyclical drone of the alarm was doing what alarms were supposed to do—instilling a sense of imminent and impending danger, and poking the fight or flight center of the brain with a great big stick.

Riley’s fingers flew in a series of gestures—damn, the lack of voice commands was an additional burden we could do without. Seconds later, an eerie silence descended. The team had clustered before the viewer, a stream of data on display most of which was beyond my understanding. The summary was clear enough. The list of ship sections becoming uninhabitable was climbing while the countdown blinked in the top right like a hammer smashing the message home.

“Riley, status report,” I said. I wished Eva had a better claim on her faith in Riley, but I needed to work with what I had.

Riley drew a deep breath, and her hands, clasped before her, were shaking. The few other faces around the room were equally sobered by the situation. “Catastrophic failures, multiple failures—a domino trick unraveling one system at a time. I broke the knock-on effect, but not quickly enough. We have a stable orbit, but this ship will be uninhabitable in exactly twenty-seven hours and eight minutes. After that, we lose artificial gravity and internal atmosphere.” 

“Anything to do with our drone launch?” It turned my gut over thinking that we might have provoked this.

“No, I don’t believe so,” Riley replied.

“It’s sabotage,” Cathy interjected, her eyes on Riley. 

“Now is not the time, Cathy,” I cut her off and fixed her with a cool stare. “We have 10,000 people to evacuate to a planet we know nothing about. Simply evacuating so many within the timeframes will be our greatest challenge. Mathematics was never my strongest subject, but I do know we don’t have enough transports for everyone at once. Each journey to the planet will take time. Assuming we don’t get shot down by an unknown planetary defense. And assuming we can safely land somewhere that isn’t being savaged by a storm. We can worry about who or what might have brought about our trying predicament later.”

Cathy’s face flushed crimson and she returned a stiff nod.

I turned back to Riley. “Can we evacuate everyone?”

“Yes, assuming nothing else occurs. It comes down to the speed with which we can get the first transports outbound. The system analysis states we have a twenty percent margin.”

 “Twenty percent isn’t a great margin,” I replied. “Something could easily go wrong.”

Riley nodded. “Given the planet’s climatic situation and the lack of viable landing sites, it will be tight.”

“Well, I gave Eric twenty hours,” I said. “I know that was unrealistic, but Eric works better under pressure. If he can claw something back logistics wise, he will… What are our options for a landing location?” I looked between Lai, our climatologist who had a sub-specialization in meteorology, and Arden, our geographer whose expertise was physical geography.

“We haven’t had time to assess landing sites,” Lai said. “There are so few options, and we didn’t get time—”

“Make an educated guess,” I interrupted, sensing a rambling foray into pessimism.

Her eyes turned to Arden. 

“If you don’t make a call, I will,” I said. “Your worst guess will be better than mine. No one is going to hold you accountable. Give me some options. It will be my decision which one is picked.”

Lai swallowed; her lips were trembling. She was likely still reeling from the Eva incident. I couldn’t spare a thought to worry about how the predictive was faring. I guessed her meltdown might have had something to do with our current predicament. If Eva had predicted this then that meant it was people based, and people based would suggest sabotage. 

Her prediction was now lost, and I needed to make judgments without it.

“We identified three viable landing locations,” Lai said. She gestured and a rotating image of the planet displayed on the viewer. She gestured again and it froze to show the side with the main land mass. “The city.” She highlighted the location on the eastern side. “The plains.” She highlighted the second location to the north. “And the forest.” She highlighted the final region dead center of the landmass. “The city has the most stable climate, and a preferable landing site, but well, it’s the city.”

“Not the city,” Riley said.

“I agree.” I had concerns about landing anywhere on the planet. Given we had no alternative to certain death if we remained on the ship, we had to land somewhere. Picking the least provocative location was sensible. “Explain the other options.”

“The northern plains have the safest landing location in terms of geography,” Arden said. “It’s flat and there are less trees. The weather is hot, but slightly more predictable. And within human tolerance.”

“But the storms there are horrific,” Lai added. “Sand storms sweep regularly over the whole region.”

“The last location?” I asked, feeling a sickness roiling in my gut.

“Torrential rains and storm-force winds that come in unpredictable waves,” Arden said. “It’s abundant with life and fresh water. And heavily forested everywhere but here.” He zoomed the image in on a vast chasm that sliced the main landmass in two. “Flooding from the rains has eroded this in a geographically short period of time. The trees don’t grow close to the edge. It looks narrow, but it’s wide enough for a transport. We were going to recommend it for the first manned expedition. A single transport timed between the weather would work.”

“We have twenty transports to land, unload, and take off in quick succession,” I pointed out. 

“They would fit,” Arden replied. “It’s wider than it looks.”

“With rough, unpredictable weather, that’s going to get messy,” I said.

“Of the three, the forest is our only viable option,” Riley said softly. 

Cathy sent Riley a censorious glare. Silence settled.

“We don’t have time for supplies, not enough of them, anyway,” Riley said. “If one more failure hits us, perhaps none. Essentials are all we can afford to take, nothing more. Once everyone is safely on the ground, we can return to the ship for supplies in a controlled manner with a team wearing atmospheric suits.”

“She’s right,” Arden said. “Landing will be challenging in either the northern plains or the forest chasm. When we say the plain is within human tolerance, we are talking for a short period of time. The extreme conditions need supplies and shelters. Water is the biggest issue there given the extreme heat… It’s not as if you could walk to shelter or water… We are talking thousands of miles. The dust storms appear to be near constant.”

Eric’s communication came via earbud. “We have the first ten transports ready to go,” he said. “I need a location.”

“Launch; I will send the coordinates,” I replied.

I turned to the climatologist. “Lai?”

She sighed, her eyes darting toward Arden. “Without supplies, the forest is our best shot,” she said quietly. “But the storms are so unpredictable, I don’t like our chances.”

“What are the current weather conditions?”

“Light drizzle. Moderate gusts up to forty miles per hour.”

“That’s not what I would call moderate,” I said. 

She shrugged. “It’s moderate for Serenity.”

“The forest chasm it is.” I couldn’t allow myself to wallow in possibilities. The clock was ticking and we needed to act now. “Give Eric the coordinates and debrief him on what to expect. You know the drill. You’re essential personnel and a team is waiting to escort you to the next wave of transports.”

The team began filling out the door, but Lai hung back.

“I need to monitor the weather conditions, until everyone has landed,” she said. “And you tricked me into making a decision.”

I smiled. “I believe you tricked yourself. Although, our brief discussion yielded only one viable option, after all,” I said. “And you’re not staying behind to watch the weather.”

“It would be better if I could remain until the last transport.” She faltered when I raised an eyebrow. “I could collect a mobile monitoring station. It’s not going to be as good as the system we have here, but it wouldn’t take me more than ten minutes to gather what I need.”

I urged her out of the room, finding four military personnel waiting outside. “Lai needs some equipment. You have ten minutes to get what she needs, and then I want her taken to the transport deck.”

“What about Eva?” she asked, turning to me.

“I’ll check,” I promised. 

She headed one way down the corridor, and with the remaining two Marines, I headed the opposite way.

Hitting the open channel to Eric, I said, “Eric, give me a status update.”

“What moron decided to name this godforsaken planet Serenity?” Eric demanded.

I laughed. My escorts gave me a curious look. 




















CHAPTER TWELVE




Eva

THEY WERE ARGUING. Who they were, I had no idea, but there were voices, at least two, and they were definitely arguing.

Had I been in stasis? 

There was an alarm going off, somewhere… My thoughts were fluffy and out of reach, but it didn’t feel like a stasis awakening. 

“What is she still doing here?”

That was Landon. It was his calm voice. It could mean he was genuinely calm. It could also mean the complete opposite.

Forcing my eyes open proved a challenge, but if I could see who he was talking to and their collective body language, it would help me to figure it out.

“I explained why. It’s not safe to transport her.”

That was Brent, I was sure. Even without the visual, I could tell he was experiencing a high degree of stress. 

The alarm sounded nearer, or louder, or perhaps I was merely becoming more alert.

“It’s not safe not to transport her.” Both the words and Landon’s tone set my heart thudding. My mouth opened… and slurred gibberish came out. “What sedative was she given?” 

Landon’s voice drew closer, and cool fingers brushed against my forehead. I tried to speak again, but it made no more sense than my first attempt. It felt like I was trapped in a most peculiar dream. No, a nightmare. My wild thoughts began to tumble. I must get out!

“I don’t know, you took the scanner!” Brent also sounded pissed now.

“Take him to a transport.” 

There were mutters of protests, a scuffle, and then the hiss of the door. My pulse thudded in sickly time with the blaring alarm, and I finally forced my eyes open. Blinking brought a blurred face into view. My mouth opened to speak, but this time nothing came out.

“Stop trying to talk,” Landon said. “You can’t yet, and it’s causing you more distress. The effects will wear off. I just don’t know exactly when.” His arm slipped under me. 

My whole body felt heavy in a way that was worse even than post stasis. “Can’t move.” My words were slurred, but closer to coherent.

“Which part of ‘don’t talk’ did you not understand?”

Fingers closed around my upper arm, pulling. The world tilted then swung around in a swift, dizzying motion. It took me several disorientated moments before I realized I was hanging upside down. And several more before I realized the pressure against my stomach meant Landon was carrying me.

“Sir!” Another voice, urgent this time. “We need to leave.”

“I know. Clear the last personnel,” Landon said. Out of my swaying, upside down view, I caught a glimpse of several dark military uniforms. “And then get yourselves to a transport.”

Landon set a brisk pace, his footsteps a heavy thud against the corridor floor. All the while I hung limp and useless while the alarm tore strips from my nerves. 

“We have reports of another failure.” The voice, unknown to me, was anxious and out of breath. A whooshing noise followed us, getting louder. It instilled a sensation of being chased. I struggled weakly, wishing I were capable of running because I badly wanted to run.

“The ship was supposed to bloody hold!” Landon no longer sounded calm and that frightened me more than the monstrous rushing of the beast that pursued us. Tears sprung to my eyes, and the sense of malaise was so great it choked me as it clawed its way up from a buried place in my psyche. 

There were other footsteps around us. Dark military suits flashed in and out of my blurred vision.

Another whoosh—far louder. 

Barked commands I could not follow. 

A sudden patter of footsteps. 

The whoosh morphed into a roar. 

The world spun violently again before a firm surface hit my back. A seat? Dizzy, disorientated, and my body limp and beyond my control, I was anchored against the seat by a hand in the middle of my chest. Tears streamed down my face. 

“Start the sequence,” Landon said. His voice was close enough that I knew it was his hand pinning me to the seat. Blinking, I tried to focus. My limbs started working, but in a weak uncoordinated way that hampered Landon’s efforts to keep me upright.

“You’re not secure, sir.”

The clank of a harness and black straps shifted into view, stark against my white medical gown.

“Start the bloody sequence!”

A click came next followed by a sharp tug as he yanked the straps, tightening them until breathing became a challenge. “Too tight.” My head rolled back, and reality shifted into focus to reveal Landon’s face. The corridor-like personnel section held long rows of inward facing seats. Dull amber lighting was offset by the stark brightness of the flight deck emitted through the front windscreen of the transport to my right.

“Tight enough so you don’t end up on the floor,” Landon countered.

“Ten seconds!” 

Tension permeated the voice of the man I realized was the co-pilot. In a single stride, Landon hit the seat opposite. He dragged the harness on, snapped it closed, and tugged it tight. 

A great roaring noise rose, surrounding us, reaching a feverish, discordant pitch. It ceased abruptly as we hurtled down the launch tube and exited into space. Eerie quiet was broken only by the gentle, bouncing rumble of the transport. 

A patter, reminiscent of rain on those meta-plastic roofs they used on basic colony structures… Or that time when I was on a station and a small meteor shower hit… 

“Sir!”

The imminent impact warning reverberated through the craft, beating at my already overwhelmed amygdala.

“I know,” Landon said. “Stay on course.”

A crash followed, so violent I felt it in my bones. 

My eyes stretched so wide they ached, and my temple throbbed to the beat of my overworked heart.

“Status,” Landon shouted over the sudden tumult as further things peppered the transport.

“Holding.”

The transport juddered and shook as we hit the atmosphere. My jaw ached with the effort of stopping my teeth banging together in the bone-shaking onslaught. My eyes remained so painfully wide that I thought I might never blink again. 

“Most of it is burning up,” said the co-pilot at the front.

The violent shaking eased to a bearable level. Brilliant blue sky and light bathed the inside of the craft. Through the front window, I could see Serenity, smothered under a thick swirling, white blanket. 

Someone swore. The pilot, I thought.

“I can see,” Landon said. “Stay on course. The rodeo isn’t over yet.” 




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Landon

THE SHIP HAD exploded. 

I forced it from my mind and focused on the hellish descent we were facing into the mother of all storms. Outside the window, the sky might be a brilliant blue now, but far below, a deadly force of nature was lying in wait.

A lump of the former ship, twice the size of the transport, rocketed past to our left. Some of the debris might have incinerated, but much of the Intrepid was heading planet bound, one deadly piece at a time. 

“Sir, should we seek a safer landing site?” the co-pilot called to me. 

We were the last transport to leave in what should have been a comfortable margin. It hadn’t manifested quite to plan, and a question to ponder when we were not dodging deadly missiles that had once constituted our former ship. “Do we have communication?”

“No. It’s gone with the ship.” The co-pilot cut a glance over his shoulder. “We’re flying on basics here.”

“Then no,” I replied. Given the pounding our transport had taken—was still taking—I thought it unlikely it would take-off again should we miraculously manage to land. It was possible our descent was being monitored from those on the ground, but unlikely given the last communication from Eric. The landing site was in turmoil and three transports lost that we knew of. Given the storm was expanding, trying to land at the target site was a risk. But landing anywhere else would only lead to a slow death.

The second imminent impact warning blared, driving a spike of collective tension through the transport passengers and crew.

A bright, blue light flashed to the right of the transport. The imminent impact warning ceased, and a peppering of debris followed.

“Was that PB fire?” I asked, incredulous. I’d seen long range Pulse Beam before, but this was way beyond long range. 

Another flash. Another spray of debris. This time, a control alarm blared. 

A technician hit the override. “We lost a thruster,” she said.

Only one, lucky us!

“It’s coming from the east,” the pilot said. “It’s not shooting at us. It appears to be shooting at the ship debris. Some of the chunks are huge and it just took one out.”

I dragged in a ragged breath, tried to wrap my head around that, and gave up. “If it’s not shooting at us then we’ll worry about it later.” I sent a swift glance Eva’s way. Her eyes were round, and her chest rose and fell in ragged pants under the tight straps. Perhaps I’d pulled them too tight, after all? Her fingers clutched the arms of the seat, which I thought was a good sign. She’d been as limp as a rag when I’d picked her up. What the hell had Brent been thinking by keeping Eva on the ship? What the hell was wrong with Eric letting Brent keep her on the ship?

None of it made any sense. And now we had deadly PB blasts coming from the planet in what appeared to be a protective move. The worst part, the part I was trying to ignore, was that it was sheer luck a team doing a final sweep had happened on Brent in the medical bay where Eva lay recovering. 

Eva had almost been left behind.

Eva had almost died.

We all might still die.

A barrage of system alarms lit up the control station to the front of the technician and her fingers flew over the controls.

“That was the second thruster,” the technician said. 

“ETA?” I asked, seeking to keep them focused on the task, not what was going wrong.

“Four minutes, thirty.”

“Stay focused. No one’s firing on us, so every one of you has been through worse than this.”

Then the rolling black and gray clouds swallowed us up. The transport bucked and my harness dug grooves in my flesh. Only the stark internal transport lighting kept the darkness at bay. Blood was trickling from Eva’s nose, but whether it was from the bone rattling descent or her recent sedation, I had no idea. 

To the front, rain lashed the windows with such rigor, the craft might have been submerged in a sea. A light show was taking place beyond: blue from the mighty PB cannon somewhere on Serenity, and the bright white of natural forces in the form of lightning. There was nothing else to see out the window except black clouds and rain.

Gusts slammed the craft this way and that. Yet another alarm, this time the technician, co-pilot, and pilot were too occupied in controlling the flight to turn it off. Their focus was absolute. I had no more than basic skills flying a transport, the mandatory requirement for my former rank. But I’d flown through some testing operations, and I thought this ranked up with the worst of them.

It might be the worst.

“Five hundred,” the navigator said. As we came into land, the violent buffeting increased as crosswinds battered the transport. 

“Four hundred.”

I checked Eva to find her glassy eyes locked on me. Blood was streaming now, covering her chin and splattering her white medical smock.

“Three hundred.”

The grinding of the landing gear coming down brought another kick to the craft. 

And then brilliant daylight and absolute calm.

“Two hundred.”

And then silence.

Someone at the back swore into the unnatural quiet. 

I shared his sentiments—the last thruster had failed. 

Trees, land, a scattering of transports, people… and a seemingly bottomless chasm, were coming up at us fast.

This wasn’t the first time I’d faced almost certain death. It surprised me, once again, how unexpectedly blank my mind was. No last moment regrets or latent desires popped forth, no flashes of my life. It was all very empty… and calm.

“Brace!”

I did think something then. I thought, this is going to hurt.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Eric

THE TEMPORARY BASE was a shambles, but we had made it down, mostly. I still had no idea where Eva was, and Landon was also missing in action.

“What happened to the comms?” I shouted over the thunderous downpour. I stood huddled at the tree line, soaked to the skin, under the semi-protective branches of an abnormally sturdy tree. 

Marik made a slicing motion across his throat. “Dead,” he mouthed, water sluicing down his face and trickling from his nose and chin.

Just one more fucking problem. Although earbuds were useless when you had to shout to make yourself heard. “How many more incoming?” 

“Two, I think,” Marik replied, his head in close to make himself heard. “We lost comms—all comms. That’s what I was coming to tell you.”

My gut clenched, I’d been so busy dealing with the fallout, I hadn’t had time to do more than react. We had lost four transports. All of them crashed into the chasm in the rain as they tried to land. We’d lost contact with a fifth one not long after it left the ship. I presumed it had also crashed. The surviving colonists had scattered into the surrounding area in an attempt to escape the storm. There were widespread injuries—both the descent and landings were brutal—and then there was the insane weather.

I’d never seen people flattened to the ground by rain before today. Unloading colonists so the transports could return to the ship for the next wave had been a challenge of heroic proportions. 

“Landon?” I half shouted, half mouthed, swiping a hand over my face. While the trees offered some shelter, the driving gusts that lashed us with horizontal rain, meant the protection was limited at best.

Marik stabbed a finger up at the black sky. “On the last transport.” 

“Shit.” I blinked back the water and squinted toward the gorge. The nearest landed transport was no more than twenty paces away, but with such poor visibility, it could have slipped into the chasm, and we’d never know. If the transport comms were down, what else was down? “Did they confirm the launch?”

“Yes. Lost contact immediately after.”

“How long ago was that?”

Marik lowered his head to study his wrist plate, scrubbing at the wet surface, and then held up six fingers. “Six minutes.”

I peered out again, half expecting to hear the drone of approaching chaos.

“That’s not all.” Marik leaned in close again, his voice still barely audible under the tumultuous deluge. “We found Brent in the last batch.”

“Eva?”

Marik shook his head. “Said the Commander sent him ahead.”

I found marginal comfort in knowing that Landon wouldn’t leave Eva there. Further, he would take personal responsibility for seeing her to a transport, but not a great comfort given neither of them were yet here.

I gritted my teeth. “Did Brent say why he’d countered my order?” I’d headed planet side with the second wave of transports once I realized the difficulties they were experiencing on the ground. Eva should have been in the third wave with Lai and the others considered to be key personnel. I’d left very clear instructions.

Lai and the others had arrived. Eva had not. 

Marik shrugged and hollered, “Something about not being safe to transport her. The guy is fucking hapless,” he finished as if that were explanation enough. 

Brent wasn’t my favorite person. I didn’t trust myself to speak to the man without punching the dick in a way that would leave permanent damage.

A mighty crash shook the ground. Our focus swung toward the chasm like the answer might be found there.

“What the fuck was that?” Another boom, another tremble to the ground. This one was closer. The nearby colonists froze, eyes darting out into the storm or into the trees as they tried to pinpoint the source of danger. From the right, splashing and slipping through the muddy ground, arrived a military team with Riley in their midst.

I swore under my breath. Being so tiny, she was likely to be crushed. What the fuck were they doing letting her out around?

“We lost the ship,” Riley shouted through the downpour.

Another explosive crash saw several of the nearby people duck.

“What do you mean we lost the ship?” I hollered back. “I know we lost contact.”

The sudden absence of rain shocked everyone into silence. Sunlight flooded the area, and then came the familiar drone of an approaching transport.

Everyone’s faces turned skyward.

“Fuck!” It was coming in fast. “It doesn’t sound right,” I muttered, my throat hoarse from spending endless hours shouting.

“One thruster.” Marik confirmed my suspicion.

“Clear the area!” My roared order sent the nearest colonists who had ventured out into the misty clearing, scrambling back for the tree line. Except Riley, who had frozen on the spot. 

Fisting her collar, I half carried her out of the way… which wasn’t difficult given she weighed next to nothing.

The drone ceased. I glanced over my shoulder. Ignoring Riley’s attempts to dislodge my fist. Those not yet running, ran, or tried to, hampered by the treacherous, muddy ground. Seconds later, a deafening cacophony accompanied a transport ploughing into the nearby trees. Trees, which took the word robust to a whole other level, and brought the transport to a swift and juddering halt. 

“Stop manhandling me!” Riley said, batting my hand away. No sooner did I release her then she took off for the crashed transport at a sprint. 

“Fuck!”

“I’ll get medical,” Marik called.

I followed hot on Riley’s heels. Ahead, smoke rose, and shattered branches and leaves rained down. 

“Is Eva in there?” Riley asked, skidding to a stop. She was surprisingly nimble on the muddy ground.

Another crash rocked the forest in the distance. Riley’s earlier words brought a half-formed fear of what it was. “Yeah, we think so,” I replied. Ahead of us was the transport. The loading door had buckled, and it hissed and juddered as the mechanism tried and failed to open. A team was already working to force the door open manually. 

A series of dull thunks came from inside the transport giving an indication someone inside was alive. “Any injured by the crash?” I asked a nearby member of our military who was organizing the people outside.

“No, trees stopped it dead,” he said, gesturing at the mist-enshrouded wreck. 

“She’s going to be alright,” Riley said quietly. She was wringing her hands.

 I wanted to hug her. What the fuck was wrong with me?

“That’s unusually optimistic for you, Riley,” I said, feeling an unwitting smile find its way to my face.

I felt fucking useless. The mobile medical team jogged over. They had worked tirelessly for many hours and their white medical attire was lost under layers of mud. I ran tense fingers through my hair, fighting the urge to go over and interfere. I didn’t have any special skill in popping a buckled door and I would only get in the way. Brute force wasn’t going to help, but if they didn’t open it soon, I was prepared to give it a go. She has to be alright.

It opened with a screech of protest from the titaliua plate, allowing the first occupants to stumble out. I moved without realizing it, went through the motions of helping people off with increasing fear and worry. A few were badly injured, but most had minor bruising. 

Finally, and after I thought he might go insane with worry, Landon stepped through the loading door with a blood splattered Eva in his arms.

“She’s fine,” Landon said, halting me in my tracks. He sounded normal, but he always sounded fucking normal. He placed her down on the muddy ground and a medic hurried over.

Thankfully, it wasn’t Brent. 

I knelt on Eva’s other side. 

“I’m okay,” she said. Her fingers squeezed mine without any strength.

“She’s still suffering from an earlier sedation,” Landon said to the medic who took over, pressing the scanner to her forehead. “Painkillers are fine, but no sedation without my personal permission. The nose bleed happened before we crashed.” 

Landon turned to me, motioning me to rise. “It looks worse than it is. I promise you. Now, I need you both,” his eyes encompassed Riley and me, “to tell me what the fuck is going on.”




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Landon

ERIC LOOKED LIKE he’d been dunked in a mud bath—repeatedly. Riley wasn’t much better. Thick, cloying, mist rose from the sodden ground. From everyone’s ‘drowned’ appearance, it had been as hellish as I’d feared. 

I needed Eric and Riley to focus on the situation. Eva might be important, but she was one person. 10,000 others, or however many survived, needed their attention too. “What are our losses and casualties?”

“We lost four transports, along with their occupants and supplies.” Eric thumbed over his shoulder. “They missed the landing site and plowed into the side of the gorge. Between the torrential rain and gusting wind, I’m amazed we didn’t lose more. We have one more transport unaccounted for. We lost contact with it not long after it launched. Most transports have some level of minor damage. We’ve got numerous injuries. But other than those who were onboard the lost transports, no other deaths, last I heard.” His focus settled on the decimated transport, which was embedded in a tree. “It’s a miracle you landed.”

“I’m not sure I would call hitting that tree a miracle.” I studied the native trees with interest. They were colossal in a primordial sort of way. Between the oversized trees, the thick with ferns and creepers, it had a lost world feel. 

“We commandeered a transport as an operations room,” Eric said. “The key personnel are there and will have the most recent data.” Eric peered out into the trees as if trying to get his bearings and then tapped on his wrist plate before indicating the way we should proceed. “The earbuds have been useless. They aren’t meant for these conditions. When it rains here, it really rains. We lost communications immediately after you departed the ship.” 

We trudged through the mud under Eric’s direction. After a short distance, the ground turned to rock, the trees thinned, and sunshine flooded the area as we emerged onto the chasm edge. Colonists and military personnel stood or sat in clusters near to the tree line. I was surprised to find sufficient space for several transports to park side-by-side. Although at present, they had been scattered far and wide. 

“It’s the third on the right.” Eric indicated a transport with a steady stream of people moving in and out.

“What happened to the ship?” Riley asked as we traversed the rocky ground that had begun to dry in patches.

“It exploded,” I said evenly. “Do you have any idea why?”

“Exploded?” Riley repeated. 

“Yes, as in it broke into thousands of tiny, and not so tiny, pieces. I’m amazed our transport got us as close as it did before it gave out given the hammering it took from the ship debris. Some of the debris burned up when we hit the atmosphere, but a lot didn’t. If not for some friendly PB fire, we—”

“PB fire?” Riley asked. “Did you just say PB fire?” She slipped on the rocky surface and corrected herself at the last moment.

“Yes, PB fire that can reach the edge of the atmosphere. I can only presume it came from the city or some other support network of technology. Several chunks of our former ship were obliterated. The imminent impact warning was getting a work out.”

Riley went to ask another question. I cut her off. “Later, I need an inventory of what we have because now the ship is gone, whatever we have, is all that we have.”

“We don’t have enough of anything,” Riley said softly. “We’re doing a tally the manual way, but I can already tell you there is nowhere near enough. Given your transport was the last and barely made it out, we were prudent to focus on personnel. We are in for some uncomfortable times, especially if the weather continues to be this challenging.”

“We will work it out,” I said. “We don’t have a choice. It’s a year until the next ship arrives.”

“If it arrives,” Riley said.

I stopped. It took another step before Riley and Eric did the same. A few people had noticed my arrival and a small crowd formed a short distance away. “Whatever happened on the ship needs to be put aside.” I kept my voice low and fixed my steady gaze on Riley. “There will be plenty of scaremongers given our predicament. I expect you both to keep your areas in line.”

“She gets it,” Eric said, coming to Riley’s defense. 

“Good, because we don’t have time for theatrics.” My eyes shifted to the left where the misty gorge was visible between the parked transports. A great rushing thrum was coming from that direction. “Did you check on the lost transports?”

“The ones that crashed?” Eric asked. “No, we couldn’t see further than twenty paces in the height of the downpour, and it literally stopped raining seconds before you smacked into a tree.” 

“We will need to collect the supplies if it’s possible.” I changed track toward the edge. Eric and Riley followed me, along with the crowd of people.

I stopped a pace away from the edge. “Spectacular and deadly.” The gorge sliced the region in two. Perhaps half-mile wide, and of similar depth. The land on either side was flat, while the chasm sides were sheer rock banded with shades of bluish gray. Plants clung in mottled pockets of vibrant green. Within the immediate area, at least a dozen substantive rivers exploded into waterfalls. They burst out from the chasm edge, turning to spray, then mist, before cascading down the chasm sides before meeting a churning river far below. Peering over, I could see the scattered remnants of a transport. “Do we know how long this break in the weather will last?”

“No idea. Lai had her monitoring kit with her, but given what happened—” Eric left it hanging. 

I looked each way along the edge-line. “No easy way down there… and it’s a long way. If the weather holds, we should take a transport.”

A cry came from our right. “We’ve got movement in the gorge!”

We edged forward as one. 

“Fuck,” Eric said inadequately. 

“Fuck,” Riley agreed.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




Eric

I HAD TO give credit to Landon, he was the only one who didn’t swear. Although Riley sounded kind of cute muttering ‘fuck’. 

Landon turned to Riley. “Any drones?”

“It’s possible some were brought, but I don’t know where they might be.”

Landon turned to me. 

“We’re just reacting here.” I rubbed fingers through my damp hair. If this were any other military operation, I’d have loaded myself with stimulant hours ago. There weren’t any fake boosts available today, and I’d been running on reserves for a while. “There hasn’t been time to complete an inventory.”

“What about field sights?”

I glanced down at myself meaningfully. I hadn’t stopped to change before heading down here and still wore the standard ship-side, black military fatigues, now sodden and plastered in mud. They weren’t close to appropriate for the conditions on Serenity. The only bit of tech I had on that remained functioning was my wrist plate. I patted myself down as if searching for the requested field sights in a highly sarcastic way before my face went deadpan. “Not a chance.” I nudged my head at Landon. “Looks like we both dressed for ‘Serenity’. You should have named the planet ‘Hellish as fuck’ and then we might have got the dress code right.”

Riley coughed out a laugh and then pulled herself up in a ‘this-is-too-serious-for-jokes’ kind of way. I’d been through some character building experiences and I took my fleeting moments of joy wherever I could.

“Now your sense of humor returns,” Landon muttered as he turned and immediately began assessing the people in the vicinity. His eyes settled the tree line just as Jax emerged. 

The single look Landon leveled at Jax was enough, and the Marine headed over at a jog. It had been a long and exhausting period since we’d left the ship, but Jax still had an annoying bounce to his step that set my teeth on edge. Although, I was begrudgingly impressed that he still had his team with him, and would make a bet he also knew where his other two teams were, or at least that they had a scheduled check in.

Jax had barely reached us when Landon demanded, “Field sights?”

Of course, Jax, who was fully kitted out in shell armor and weapons, whipped a set out and presented them to Landon. “I had five minutes downtime before my scheduled launch, so I grabbed everything I thought might be useful.” He grinned. “Then grabbed anything else that was near.” 

Landon took the sights while giving me a pointed look. “Good work, Jax.”

Asshole.

I wished I’d had five minutes downtime to get shell armor. The black suit had gained that nickname after it was first introduced several decades ago. The matte black armor resembled the overlapping shell of a beetle. Several models had been developed. It looked bulky but it was lightweight, and almost as flexible as cloth. It could take a lot of hits, both projectile and energy, before its integrity was compromised.

Pivoting, Landon crouched down at the edge and lifted the sights to his eyes. “Yes, we have movement. Definitely people. I can see three… no, four.” He tracked to his left, and then lay down on the ground so he could get closer to the edge. “I can see two transports. There should be more people.”

Jax immediately followed suit.

 I looked down at myself, regarded my damp, mud splattered fatigues with a grimace, then got down on the ground too. “Where are the other two?” I squinted, impatient to have my turn with the sights. Watery interference ranged from light mist to heavy spray. It was impossible to make out much other than a vague impression of movement.

“Another transport….” Landon pointed to the right, and then handed the sights to Jax.

Jax scoped from the nearby crash to the distant one just visible before a turn in the gorge. “Yeah, that one’s broken up, though. The river is wild.” He passed the sights back to Landon, who took another look.

“Yes, not much we can do about that and we need to prioritize.” Landon passed the sights to me, finally, before he stood. Jax also jumped to his feet.

I adjusted the sight. Between the pounding waterfalls and river, it was possible the fourth transport had broken up and been carried away. Debris lay scattered across the riverbanks. The two nearest transports were close together. One was upside down but still largely intact. The other had gone down onto a huge boulder and rested at a precarious angle.

“We’re going down,” Landon said. “Organize a transport. Pilot, tech, nav, and a couple of medics. We should collect whatever we can down there, so bring a couple of colonists with engineering or basic ER or preferably both. Plus one of your units, and that’s it. I’ll be in the ops transport. I want to see if they have any info on this weather before we leave. Fetch me as soon as you’re ready.”

Shuffling back from the edge, I dragged my weary body up. My clothes were starting to dry in the heat, and the mud crust presented a new impediment to movement. 

“T-32 is close and in good repair.” Riley indicated the transport a hundred paces to our right.

“I’ll organize that one,” Jax said.

At Landon’s nod, Jax took off, accompanied by his team.

I lifted the sight to study the nearby cliff edge. “Want me to get a team to scope the area?”

Landon lifted his face skyward. “Looks clear, but how long that will last is anybody’s guess. We need to get down fast and work fast. While I’m gone, I need you to focus on organizing the people here.”

“Sir!”

We all looked up. From the far side of the clearing, a man headed toward us at a break-neck run. “We’ve had an animal attack!” He skidded to a halt, nearly colliding with Riley in the process. I snatched Riley out of the way just in time. If I hadn’t, they would be scraping the Technologist off the bottom of the chasm!

“And?” Landon’s expression smoothed out.

I mentally cringed.

“Three people are injured,” the man said, losing steam under Landon’s steady regard. He cast a look my way. “I… We sent medics to attend!”

“Weapons?” Landon wore that overly patient air he sometimes did.

“Weapons?” the man repeated back.

“Do you not have weapons?” Landon stared pointedly to the man’s holstered gun.

 I cringed for real this time. I didn’t know every member of the military, but I knew every unit leader and this man’s leader was sure to get a roasting later.

“Erm… Yes, sir, we do.” 

“The next time an animal attacks, shoot it.”

The man started to bluster again.

“It’s very simple,” Landon said. “You shoot it, or I shoot you. We’re in a crisis situation. I expect no more casualties due to an animal attack.” Landon stared beyond the man at the chaotic scene before them. “Where is the rest of your unit?”

I could sense where this was going. Jax and his team were rounding up the necessary people for the rescue. A few others nearby were busy. But far too many were busy gawking over the edge of the chasm at the crashed transports, and many more were doing absolutely nothing.

“I’m not military,” the man stammered. “They asked me to help.” He turned toward me for support again. “We became separated.”

I squinted at the man’s clothing, realizing it was the engineering team’s dark brown and not black of military under the mud. 

When I glanced back toward Landon, I found him staring at me expectantly. 

I sighed. “I’m on it.”

“Good. I want a perimeter established with competent personnel on duty. I want a count of people and supplies. Whatever shelters we have need to be set up. And rations locked down before people begin to hide them. Transports can be used as temporary shelters for the injured. The rest can work it out. Then I want an update—assuming we can find functioning earbuds.”

“I’m on it,” I repeated. I motioned the hapless man to accompany me and left Landon and Riley to it. 




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Landon

MY BOOTS ECHOED against the rocky surface of the chasm edge as I made my way to the temporary operations transport with Riley in tow. Perhaps not so temporary, I reflected. We still had another year of this, whatever this was. 

“We barely got through the landing.” Riley kept pace at my side. While not mud-splattered to the same degree as Eric, she ran a close second. “None of us have had a chance to catch our breath, and now this?” 

“I know,” I said, because I did know. “But however bad you think it is now, and however tired we might be, and however much we might want to stop and take a moment to rest, we can’t. If we don’t bring this chaos to order, it’s going to get a whole lot worse.” 

“It could have been a lot worse,” Riley said simply.

Yes, it could, and I was disinclined to ponder what might have happened had Riley not been on the ship, and had she not had the skills to plug the ship system failures for long enough for everyone to get off. Despite this, Riley was going to be viewed with greater suspicion when everyone figured out the ship, and therefore additional supplies, were gone. I would need to tell Eric to watch her, lest anyone get notions of delivering justice the old-fashioned way.

“Can we do anything about the comms?” 

“I’ll look into it,” she said. “The transports should have short wave capability. It will be problematic if another storm arrives. I’m not convinced anything will work while you’re in the gorge, with or without rain. There are people down there with communication earbuds. Even if the transport comms were damaged, we should have received a message. I left the operations transport about ten minutes before you landed and there had been no communication. We must presume whatever the survivors in the gorge have, it either won’t reach because of rock or distance.”

“What can we do about communication going forward if the earbuds aren’t working? This is like going back to the dark ages.” I had no idea what the elusive dark ages were like, but it seemed the kind of place not to have communication.

“It’s possible I can hack the wrist plates into a crude comms device of sorts. It’s not their intended purpose, but I’ll see what I can do.”

I nodded before squinting up at the sky. It had been brilliant blue when we first emerged from the trees. But on the horizon, I could see a wall of clouds approaching. “I hope that isn’t coming our way.”

“My time on Serenity has been short,” Riley said with a despondent air that Eric was always teasing her about. “But I would suggest hoping won’t serve any of us well on this planet.”

“Yes, I’m getting the idea.” I knew better than to discount the barrage of negative insights. Serenity turned out to be a farcical choice of name. Our colony benefactor was due on the next ship. I could just imagine Victor Loire’s reaction to the name when he arrived. The business mogul had a cutting sense of humor and was sure to find the irony amusing… assuming we survived that long. Maybe the weather was seasonal? 

Yes, and there was that delusional hope again.

As we hit the ramp of the transport, I found Lai waiting amid a cluster of a dozen people. I wondered if Rachel had gotten down safely. She was part of the key personnel and although a geneticist wasn’t helpful short term, it definitely would be long term. She was also a friend, who had once upon a time been more. I had encouraged her to sign up when she had asked me about it. I understood I wasn’t responsible for either her decision or her current fate. And yet, I wasn’t entirely unmoved. She had some basic medical skills, and I was hoping that was why she wasn’t in the transport.

“How is Eva?” Lai asked.

“She’s fine.” I didn’t have a clue if Eva was fine, but the lie rolled off my tongue. She definitely hadn’t looked fine when I’d left her lying in the mud covered in copious amounts of blood.

But I needed her to be fine for many reasons, selfish and otherwise.

Whatever was going on here and whatever emergency we might be experiencing now, worse lurked under the surface. It was sure to raise its ugly head at the least convenient time. 

As I hit the top of the ramp, the crowd parted. “We have movement in the chasm that we believe to be survivors. I’m going down with a team. Eric is in charge until I return. Another storm is approaching. Technical team, you’re with Riley on comms. Otherwise, I expect everyone outside, assisting Eric before the next storm hits. Lai, Arden, you’re with me.”

There were a few blank faces. They were all shocked and from their air of defeat, hoping things would miraculously sort themselves out. They shuffled off to their tasks, leaving me alone with Lai and Arden.

“You’re expecting me to make sense of this crazy weather?” Lai said.

“I am, otherwise you’re on shelter duty, too.” I smiled to take the sting out.

“I think I’d prefer shelter duty.” Lai motioned me to follow her deeper into the transport. “We don’t have access to any weather information since we lost comms. We do have barometric, though.” She pulled up some data. 

I grimaced at the information that meant absolutely nothing to me. “I don’t have a single science-orientated cell in my brain. Let’s keep it simple.”

She shifted to an aerial image. “This was taken from the ship just before we lost the link.” She tapped a couple of commands and our position appeared as a green dot. The image cycled through the condensed twenty-hour period up to the moment they lost comms.

Over the top of the dot, I could see the swirling storm clouds that had plagued our landings. To the bottom of the screen, edging onto the picture, was another thick band of clouds. My eyes shifted to the scale.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes, another storm,” Arden said. “The pressure readings—I’m no expert, but—” He looked toward Lai. “We think this one will be worse.” 




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Eric

WITH MY NEW friend in tow, I assessed the situation. Nearly 10,000 to mobilize into a semblance of a camp. I’d organized more substantial groups, but there had always been support of some kind on hand… and there had always been communication.

Spotting Reeve, a section leader, emerging from a transport, I changed track. 

“I need the transports brought together while we have a gap in the weather.” I gestured over Reeve’s shoulder. 

She turned to regard the solid band of clouds looming in the distance. “I see it,” she said. “Looks ominous. We’ll need shelter, too.”

I nodded. “I ordered the last twenty transports to be filled with supplies, but I was on the ground by then and the communications were sporadic. I’ve no idea what was and wasn’t loaded. I doubt we’ll have time for more than a cursory check now. Prioritize shelters and rations. Round everyone up. There are no free passes. If they don’t have serious injuries, they’re helping set up the camp.”

“Two transports can’t fly without running diagnostics.” Reeve had a serious demeanor. Like Jax, she’d had the foresight to don shell armor. “We’ll do a quick supply check as we relocate them.”

We’d gotten to know one another during our time on Nammu. I prided myself on my hand-to-hand combat techniques, but she’d kicked my ass a time or two during their pre-launch training. Her first name was Rose, although no one was brave enough to call her that to her face. She did have a beautiful rose tattoo on her ass that I’d admired during down time. 

“Move those you can safely, leave the rest for now. Your earbud working?”

“No,” she replied.

I felt a glum expression overtake my face. How was I supposed to organize a colony without communication? “Rations are to be locked down. No one takes more than immediate needs.”

“We’ve plenty of rations, why would we worry?” Reeve asked, frowning.

It wasn’t going to take long before everyone realized the ship was gone. Landon was deluding himself if he thought we could keep it under wraps. “Commander’s orders. Until we can assess the weather, he doesn’t want to risk another trip back. We need some stability here… And we’ve had an animal attack, so make sure everyone is alert to the danger.”

She left, and I turned to the man at my side who had nearly sent Riley to a rocky death. “Show me where the animal attack occurred.” 

The man wore a blank expression of someone teetering on the edge of exhaustion. I could empathize. It had been twenty-two hours since the abandonment call was made. Twenty-two hours of Hell in some of the worst weather conditions I’d experienced.

He directed me deeper into the forest. It wasn’t just the transports that had become scattered. People had also spread into the nearby vicinity in the rush of arrival. Five waves of mostly people, followed by a final wave for supplies.

A smattering of rain gusted between the trees. It was only light, but an indication that the band of clouds was closing in. More people stood or sat in clusters within the trees: Marines, medical personnel, and colonists—the injured and the able. 

My snapped orders set them moving, ordering team leaders to spread word. 

Wind stirred the tops of the giant trees and the rain started to fall in earnest. There were many people and still too much to do. 

A shout came from the forest to my right. A second, terror filled cry, spurred me into a sprint that saw me leave my former guide far behind. The colonists made way for me, some immobilized, and some actively seeking to flee in the other direction.

“Clear the area!” My shout galvanized a few of the undecided ones into action. I hurdled a fallen branch… and then skidded to a stop.

Three colonists stood facing a giant, black cat. Its ears were pinned back, and its teeth bared. Another two colonists had frozen to the right. 

There wasn’t a military person in sight.

And I had run straight into the middle of a standoff, and now, I was the one the beast was sizing up.

I reached down slowly to the place where a gun should have been… and cursed under my breath. I’m an idiot!

The beast snarled and swiped the air with a paw as big as a person’s head.

The rain started to come down with greater rigor—I was already sick of the rain—it added a surreal cast to the standoff. 

People, I could deal with. Armed, unarmed, it didn’t matter, I would have known what to do, my odds, and my options. A giant black cat was beyond my personal experience. Landon’s instructions to ‘just shoot it’ were singularly useless given I lacked a weapon. Landon would be pissed if I died due to something this stupid. Why I hadn’t thought to take the gun from the colonist, who clearly had no idea how to use it, was a mystery to ponder another time when I wasn’t about to be mauled to death and carried off for dinner.

Behind me came the rushing rustle and snapping of branches as more people approached. I maintained my focus on the beast. If the new arrivals had weapons, they would have shot it and that meant I was on my own.

 The cat flashed its teeth again, rumbling a warning that morphed into a piercing snarl. That warning flooded my exhausted body with more adrenaline than was useful. Taking a slow step backward, my boot caught against a fallen log.

I glanced down for the briefest moment, blood pumping before my vision tunneled on the cat. Reaching down, I ripped up the branch. The cat swiped air again. I swung the branch—which I noted in a detached what-the-fuck-am-I-doing kind of way—was the size of a small tree.

The crack as it hit the animal square on the side of the head echoed unnaturally loud. The cat yelped and shook its head before emitting another teeth-baring snarl. I spread out wide, using the stick and my other arm to make myself look bigger. What the fuck am I doing?! Another air swipe was leveled my way. I swung the branch again. This time, the cat nimbly dodged the blow and shot into the trees. 

Drained as the adrenaline abandoned me, I used the branch as a prop and turned around wearily to find Marik standing with a grin on his face and a rifle poised to shoot. The pulse-beam rifle dispensed explosive bullets, and at this range, the cat would have been dead within microseconds.

“I was going to shoot it but, damn, that was a beautiful moment of man versus beast,” Marik said. “Makes me wish I had my combat kit on so I could’ve recorded it.”

He was lucky I didn’t have the energy to clobber him with the branch.

Reeve was standing at Marik’s side. She towered over him and didn’t look impressed. It was hard to tell whether Marik’s questionable humor or my poor beast-slaying techniques were to blame… And she didn’t smile a lot, so it might have been a generalized grouchy expression. Now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember her not being grouchy. Well, apart from when I was admiring her tattoo.

The withering look she sent toward the hunk of tree in my hand sent a clear and unambiguous signal that even without all the shit going down, my tattoo admiring days were over. 

“Why are you standing around?” I asked. “Get everyone out of the forest and under shelter!”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN




Landon

IN A GOD-like cue, the first flurry of rain hit the transport roof. I looked up; we all looked up.

I looked back down. “Worse how exactly?”

Lai’s fingers were shaking where they hovered over the viewer, and her face drawn with exhaustion. “The readings are dropping fast and low.” Lai indicated her viewer, which displayed a series of bars and charts that meant absolutely nothing to me. “And we don’t have any structures or real protection.” 

I looked away with a shudder. The mere act of witnessing Lai’s analytics triggered bad memories from my painful academic years. My parents had been brilliant geneticists, and I was convinced they had formed a relationship in the soul interest of breeding the perfect protégé. 

I hadn’t turned out quite to plan.

Variant. Few people mentioned it directly, but most people understood that was what I was. As Eva had determined, I still felt things, but they were muted and did not impact decisions. There were other benefits, if you could call them that: pain tolerance, endurance, and cell regenerative properties that were astounding even to the Aterrans who were already genetically enhanced. 

I thought it likely I would need all those benefits through the coming days and weeks.

“Any idea how long it might last?” I asked.

“No, we don’t have enough data for any kind of weather predictions.” Lai’s face lifted from the viewer and her eyes met mine. “The pressure is dropping. It’s dropping fast. That’s as much as I can tell you. A storm is coming and it’s going to be big. Do you think we can restore the connection to the ship? If a team is going for supplies, perhaps we could ask Riley to check the equipment? We really need an orbital view.”

“Not a priority now.” I contemplated bringing Lai and Arden into the loop about the ship, but I didn’t have the time for the inevitable questions. In their exhausted state, I thought it would be more of a distraction. A heavier rattle hit the roof. “Keep monitoring. Let Eric know.” I had no idea if Eric had replaced his earbud, or whether Riley would get the comms back again in time. Or whether the storm would arrive before any of this mattered. “Let Riley know in case she manages to fix the comms.”

Another burst of rainfall hit the roof. “I need to leave. Update me if you can.”

I headed out. As I hit the ramp, electricity crackled in the air and a smattering of warm, fat, rain droplets pelted me. Outside had descended into chaotic industry as colonists and military alike rushed to and from the nearby transports with supplies.

I took a moment to orient myself. Transports were taking off and landing everywhere I looked. The sky to the front was a brilliant blue but a sense of threat emanated from behind. I turned to find a wall of gray clouds that must have reached several miles straight up, looming.

“Sir, we’re ready!” 

Putting my back to that awful sight, I found a member of Jax’s team waiting. We took off at a jog for the transport we would take. The rain fell, light and steady. Shadows chased us, enveloping the entire area within gloom. 

I hit the ramp at a run. The engine drone vibrated through the soles of my feet. We hadn’t yet cleared the ramp when it began to lift.

Inside, I found Jax waiting. He pressed a water bottle and an energy bar into my hands. “I’m sorry I couldn’t find any shell armor. We don’t have time now that the weather front is approaching.”

I took the proffered items as we covered the last stretch to the flight deck at a brisk pace.

“This is a bonus.” I indicated the rations. “I’ll worry about armor later.” Around twenty people were present, strapped in ready for take-off. “Is the landing site scoped?”

The navigator at the front answered promptly with, “Yes, sir.”

Rain beat against the window and its steady thrum against the roof gave indication the storm was indeed closing in. I flipped down the seat next to Jax and pulled the harness on. I hadn’t been expecting to get on another transport again quite so soon after my last hellish landing. “Good. Launch.”

As the craft rose, I snapped the bottle open and drained it. Then I ripped the energy bar open, broke a chunk off, and stuffed it into my mouth with far more urgency than finesse. My mother was a stickler for table manners, had she still been alive, she would have been appalled. Actually, most of my life choices appalled my mother, my eating techniques being the least of her concerns. 

“I heard about your landing.” Jax’s lips twitched.

Swallowing required a concerted effort. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, and my stomach had given up complaining about the lack of nourishment hours before I left the ship. I should have been feeling tired by now, even for a Variant. But ever since my symbiotic friend joined me, my stamina had been off the charts. 

I wasn’t going to complain.

“I’ve had my daily crash quota,” I said. “Happy to get this two minute trip over with.” A gust rocked the craft as I bit off another chunk. If I was about to die, I was dying with a full stomach. 

Another sharp gust buffeted the transport again as we lifted off and began the slow descent into the chasm. Given this was a hulk of a transport intended to ferry people and supplies to and from space, the tight confines of the chasm, the numerous water hazards spewing over the edge, and the onset of the storm, I could handle the slow descent. 

Finishing the last of the bar, I basked briefly in the heady post-food satisfaction. 

How the hell did I end up here? 

It wasn’t the first time I’d asked myself this question. It often popped up during those rare interludes of peace during challenging operations. I’d lived a privileged life prior to enlisting. I came from a wealthy family, and I could have avoided mandatory conscription. That I voluntarily joined brought my parents a great deal of angst.

“Four hundred,” the navigator called out, rousing me from my thoughts and reminding me, as if it were possible to forget, that we were far from settled into this new world. 

“Three hundred.”

I didn’t know exactly what I would find when we landed, but certainly there would be death.

“Two hundred.” 

But among the deaths, there was always life.

“One hundred.”

We had gotten down here, and given the conditions and circumstances, I was surprised and gratified by how small our losses are. 

The transport touched down with only the slightest bump. 

As the engine began to cycle down, buckles were opened, and people rose from their seats. Out the front window, an unnatural darkness had settled. I could no longer hear the patter of rain, but I could remember the wall of clouds and I knew this respite would be short.

I glanced across at Jax, who was heading toward the exit ramp. “Distance to the crash?” 

“Five hundred,” Jax called over his shoulder.

The pilot flicked the transport lights onto broad-beam mode, bathing the surrounding ground in a stark artificial relief. Turning my back on the view, I headed for the exit where I found Jax loading everyone with supplies. I almost wished Eric were here so I could enjoy poking at his inferiority complex. 

With a prepared backpack shucked on, we set out, booted feet crunching and slipping against the shale riverbank. To our right, a tumulus roar from the nearby rushing river threw up spray. 

I grumbled a complaint.

Jax flashed a grin that was all white teeth against the gloom. “Trust me,” he said. “A bit of spray is nothing compared to the rain.”

Beyond the reach of the transport beams, darkness engulfed us broken by the occasional patch of swirling gray in the clouds. Ahead, I could just make out the shadowy bulk of the two transports rising like monsters from a watery grave. 

Our flashlights were few, and the beams lit the ground in patches as we drew nearer to the looming presence of the first wrecked transport. Thunder rumbled, gaining magnitude until it reached a deafening roar. The sky darkened further, and everyone slowed to a walk as we hit the first patches of debris.

“I can’t see a damn thing,” I called over to Jax, who had been keeping pace at my side. As if by cue, lightning flashed, illuminating the ground and casting instant daylight. Bodies and body parts were scattered among the wreckage like a grisly depiction of hell. The jagged edge of the nearest transport rose skyward. The second transport was barely visible to the right and perilously close to the rushing water.

Another rumble of thunder echoed off the canyon walls. 

Electrical sparks and an eerie glow flickered from the destroyed transport. It had appeared almost whole from above, but now that we were close, the destruction was apparent. 

“This is a weird crash,” Jax said, his flashlight skimming along the ground. “The rain has washed a lot of it away, but this is a graveyard.” 

Copious amounts of blood still splattered the craft and the vicinity, and the sturdy outer shell of the transport had split and torn in numerous places. More blood dripped from the cracks and the exposed inner walls. I had witnessed the decimation caused by explosives, missiles, and weapons of every kind. I had also seen my share of transport crashes for a multitude of reasons. “More like explosive damage,” I said, wondering if the PB fire I had presumed friendly was not so friendly, after all.

“The movement came from the furthest transport.” Jax directed his flashlight out into the gloom.

“Over here!”

At the call, our flashlights swung to the right. Shapes that might have been rocks or debris, morphed into the survivors.

We met as we broached the shadow of the first transport, bringing the second craft into view. It leaned heavily to one side, making the standard exit impossible. Someone had smashed out the windshield, but that wasn’t a whole lot better. 

One of the survivors edged to the front. “I’m the navigator from T-14.” He gestured over his shoulder. He was nursing an injured arm in a rough sling. One side of his face glistened with semi-congealed blood. 

“Status?”

“Our communications aren’t working. I wasn’t alone in cheering when I realized your transport was coming down. We’ve lost three people due to injuries. The rest are trapped inside. We managed to unload a few during the break in the weather.” He cast a glance skyward at the worsening gloom. “Looks like it’s closing in again.”

“I’ll organize the team.” Jax took off. 

Someone slung up a couple of portable lights to cast a weak glow over the area.

“I’m guessing the weather drove you off target?” I asked the navigator.

“No, I mean, the weather was horrific, but we were close to landing when the T-50 hit.”

A roll of thunder shattered the peace, cutting the conversation off until it petered out.

“They impacted with us at about three hundred out,” the navigator continued. “They were coming in too fast for us to evade. They clipped the back end of our transport before hitting the chasm wall. We leveled out, but we had lost a thruster and hit the ground hard. It’s a miracle we missed the river and the T-50. There’s not a lot of space down here.” 

“You did well,” I said.

“Thanks, our pilot deserves all respect. Something was wrong with the T-50, they came at us like they were dead in the air. They left ahead of us. I’ve no idea how they came to be behind. I’d have to say a technical failure. The weather doesn’t make a transport drop like a rock.”

“We’ve lost a lot of good people,” I said. 

“You’ve lost a lot of good military people,” the man replied. “I watched them loading, since we were waiting for our slot. The T-50 was all military.”

I felt a bite of unease. There was no ‘preferable’ person to lose, but the military personnel were essential to our success. Especially now that the ship was gone. Most would have basic medical training, again a useful skill to see us through the subsequent year.

“We lost other transports. Did you notice anything else?”

“No, nothing.”

“Alright, load anyone who can’t help back to the other transport. We have a few medical personnel here, but there are more who can help up top.”

Acknowledging the order, the navigator moved off. 

More warm rain began to fall, and I squinted up at the sky before setting off at a jog toward where Jax and a team were working on a hoist. 

The distance was no more than fifty paces, but by the time I reached him, the rain had increased to a deluge of epic proportions. 

I couldn’t hear anything over the thrashing rain. 

I couldn’t see more than a blur of shapes through the water streaming down my face.

And I had no idea how we would get the trapped colonists out of the transport during such appalling conditions.

Then the wind suddenly picked up and everyone crouched. Lightning flashed overhead, sparking a tree on the far riverbank to flames that were instantly extinguished. Deep, resonating rumbles of thunder ripped through the cacophony of the rain as the sky flashed between gray and black and purple.

As quickly as it came, the wind dropped, the clouds lifted to gray, and then white and then cleared to bathe the area in sunlight.

I stood, ears ringing. Blinking water from my eyes, I swiped a hand over my dripping head. My water sodden clothes plastered to my skin. I might as well have thrown myself into that churning river. 

Jax was facing my way. He carefully flipped the visor on his shell armor open and grinned. “Now, you understand the weather.” He turned away still grinning and began shouting instructions to the nearby team.




















CHAPTER TWENTY

Definition: Predictive deception, Proven lie or deception.




Eva

THE DRUGS RELEASED me from their grip in iterations, and it had taken seventy standard hours—three full Serenity days—before I regained possession of my wits. It constituted a blank period during which I remained only partially cognizant of where I was and what was going on around me. My doctor, Shenson Sull, was a young woman whose expertise rested in the field of psychology: a pertinent skill for any new colony, and particularly for me in recovering my mental equilibrium. 

My temporary home was a transport that I shared with several other colonists who had suffered injuries during their fraught arrival. Two remained unconscious, a forced sedation due to the severe nature of their injuries coupled with the lack of restoration pods—the handheld medical scanners offered only limited healing functionality. The other patients had been released over the period, deemed fit enough to return to their duties, whatever those mysterious duties were. 

I had seen Eric briefly, but no one else, and remembered little of what had transpired prior to my arrival in this transport. No one else had been to visit. But today, I’d been told I would be allowed to leave. Riley stood conversing with the doctor just beyond the range of my hearing. I presumed she had been busy, that everyone was busy, although it still left a sense of exclusion. A necessary exclusion, my doctor had explained, while my mind healed after Brent sedated me.

The doctor offered me an encouraging smile before leaving me with Riley. 

“How are you feeling?” Riley asked. She reached to take my hand as I stood. I was still a little shaky on my feet. “I did come to see you a couple of times, but you were sleeping at the time. The psychologist mentioned that you rested often.”

I got the impression she intended to say more, but while my mental recovery remained unknown, I anticipated further evasiveness. 

“I’m well enough.” My reply came out sharper than I intended. The psychologist would be seeing me twice a day, every day for an indeterminate time. After stressful predictions, I’d often been allocated to a psychologist, so this was not unexpected, but I resented the intrusion all the same.

Riley only smiled at my terse response, watching attentively as I made slow but steady steps toward the door. While my mental health was my primary concern, my body had also suffered the effects of the drug. My legs shook, and the effort required for such a simple task was sobering. I had always treated my body as a transport mechanism for my mind. So long as it functioned enough to move me about and could provide a physical supplement to my mental needs, I gave it little attention. I was multi-generation Aterran; I had no notion my body or mind might fail me other than through old age. Further, as a predictive, I had skipped the mandatory terms of enlistment in the military. I had never known fatigue nor injury and was struggling with the new experience. This physical lethargy also brought into question my value to the colony if I was no longer able to predict.

Without prediction, I would be the lowest colonist here. 

“Your accommodation isn’t what you’re used to,” Riley said as if seeking to distract me from my mounting concerns.

My mind caught up with the comment… What did she mean? Had they written me off? Was I now relegated to the most basic grunt class?

“My pod?”

“Gone.” Riley’s eyes skittered away in a manner too avoidant for me to dismiss. The little warning bells were ringing. 

What if I can’t predict? The fear became real and tangible. I tried not to stretch those weak cognitive muscles, but they still twitched in desperate anticipation. 

I’d been kept isolated, not wanting to test my predictive capability too soon and perhaps break it irrevocably. Wary of this possibility, I’d practiced constant and rigorous meditation, keeping my mind blank and at peace as best as I could. It had not been easy. I understood I was on Serenity, and that terrifying events must have unfolded. My prediction prior to sedation was lost, and whatever my mind had fought so hard to connect on that fateful day in the research center was gone—a loss I grieved.

“Are you ready for this, Eva?” Riley paused at the transport door, and my hand clutched hers fiercely. 

“What if I can’t predict?” The words blurt out. I don’t blurt words. I had not spoken without consideration since I was a child. Am I in regression? All my intelligence was related to my ability to tap into my subconscious mind. Everything I did and said was instinctive—I didn’t know how to exist any other way. Was my life about to become a shadowy reflection?

Riley’s face softened. “Try not to worry about it, Eva. The doctor said you just need time to heal.” 

I focused on her words, her body language, her tone, her face, and a thousand other nuances. I frowned; there was no notion she might be lying to me. Deceit was the easiest emotion to spot; I had mastered it before I understood what lying meant. There was no strong kick back, the mental flinch was absent. She didn’t lie. 

Or perhaps I couldn’t detect it anymore?

A crashing wave of panic hit me, and suddenly, I didn’t want to go outside, nor did I desire the slow death of accepting my predictive capability was gone.

“It’s okay Eva. Really, it is.” Riley’s soft tone soothed me. Had they sent Riley as a ploy to keep me docile until they could figure out what to do with me now that I was useless?

Every muscle in my body stiffened. “No!” I caught Riley’s hand before it could touch the release button. 

Riley sighed. “That fool should be shot for what he did. To put you through this… I’m surprised the Commander hasn’t already administered the sentence. He doesn’t suffer fools and Brent was culpable.”

That almost made me smile. I remembered Brent entering the research center, his worried face looking down at me, and very little else. “He didn’t mean to sedate me. Shenson said the scanner was faulty.” 

“I didn’t hear that?” Riley’s brows pulled together, and something in her expression said this news worried her. 

Whatever had happened to the scanner was the least of my concerns when the door that loomed before us consumed my thoughts. Stepping outside represented many things. It felt climatic in a way of failure or doom. “I’m nothing if I cannot predict.”

“Yes, it’s possible you will become ordinary,” Riley said. “Although, this new humble persona is endearing.”

Predictive deception: she was lying. I was so certain of it that, for a stretched moment, I did not breathe. “You’re lying,” I said accusingly. 

Riley smiled. “Of course I lied. You were becoming overwrought. Eric was desperate to be the one collecting you. He had an extensive and elaborate story worked out and was much enamored with the idea that you might not recognize it as a lie. He’s been taking bets with Marik on how many days he could keep the deception up. Landon got wind of what they were doing and allocated them to appalling tasks as punishment. No, an ordinary life is not for you. I have every expectation that your predictive capability will reveal its dread magnificence soon enough.” 

That was very Eric. On any other day, I would have been furious he was plotting, but today, I found comfort in his willingness to abuse the situation for his personal entertainment because it meant I was going to be alright. I had skittered away from my fear over the last three planetary cycles. My lost knowledge, the mindless stupor that had engulfed me during the hellish journey to the planet, and the rushing beast that chased them on the ship. These scenes had plagued me between the enforced stretches of meditation, but beneath this was the buried notion that I might never again predict.

“Are you ready now?” Riley asked, her pale gray eyes searching mine. A minority of Technologists had such eyes, and among Aterrans, no one. Once upon a time, those eyes had appeared cold, but I thought them very beautiful today. 

“Will you stay with me tonight?” I was not ordinarily a needy person. We had yet to step outside, but this was an unexpectedly important consideration. Tonight, the thought of being alone was crushing. 

“Yes, of course.” There was no hesitation in her response, and that, too, comforted me that all was normal. 

“Thank you,” I said softly before reaching to press the door release.

It opened to reveal a scene I had caught only in snatches. It appeared worse than my memories of the landing and when Landon had laid me on the muddy ground covered in blood. A sprawling encampment stretched out before us. The slight elevation of the transport ramp allowed a glimpse above the tents… and there were many tents. My foggy mind tried to recall my exit from the ship, the cyclical alarm, and the rush of footsteps along corridors. I frowned as we walked out slowly together, my fingers still clutching Riley. “Did we abandon the ship?”

“We did,” Riley confirmed.

That tone, so desolate, together with my jumbled impressions of those final moments as we fled, created a picture. 

“Gone.” A statement. At times, my mind pieced together what had previously happened. I called them retrospective predictions and they arrived with the same conviction as those looking ahead. In this case, though, I thought the pieces had been clear enough, and no predictive skill was required.

“Yes, it has gone,” Riley acknowledged. “What happened on the ship forced our hand. As terrible as the circumstance, it brought us down here when we might have spent many cycles procrastinating the decision, or even sought out an alternative home. We are both ahead and behind. We gained one thing and lost a dozen others. There is very little technology. We are exposed to extreme weather with only very basic shelter. It is many days before the next ship is due to arrive… When I look at the camp, I see chaos.”

I had heard the storms from within the transport, the rush of water and wind pounding at it with a giant malevolent fist. I could not imagine how those in the tents might have fared through it. 

Yet they had, and the people moving with purpose and industry before me did not appear beaten down by the force of nature that wracked the planet’s surface. “I don’t see that,” I said. “Something terrible happened on the ship. I don’t need you to tell me that, and I don’t need to be predictive to know that nefarious reason might be behind it. I profess no more than basic technological knowledge, but ships do not simply break apart. I’ve never heard of a colony being forced to abandon one. I was so worried about what was waiting outside the transport, but now I’m here, I can see hope.”

“That was comfortingly eloquent. If the one person who sees what is wrong with the world can see hope, then perhaps there is hope.” Riley smiled. 

My words were not a prediction though, more of a gut feeling, and an ordinary sensation any ordinary person might have. I didn’t have the evidence I could still predict the future. Some parts of my predictive ability remained, but what about the important one? What about future prediction? 

For now, that would remain unknown.

My hand trembled within Riley’s, and despite my admission that the camp gave me hope, it also revealed a long, tremulous road. 

We made slow progress through the encampment that stretched out into the tree filled lands. So many people tramping about in a confined area, coupled with the diabolical storms, had reduced the site to a bog. Some headway had been made in creating wooden pathways, but everywhere else was mud.

“Do we have enough shelter and food?” The exit from the ship was hazy, but I had a strong impression it had been rushed.

“No, not really,” Riley said. “And it is difficult to move anything or anyone through the mud. When it rains, we have no choice but to stop. With limited rations, our immediate concern is establishing a source of food. Foundations for future structures have gone down in a number of locations, but we lack basic tools and equipment, and the progress has been slow.”

Riley stopped before a tent, indicating I should enter. “I realize it’s basic.” The all-environment tent was an impressive feat of engineering, and one I was familiar with, although I’d never had cause to experience personally. Still, it was a pale reflection of my usual grandiose accommodation. 

“It’s fine.” The tent seemed like a minor adjustment compared to my fears about my predictive capability.

The look Riley gave me said she did not share my opinion.

“It’s fine,” I reiterated, smiling. “I’m fine.” 

Riley’s sharp intake of breath reinforced my impression of deception, but I was still too mentally overwhelmed to address it. Instead, I pushed inside the tent.

There was an inner airlock used for low atmosphere colonization, but it had a different benefit on Serenity since it was also watertight. The tent was compact with enough room for the two of us to stand—just—but there was a bed, a change of clothing, and some essential personal supplies. 

“Recovery. Time.” As I studied the meager space, the fact I wasn’t demanding better only emphasized what was wrong. I’m not humble, and I never make do, but today, I will embrace both.

“Yes,” Riley agreed. “Your recovery will take time.”

Even if I could still predict, it would be hard to trust those predictions were predictions and not the false readings of someone who no longer had the skill. Landon would scrutinize anything I claimed to predict before acting upon it. With confirmed predictions, trust would come again, but that could take several months, possibly years, and I could see there were a great many more pressing problems to deal with in the interim. 

There was nothing any of them could do to help me.

“Casualties?” My eyes lifted, and Riley’s face softened in response. 

“Some. It could have been a lot worse.” The catastrophic ship malfunction was behind us now. They will blame Riley. She was still a Federation deserter and a Technologist in the eyes of many people here. 

“Please, elaborate?” I wanted the details. I would normally demand the details, not politely ask. 

“Not yet,” Riley said.

“I know about the ship. That it is gone.”

“That’s not common knowledge,” Riley said. “Landon has instructed those on the final transport not to disclose the details.”

It would get out eventually. 

“You must put aside these concerns for now.” Riley smiled. “Concentrate on resting.”

“Rest? I don’t know how to rest.” My life prior to leaving for the colony had been full, the hours long, and the idea of a vacation or rest inconceivable. “What will I do?” 

Riley wanted to look away, I could tell, although she maintained eye contact. 

Trigger.

She was deceiving me on some level. 

Riley said simply, “What the rest of us do.” 

I shook my head in question although Riley offered nothing more. 

It was clear Riley wrestled with conflict, and that she did not enjoy following whatever orders she had been given, whether they came from Landon or Shenson. The genetic level inhibitor that Landon admitted to implanting would be sure to sully Riley’s attempts to find a place within the community. 

My heart ached with so much uncertainty, for myself, for Riley, and for everyone else. Our future remained uncertain. I would need to adjust to a new world, just like everyone else who had been thrown into this unexpected environment. 

Tears welled in my eyes. 

“In a time of crisis, there is no time or room for worry about the future or tomorrow. There is only the now and the immediate. We are still in emergency mode—still merely surviving.” Riley’s gentle hands drew me in for a hug. My first gut-wrenching sob was filled with cathartic promise; the second broke me apart. “Until then, we must simply do whatever needs to be done.” 




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

60 Serenity-days later…




Landon

I STOOD AT the entrance to the cargo hold of the transport that had become my temporary operations center. Many Serenity days had elapsed since the dramatic landing on the day the Intrepid exploded. I had just returned from patrolling the camp boundary with Marik and his unit. It was hot and muggy, which made a pleasant change from the wet, hot, and muggy we had experienced a few minutes ago. 

To my left was Eric, who was dry since he’d been on point in the operations center, and next to Eric was Marik, who was wet but not as wet as I was. 

“We need to complete the expansion.” I fingered the collar of my shell armor. It was soaked and irritating the shit out of me. “We just scoped a potential site.”

“That’s why we took a massive detour.” Marik smirked. “There I was thinking you just enjoyed trekking in the rain.”

“Expansion?” Eric said. “I thought we established all the satellite sites?”

“We have a couple more to complete,” I said. The camp was still in a state of bedlam, and the necessity of expanding had exacerbated that. I swiped a hand through my wet hair, glad I kept it short. I did a double take when I noticed Marik’s idiot grin. 

“That last one got you good!” Marik said. “Every time without fail!”

I had become convinced that a twisted divinity managed the weather on this planet. You couldn’t hear a damn thing during a downpour and the moment I flipped the visor open, a gust would slam a bucket of water through the crack. We’d had no communication since we landed. A problem that had defeated even Riley’s impressive technical skills. 

“And many colonists are out of action with… digestive issues,” Eric continued while sending a ‘shut-up’ look Marik’s way.

“Digestive issues?” I asked confused.

“Yes, the medical team updated me earlier,” Eric said. “Throwing up the natural food. A couple of them have also contracted a local virus called influenza.”

“It’s a pre-foundation war illness,” Marik offered helpfully.

“Yes, I know what it is,” I replied. Irritated proportional to the dampness in my clothes. I could only wonder at Marik’s eclectic knowledge of such an obscure topic. “It was always a possibility—that’s why we have a geneticist with us. How many people are impacted?”

“Well, between those puking up good food and the virus, seventeen percent of us are out of action according to the medical team.”

 “I’ve seen plenty of soldiers throwing up natural food the first time they eat. It’s psychological most of the time.” I rubbed my damp neck again. “None of this should interfere with work.”

“You haven’t seen them.” Eric grimaced. “Some of them are really messy… According to Brent, some of them have ‘delicate stomachs’. Whatever the hell that means. I’m with you, eating meat is unsettling at first. Eva won’t touch the stuff. As for the virus, apparently, it died out with no viable hosts, and over generations, our bodies stopped replicating the defense without our immune system being exposed to them. Brent said they should quickly recover and then be immune.”

“Brent is talking bullshit,” Marik chipped in. “He doesn’t have a clue, so he’s making shit up. Rachel said he was talking bullshit, and she’s the geneticist.”

“Bullshit?” Eric raised a disbelieving eyebrow at Marik. “That woman has more letters after her name than God. Are you sure she said that?” 

“Not those exact words, no,” Marik said. “But she meant bullshit.”

“You’ve been trying to get into her sciencey tunic from before we even escaped Nammu,” Eric bit out. “That story just lost all credibility, even though I do think it sounds like Brent is talking bullshit… And you should quit now where Rachel is concerned. Landon has already been there and you’re going to get compared.”

I blinked a few times as I processed that minefield of revelations. Although it did explain Marik’s knowledge about influenza. I was quietly impressed by Marik’s dedication to his chosen cause.

Marik’s grin was pure smug. “Hey, I’ve never had complaints and I’m not afraid of a little competition. Besides, she’s a redhead and you know what they say about redheads.”

“That they have red hair?” Eric mused slowly.

“We’re getting off topic,” I said before Marik could derail us further. “And Brent is the furthest thing from a bullshitter in this camp and I don’t expect either of you to repeat that term in his context again. I agree with Rachel, though, and it doesn’t sound plausible to me, either… Delicate stomachs or not, we need to finish the expansion.”

“What did Arden have to say?” Eric asked. 

 “He believes the current base pattern should be able to sustain us for the remainder of the year,” I said. It was a fine line between the need for food and the safety risk of distributing too wide. 

Eric gave me a skeptical look. “Our rations won’t stretch much further, and I’m not convinced there’s enough natural food in the area for so many people, even now that we’ve split. Most of the crashed transports contained military personnel, many of which had key engineering skills that we are now missing. We’re barely keeping order as it is.”

I nodded. Discovering we had lost so many military personnel in the crashed transports had been a significant blow for many reasons, and a little too coincidental for my liking. The missing transport had also been military with another three hundred on board that we must also assume to be dead. We were floundering, and I wished Eva was still a predictive because we could use some insights right about now. The psychologist responsible for her care had said Eva’s prognosis remained discouraging. “Arden has done some initial analysis, but you’re right, our military limitations are a worry. It’s not ideal, especially with the continuing animal attacks.” 

“What about the city?” Marik asked, hope brightening his tone.

I shook my head. “Not yet.” I’d sent a team out there when we first arrived. The team had yet to return—I was beginning to fear they would not. I shared a glance with Eric. Exploring the city was an obvious step. If there was no news from the reconnaissance team soon, I would need to let the colonists know, lest someone get a notion to explore for themselves.

“Moving supplies is a pain when we didn’t get a single power-mover off the ship before it—” Marik stopped as he noticed Eric’s glare. “Yeah, power movers wouldn’t work in this mud anyway.”

“Lucky I have something else for you to do,” I said to Marik. “I need you to track down the missing team.”

“The ones who went to investigate the city?” Marik asked.

Eric gave me a look, but after a second, shrugged and nodded.

“Riley has details on the route they were supposed to take, and the safe limits of your search. Take a team with you.”

Marik hopped down off the ramp, sent a pained glance at the darkening sky, and shoved his shell helmet on. “Great timing.”

It was the young man’s only complaint. He flipped his visor down as the first splats of rain began to fall and took off for his task at a jog.

Around the camp, colonists scrambled for cover, abandoning tasks, tools, and anything they could not easily drag to a dry location in favor of saving themselves. 

“I love the rain… said no Serenity colonist ever.” Eric grinned at his own joke.

“You have a sick sense of humor,” I muttered. “Raise the bloody ramp before the transport is flooded.”

We stepped back under the cover. Eric thumped the door closure as the splats took on a more aggressive thrum. By the time the laborious ramp had shut, the thrum had risen to a roar.

“Timing?” I called over to Lai, who was staring at her portable console, and which I was, with hindsight, delighted that she had requested extra time to collect.

“It’s early,” Lai said. “But under thirty percent variability for the first time. Riley has managed to link a few of the stations we have together. She thinks she might be able to hack into one of their satellites.”

“You dropped that in so casually,” Eric said. 

She blushed and looked back at her data. “She mentioned something about being able to identify the transmission it sends to the city base.”

“And where is Riley?” I asked. 

“She’s working on the communication issue over in the technical transport,” Lai said, a note of sadness in her voice. “She’s been working long hours, often alone. Oh, and Cathy was looking for you earlier. She said it was urgent.”

I nodded. “I’ll go and track them down.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Landon

IT WAS LATE and the rain had finally stopped when I booted everyone out of my office, or what had once been the flight deck of the transport in which I made my spectacular Serenity entry. 

There was a tiny lizard sitting on the console to my left, its head tilted as its tongue flicked in and out before it darted away. The damn things got into everything. The loading doors wouldn’t shut after the crash and it was like a wildlife stampede. Yesterday, someone found a snake at the back of the cargo hold in the process of chowing down one of the fat, rat-like rodent things that infested the camp. I could have commandeered a better one, but there was something about this particular transport that felt oddly appropriate.

I sat back into the pilot’s chair, now my chair, and reflected that nothing about this colonization had gone to plan.

This was the last place I’d seen Eva, and every time I walked in, it presented me with a fresh kick in the gut, as if her predicament was my fault, and this constant reminder was the penance I must pay.

Cathy had just left after confessing her suspicions about what she believed Riley had done, and further, was still doing. While I didn’t buy into Cathy’s opinions on Riley, her report had prompted me to send for Riley. It was overdue that I talked with the Technologist about the events that led to us abandoning the ship. 

The flight deck doors opened with a hiss, heralding Reeve’s arrival with Riley. “Make sure we aren’t disturbed,” I said. 

Lifting her hand in acknowledgement, Reeve left. 

Riley paused at the entrance, and then at my indication, made her way to sit in what would once have been the co-pilot’s seat. The flight deck was a shell now. The transport would never fly again, and teams had ripped out various useful parts over the weeks since we landed. Every time I walked in, it seemed another panel or plate had been removed. The room reminded me of an old abandoned station I’d visited once. Pillaged and raided, panels ripped off, and the discards strewn over every surface and floor. 

Well, not quite everything, my chair was damn comfortable, and if anyone tried removing it, they would suffer my wrath. 

“I wondered when we would have this meeting.” Riley’s slumped shoulders and red-rimmed eyes that spoke of nights without sufficient sleep. 

“You haven’t suffered from the virus?” It surprised me that Riley had not succumbed to this influenza given she was the least genetically robust person on the planet.

“No, nothing… I’m just tired,” she offered, confirming my initial assessment. “I’ve yet to make any real headway on the communication problem.”

Yes, the lack of communication was causing significant operational headaches. The wrist plates worked in the immediate camp with a line of sight. The moment you left the camp and headed into the forest, they were all but useless.

“Did Eva say anything about this strange illness?” The predictive in her former glory would have been all over the anomaly.

Riley’s face gentled. “She’s not been herself since the ship.”

And wasn’t that the worst of this whole sorry mess? Our most prized person, the one in a million, billion, and through negligence, we’d left her mentally disabled. I wished I’d killed Brent for that, however useful he might be now.

I should have made the time to see her. Were she not impaired, I would have sought her out for her insights. Then there was that overshadow of the awkwardness between us. I’d be lying to myself if I said I’d never thought about fucking her over the desk or her wild response. I’d also be lying if I pretend her moving on so swiftly with Jax didn’t piss me off. 

I told myself I was a Commander of an expedition and personal feelings were irrelevant in light of the bigger picture, and our many and varied problems. 

It wasn’t only about the sex. That glimpse I had of the softer side of her when she’d nestled on my lap, and before the laws of chaos reached for us again, was a different, and more painful memory by far. I could almost taste what being with her might be like in all its glorious, messy, complex splendor.

She was broken now, and that broke me up as well. Jax was a good guy, one of the best. I was sure he was comforting her. And what did I offer her anyway? I was a cold, emotionless bastard to most people. I got the job done no matter what—that was why they picked me to command. 

There was nothing rational about the way I felt, and it scared the shit out of me that I suffered this personal conflict toward a woman who had given me permission once and only once. I was a variant. I didn’t talk about it, but I knew the rumors had followed me around. I wasn’t entirely human any more. Maybe that was why she’d gone back to Jax?

I was avoiding Eva.

A part of me wanted to continue wallowing in denial, as if by avoiding her, all my fears about us and about her broken predictive nature might not be true. Doctor Sull had been strangely gleeful in delivering the depressing update this morning. 

“I haven’t seen much of her,” I said. I hadn’t seen her period, other than a tense conversation where I ordered her not to leave the camp vicinity. That had followed on from her burgeoning fixation with the chasm outcropping that was dangerous when it wasn’t raining, and suicidal when wet. 

“Me neither. I’ve been so busy, and she spends a lot of time with Jax… when he’s here. She doesn’t engage me the way she once did. And she hasn’t once become peremptory.”

Stifling a smile at the ‘attitude’ bit, I reflected that on many occasions I’d wished Eva came with a little less ego. Her behavior was born of abilities, which were synonymous with who she was and therefore, her ego. I would take her high-handed ways over the insipidness that appeared to have invaded her according to the doctor. Riley’s words held a measure of grief and reading between the lines I found the word ordinary flashing like a gaudy neon sign. 

Eva wasn’t ordinary. I couldn’t accept that she might be. Her fixation with Jax, at least, was nothing new, but everything else Riley had said, further her entire demeanor, implied the doctor’s prognosis for Eva was true. 

But the former predictive was a problem for another time. “Let’s talk about the ship.”

“Yes, I figured Eva was the light opener.” Riley straightened in the seat. “I’ve spent too much time thinking about the ship and the events leading up to its abandonment. Time I should have spent dealing with where we are now. It’s hard to put it aside. The failures were undoubtedly Federation in source. Who else would seek to destroy the ship? Much as I wish them to be a fault in the design or build, I don’t see how they can be.”

“They planted something during the construction phase?” I asked.

“No, I don’t believe so. It was far too subtle. Human intervention must have been involved.” 

“Are you trying to set yourself up for persecution? Please, tell me you haven’t voiced these opinions to anyone else.”

“Of course not.” Riley’s gray eyes hardened. “But my voicing is somewhat academic. I’m not alone in understanding this. The technical experts who report to me have mentioned on numerous occasions that the first failing was sabotage. The timing, so close to the successful drone launch. Cathy had personally reviewed the component that failed during the pre-stasis checks… She could have made a mistake—could well be deflecting—but I don’t believe so. Her emotions are too clear, too righteous, and too visceral. She hates me, and I cannot say I blame her.”

I leaned forward in my chair, placed my elbows on my knees, and rubbed my tired eyes with the heel of my hands. “Before we left, just before the drone, I met with Eva.” Riley froze, but it was hard to read what the reaction might mean. For better or worse, Eva trusted Riley, and I was trying hard to hang onto that. “She spoke of dissension within the personnel, of corruption at work, of bought passages, and of faked tests. I didn’t think she was talking about the Federation at the time, and I assumed a case of desperate people using underhanded means to escape. But amid corruption aimed at desperate people, it would be easier for them to find a way in.”

Riley’s lips trembled, and her normally bright gray eyes appeared dull. “I’ve been living on borrowed time, and I’ve enjoyed every precious moment of it… They will kill me, or worse, they will kill us all.”

Defeatist statements had never sat well with me, but then again, I’d never lived a subservient life. “We don’t know that yet. We don’t know anything yet.” Well, we knew one Technologist was among us.

“I know,” Riley said with a quiet conviction that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention.

Perhaps she does. “I could have you placed under a more stringent watch. I’ve had both Eric and Marik watching you since we left the ship. I realized you might become a target, but not quite in this way. You should have brought this to me sooner.” I wanted to trust Riley because Eva had trusted her. But was I reading the situation wrong? Had Eva uncovered a truth about Riley that the Technologist had taken actions to hide? The faulty scanner, now lost with the ship, had dispensed a drug that had left Eva mentally impaired. I could think of no credible way that Riley had been party to that. There were too many variables, and further, Riley had been with me and Eric when the incident occurred. Still, she was a Technologist, and her skills were far beyond even our best experts.

I suffered mixed feelings about Brent. While Eva’s sedation and his blatant disregard of the abandonment call back on the ship sat on one side. He was highly competent otherwise and appeared genuinely remorseful. Then this morning, Cathy had come in claiming that sabotage was beyond question and that Riley was withholding information, a fact Riley had now verified.

“I know. I have been in denial,” Riley said. “Searching desperately for evidence that I was wrong, hoping Eva might recover and reveal the truth to be not so dire after all.”

I thought Riley’s words were poignant. There is no place for poignancy in war. I stopped caring about what was right or wrong. I protected those I viewed as mine, and I would do whatever it took to survive. The bottom line was that I had never considered Riley part of my protective circle and I doubted that would change.

“They cannot protect me. And to try would draw attention to the fact that you know something is wrong, or worse, make the other colonists think I’m under suspicion. Some have become aggressive in vocalizing their distrust. A guard would make it worse. If people are determined, it would only endanger those who try to protect me. Besides, you don’t have the resources to waste watching me. We are all struggling as it is… I think it would also be wise if I keep my distance from Eva. I have seen less of her lately, but still.”

A part of me wanted to argue the case further. I could see why Eva liked Riley; on the surface, she presented an altruistic facade perfectly aligned to the Predictive. In a better time, such people would be nurtured and allowed to flourish in a new world without prejudices. We hadn’t found that utopia world, though, and our troubles and prejudices had followed us here. 

I thought it probable Riley would be killed, whether the aggressor would be Aterran or Federation remained to be seen. 

I evaluated the options, and as I did, I recognized how a determined individual seeking Riley’s demise could exploit each and every one. There was a time when I would have tried those options, even knowing they would fail, but they had picked me to lead this colony for a reason. “Yes, I agree, that would be for the best.”

She nodded, but made no move to leave, and I knew something big was about to be unloaded. 

I leaned back and made that little circular motion with that hand that was universal ‘for spill the news’.

“There’s a reason I’ve not been able to get the communications working,” she said. “I believe they are being blocked.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Eva

I STRUGGLED INTO my shell armor, which Landon had helpfully sent over after catching me outside in standard fatigues. Muttering something about animal attacks, and me doing food preparation if I defied him. I elected not to test him. He had tasked me with recording stock movements. If it wasn’t the most brain-numbing task in the universe, then it had to be a close second. I still believed such duties were beneath me, although even stock management was better than my twice-daily meeting with the psychologist, Doctor Shenson Sull. 

Clipping the armor shut, I anticipated another day battling with the hideous thing. It had to be at least three sizes too big and made me walk like a deranged robot. My alarm bleeped, and I all but fell out of the tent and into Jax, who was passing by as prearranged. It was dry and windy outside, but I didn’t hang around to make a full weather assessment. 

“I can’t—” A very unmanly grunt escaped him as I dragged him into my tent. Well, he allowed me to drag him into my tent. He had to have a hundred pounds on me. I wasn’t moving him anywhere without his will, and definitely not while wearing this suit.

“I—dammit. I can’t do this today,” he growled in a way that might have stirred my interest in the past. “I’ve got five minutes before I’m out on patrol and you’re not making me late again!”

Zipping the tent shut while he complained, I effectively locked him in. “I need an update.”

He ran tense fingers through his hair. “I shouldn’t even be here. You’re on lockdown and your brother’s looking for an excuse to bust my balls. I swear he’s having me watched!” 

“Eric’s not here.”

“You sure? Even if he’s not, I guarantee one of his minions is watching for him, and Landon has threatened to—”

“Landon is always threatening this or that,” I said. “He almost never follows through.”

“Trust me, it’s really not an idle threat, yesterday—”

“It’s fine. Everyone assumes we’re having sex,” I said practically.

Grinning, he reached for my collar and tugged me closer. “I wish we were having sex.” He tried to put his arm around me, and then looked down and burst out laughing. “What the hell are you wearing?”

I slapped his hand. “Focus! I need an update.”

“Jeez, you’re a killjoy. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

“Many times,” I said honestly.

“Fine. The team they sent to the city are dead. Marik came back yesterday, and said their weapons were all melted and twisted. Nothing we have here can do that.”

My heart stuttered at that news, but I could not identify the underlying threat. “Does Landon think it’s something to do with the city?”

“Don’t know. Marik and his team found them close to Base-44.” He checked his wrist plate. “Four minutes.”

“You are such a terrible liar. You always take ten minutes off the time you tell me because you know I question you anyway. I’m not even in the mood to humor you today.”

He folded his arms and his jaw locked, giving me the impression that torture wouldn’t extract the information from him now. “I thought you couldn’t predict.”

“Deception is completely different to prediction.” It wasn’t technically different in my case, but he had just exaggerated the time, and I wasn’t about to reveal I had some of my predictive capability either way. 

“I don’t think we should keep doing this.”

Predictive truth: he meant this. He genuinely worried, and that brought me up. “Why not?”

“I don’t want to be the one who breaks you, Eva.” His earnest tone softened me toward him even though I was still vexed that he was wasting time that was better spent updating me. 

I waved a dismissive hand. 

“I’m serious.”

“I have told you before that I can handle whatever you have to offer.”

Wiggling his eyebrows suggestively, he said, “Oh yeah?” He yanked me back against him again. Stumbling forward, I stood on my own foot, head-butted his chest, and somehow ended up on my ass.

I flailed about in the damn suit.

“Did you just giggle? There I was thinking, it was my lucky day, and you giggle. My ego is sorely wounded.”

Looking up from my new location on the floor where I was impersonating an overturned beetle, I found Jax grinning. He offered me his hand. 

“You don’t have an ego,” I said. It was a fact, an absolute fact. He was the least egotistical person I knew. 

“That sounded very predictive.” He frowned as he heaved me back to my feet. 

I fidgeted with my shell armor, trying to make it comfortable. “You can’t predict a fact.” 

“No, but you said it in that authoritative way you used to predict.” 

I sighed.

“Are you predicting, Eva?” he asked softly. 

There were no dark undertones to the question, and his interest was genuine. He hadn’t said anything about that day when Brent had drugged me. I should have called Jax before leaving my room. I wouldn’t be in this situation if I had. At times though, he looked my way and his jaw locked and I knew he was berating himself for what had happened to me, although he had no reason to.

“No, not anymore. I have become just like everyone else.”

The silence between us was filled by the gentle patter of leaves against the roof of the tent. Was I hurting him by lying? Compounding his sense of failure?

“There’s something I’ve observed about you,” he said. “You’ve changed, and for a while, just after Brent, the fuckwit, drugged you, I did wonder if you had—you know—lost it. I was so damn angry with myself, and with you. And that you always think you know what’s best because, mostly, you do. You never lost your ability to predict, did you?”

My heart thudded, and the fear of exposure blossomed like cold dead flowers in my chest.

“Eva, please, look at me.”

That tone, so earnest, and so Jax, persuaded me to comply. His eyes were a bright, clear blue, and he was the most handsome man I’d ever met. He was a good person, I’d sensed it from our very first meeting, and an exceptional Marine, yet he suffered no ego. Despite his glowing credentials, both personal and professional, he wasn’t what I wanted. 

Wasn’t only what I wanted.

“It’s okay. I’ll keep your secret. If you’re hiding it, then you have your reasons. Everyone has written you off. We’re busy surviving, so I get they might not have noticed. You’re reserved with people, except for—” His gesture encompassed the length of my body. Which was a fair point because I’d never been reserved about that. “I’m getting off topic. What I’m trying to say is Riley ought to notice too, but she’s not having it so good. Landon was having her watched for her own protection. But for whatever reasons, he pulled them off. So, if you have any predictions lurking that might help her, you should voice them sooner rather than later.”

There were no predictions regarding Riley. I wished there were, but we hadn’t spoken since I first arrived and was now worried that she might be in danger. “I don’t want Riley to get hurt. Emotions are high among the colonists. They might seek to eliminate her.” 

“You’re being a little dramatic. But, I must admit there’s a certain allure to eliminating the competition, given she gets to share the tent with you.” He winked.

I could point out that Riley hadn’t been to visit for a long while, and that the Technologist was only ever here as a friend, but it seemed inconsequential against the backdrop of my worries. 

“I don’t want Riley to die.” I pressed my palm against his cheek.

His sharp intake of breath and the look he shot me said I wasn’t being fair. He was right, I wasn’t being fair, but didn’t care so long as it achieved the desired outcome. “You’re asking me to go against Landon’s orders.”

“She’s not a bad person. And she’s not a threat.”

He sighed. “Yes, I know. I’ll look out for her if I can.”

This time he took a firm hold of both me and the expansive armor as he pulled me close for a kiss.

For a second, as our lips touched, I could almost wish there was more time.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Eric

IT WAS EARLY morning when I made my way through the camp. I was one of the lucky ones getting a tent to myself but I still wasn’t sleeping well. It was hunger keeping me awake. My size and need for food to fuel it hadn’t figured high in personal observations until they started with the rations. 

Then there was Riley…

I wasn’t a person who spent a lot of time worrying about stuff but I’d taken to worrying about Riley. Weirdly, I missed her and her odd, despondent ways. 

“Uf!”

The grunt accompanied a tiny body plowing into me.

“Riley?”

“Look where you are going!”

I thought about pointing out that her head is way below my eye-line, but I was distracted by her unusually grumpy facade. 

She sent a withering look my way before trying to dart around. 

“Hold on a moment,” I said. And putting my arm out, blocked her escape. 

She sent a furtive glance my way. “You can’t be seen with me. No one can.”

I frowned. “Like I give a fuck about being seen with you,” I said. 

As I watched, her shoulders slumped and a stifled sob erupted from her chest. My gut clenched. “Hey?” She tried to dart around again, but I was having none of it. 

“Don’t!”

I shouldn’t put my hands on her without permission. A lifetime of Aterran conditioning came to the fore. But fuck it.

“You are going to get yourself killed if anyone sees us together!”

I chuckled at her ridiculous determination that I might be in danger, and hugged her tighter. “Just one tiny bundle of joy there, Riley.”

Her huffed snigger put a smile on my face. I could admit that hugging her felt nice… and this probably wasn’t the best time to be thinking about the shape of her ass… or my many inappropriate thoughts about admiring it while I—

“You can let go now,” she said, voice muffled against my chest. 

Yeah, probably for the best… When I took a step back, she wouldn’t meet my eyes. She looked tired. I’d heard through the grapevine that she was working long hours, and I could see it was taking its toll.

“I’ve got to go,” she said. This time when she slipped around me, I didn’t try to stop her. 

My wrist plate bleeped with a message from Landon. I stomped up the ramp leading to the operations center, my boots echoing against the metal. At the top of the ramp, I unclipped the shell armor and squinted as my eyes adjusted to the dim lights after the brightness outside.

Landon was talking to Brent, nodding at something the younger man was saying before noticing me. He beckoned me over. Brent still wasn’t winning any personality awards as far as I was concerned, and while I knew I should cut him some slack, I still wished I’d punched him for what he’d done to Eva.

“We’ve had more cases of illness in a satellite camp,” Brent informed me. “Not the flu this time, but it appears to be the same people who are susceptible.”

Brent wasn’t as neat as he’d once been and his nose was red and puffy. He’d caught the flu. I grinned a smile full of teeth. 

“I’ve agreed that Brent can visit,” Landon said.

Brent smiled at me now. “Base-7,” he confirmed. “They seem to have a high percentage of infected.”

“Take a team to escort him over there tomorrow,” Landon said, confirming this was real. 

My smile faltered. “I thought we were keeping medical centralized?” I could think of several thoroughly unpleasant tasks I would rather do than spend a day traveling to Base-7 with Brent. Still, if I had to go then I would make sure Brent didn’t enjoy it. Maybe I could double-time it? I could just imagine Brent wheezing and puffing through his blocked nose. “And that camp has barely been set up.”

“I know, but Brent is right, and we do need someone there to find out what the root cause is. Base-44 also has a high number of infected, but that’s a week’s trek away and I still want to base Brent here.”

“I’ll go and begin packing!” Brent said before stomping off down the ramp.

Much as I took unhealthy pleasure in riling Brent, he was a competent doctor—mostly—and we needed everyone back on their feet and contributing. Food stocks were on emergency rations, had been for days, and natural food sourcing was sporadic even after we’d started dispersing the people to satellite locations. I’d eaten natural food on plenty of occasions; it held a certain rustic appeal. While there were other edible items in the vicinity, there wasn’t anywhere near enough. It was still many days until the second ship’s arrival… assuming it still arrived. Meat had proven the easiest supplementary find to bolster the dwindling stocks. The sight of a dead animal or fish repulsed many of the colonists. They were even less attracted to the idea of cooking it and putting it in their mouths. 

While I was confident hunger would sort out their aversions over time, we couldn’t afford for seventeen percent of our population to be out-of-action, taking from our stocks without putting back.

“I still think your idea to jettison him out the airlock was a sound one,” I muttered as soon as we were alone. 

Landon’s eyes were distant as he stared in the general direction of the exit ramp. He appeared to not have heard my comment. “I want you to watch him during the journey.” His focus shifted back to me.

“Watch Brent, why? You think he fucked something else up?”

“Shenson has been discussing Eva with him, although she’s very cagey when I ask for updates. Brent is a bit scared of you since… and if there is any positive news, I’m confident he will be all too happy to share if you hang around him looking pissed.”

I laughed. “Not a problem. I can do that.” By unspoken cue, we started walking back down the ramp.

“And have a chat with the technical team, see what equipment they have that might be useful to Brent.”

“Sure.” Great! Now we were carving up our limited tech supplies. 

“I have concerns about Riley,” Landon said.

I stopped dead. Noticing my absence, Landon also stopped and turned back. 

“What about Riley?” I demanded. “Riley has to be the least concerning person in the colony.”

“She’s been circumspect with information,” Landon said at length. “She told me the communications are being blocked.”

“Blocked by who? Is it the city?” No wonder she was looking so drained.

“That’s just it, she doesn’t know. She’s able to connect to the satellites; Lai has been able to monitor the weather for a while now. Our communication appears to be purposely blocked and that doesn’t make any sense.”

“You think she’s lying?” 

“It’s not as if we have the skills to know.” Landon’s expression turned guarded. “Cathy visited me. She expressed suspicions, said Riley had been working on her own a lot, and late into the night. That she was withholding information from me about the ship failures. I called Riley in to see me, and she pretty much admitted to everything Cathy had suspected.”

“We knew the ship failure was suspicious and there are plenty of reasons why Riley might be disinclined to discuss it.” I didn’t feel particularly warm and fuzzy toward Cathy. She had a black and white mindset that was a little too rigid for my liking. “If you ask me, she feels responsible by association because she’s a Technologist. Eva trusts her, why would you suddenly distrust Riley now?”

“Eva had a prediction that we will never know because she happened to be sedated with a scanner that Brent claimed was faulty. I’ve never heard of a faulty scanner, ever. Then there’s the ship, which was sabotaged by someone with Technologist-like skills.”

“You think the scanner was tampered with? Did you tell Eva?”

“I believed it unhelpful to share the news with Eva given she’s not predicting.” Landon started to walk again, and I fell in step beside him.

“Eva trusted Riley,” I repeated, but I wondered if I was clinging to a lie. “She still trusts her,” I added quietly.

Landon’s face hardened. “Cathy can be a prize bitch at times, but she was right to come to me. Riley was withholding. Her response when I questioned her sounded plausible, but I’m no predictive, Eric. I don’t have an innate sense of truth or lie. All I have is facts and a gut feeling, neither of which are favoring Riley’s case.”

I swallowed back a sick feeling, and when I glanced across at Landon, the sensation increased. “You’re not telling me something?”

Landon remained tight-lipped as we hit the tree line.

“If this is to do with Eva, you better not keep me in the fucking dark.”

“It’s not Eva, not directly anyway. It’s Riley. I always assumed Eva’s faith in the Technologist was due to a prediction. Just before we left the ship, Eva admitted it was not.”

“What the fuck is it based on, then?” 

“The absence of a negative prediction,” Landon said.

“That’s not a good enough reason. Not after Edson-46.” Was I reading Riley wrong? Was my judgement clouded?

“I agree,” Landon said. 

“We should talk to Eva. I’ve not had any time lately. She might have recovered.”

Landon shook his head, smile sad. “We both know she would have told us if that were the case. I have her sorting stocks. It must be the worst job you could think of for someone with her agile mind… barring possibly food preparation. Eva harbors a strong aversion to native food according to Doctor Sull. Do you seriously think Eva would be managing stocks without a word of complaint if she were predicting? Not a single demand has been made. Not an imperious request since we left the ship.”

“Shit.” I ran tense fingers through my hair. “I can’t even think about that possibility, I just can’t.”

“It might be a blessing,” Landon said softly. “This way, whoever is pulling the strings in the camp won’t see Eva as a target now.”

“You know how wrong that sounds.” That possibility disturbed me. During my younger life, Eva had driven me to the point of despair with her predictions, her manipulations, and her ability to spot my adolescent lies. Yet now, the thought of Eva not predicting damn near broke my heart.

“The team I sent to reconnoiter the city have failed to return,” Landon said. “Marik confirmed they are dead. I can no longer claim to wholeheartedly trust Riley, and trouble is brewing in more ways than one. Eva is still alive, Eric.” Landon’s voice turned unexpectedly cold. “If the sedation hadn’t worked, and she could still predict, then that might not be the case.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Landon

“LET’S GO OVER why this is a good idea.” I leaned back into my pilot chair and crossed my booted feet over the severed hunk of the transport nose at a convenient height for a footstool. Unconvinced about the merits of sending a drone over the city, I thought getting comfortable was a good start.

Riley sat opposite in the navigator chair, and to my left, using an empty container as a seat, was Cathy. From the glum expression on her face, she wasn’t impressed with her seat. 

“The city is there. Sooner or later, we need to investigate it.” Riley spoke in her usual measured tone. Despite the underlying unease within the main camp, and the obvious strain of knowing she was under suspicion, she had applied herself diligently to her work. 

I understood we needed to investigate the city at some point. But did it need to be now? Could we wait until the second ship arrived? The key to possibilities was in my hand. If I opened the door, it might ease our troubles. 

It might equally make them worse… And after Marik’s earlier report, I thought this idea was a particularly bad one.

“The drone is a safe option,” Cathy said. “The city aided your transport during the storm. I cannot see why a drone would be seen as hostile.”

Her enthusiasm took me by surprise since she generally wore a scowl around Riley. And I could think of one very good reason—namely the lost reconnaissance team—but neither Riley nor Cathy knew about that. “How many drones do we have?”

“One,” Riley said. “This one.”

I raised a questioning eyebrow. Sending our only drone miles away to view the city didn’t sound like a good idea at all.

“We made it,” Riley elaborated.

As I cast a concerned look around my near derelict ‘office’, I wondered how much of it was now in this cobbled together drone. Every time I walked back in here, something was missing or moved. The ever-changing environment was starting to mess with me. The battered transport was hanging on by a thread as it was. The door to my converted bedroom opened sporadically at best. Two days ago, my room had suddenly turned into a fridge. I’d been trapped in there for an hour because some idiot had removed my prying tool. I suspected Marik, and although he denied any such theft, the tool had mysteriously reappeared later.

I had never seen anyone in here but had a mental image of the technical team lying in wait for me to leave. “How often do you come here?”

Riley looked shifty. “Most days.”

“Did you take anything vital in your foraging?”

Cathy’s face flushed.

Riley fidgeted in the seat. “We put it straight back!”

“Yeah, I loved freezing my ass off.”

Riley grimaced. “We couldn’t get a panel off and Marik said he knew where there was a tool we could use for leverage.”

I would be having words with Marik about that later.

“Then we found a part we could use on the drone, and we got distracted…” Cathy’s stuttered interjection trailed off under my censorious glare and she finally clamped her mouth shut.

“We found another source of parts,” Riley said.

That admission did not provide any comfort. I mentally cringed and wondered what else they had ripped apart and would imminently cease working. 

“The drone is working perfectly now. We’ve done several test flights.”

I resisted the urge to make a derogatory comment about seeking my permission, and instead asked, “And if something happens to it?” 

“We could make another one,” Riley said. “Not easily, but we could.”

I was reluctant to take any risks, but there were a myriad of positive impacts such an investigation might have. Morale was at an all-time low. The colonists had realized something was amiss when there were no trips back to the abandoned ship for supplies. In the interests of not facilitating rumors, I’d revealed that the ship had been destroyed. Food supplies had stabilized at borderline starvation levels—we weren’t exactly hunter-gatherer equipped. 

Then there was the looming possibility that there might not be a second ship. A detail I did not intend to reveal yet. During the earliest days of colonization, I’d used its planned arrival as a distraction. But we’d never received the expected communication from the sponsor when we exited interplanetary speed, and that worried me a great deal. Now, with the communications still ‘blocked’ and no known way around it, we would first learn of the second ship if and when it arrived.

What we had now might be all we ever had. Other rumors were spreading, and I didn’t need Eva to predict trouble was brewing. 

Time was closing in on the anticipated arrival of the next ship. Our footprint was expanding with forty-eight satellite camps, including Base-44 which had become a secondary hub of sorts. The colonists were occupied for the time being, but the expansion phase was almost over. 

I couldn’t distract the population permanently. It was morally ambiguous that I did so now. But I also didn’t like the thought of people going on a rampage if I shattered their last hopes. We were isolated. Far from the laws and constraints that kept a civilization civilized. I was doing what I thought best, distracting them long enough for what we had here to become a new normal.

Until then, the possibility of exploring the city might be another useful kind of distraction.

“How long will it take you to prep?” I asked.

Riley fidgeted in the navigator chair. “It’s ready now. And the weather appears favorable.”

I raised both eyebrows. “You popped over on the off chance, hmm?”

“You’re generally quite decisive,” Riley said. 

Cathy beamed like the drone launch was a done deal, which I thought a little premature. But really, what were my options here? Wait until the ship was due? That would reek even worse of a distraction. “Now is as good a time as any. Are you monitoring from the ops transport?”

“Yes. I’ll check in with Lai before launch for the latest weather, but otherwise, we are ready to proceed. We will track its progress from the operations transport but won’t have any pictures until it returns. The tech controlling the cameras is intelligent and will focus on structures and movement. We trialed it on Base-44 since its location is partially exposed being next to the lake.”

“Okay, you have approval. I’ll be over later.”

They both jumped from their seats and exited in an enthusiastic rush. I watched them before scrubbing at my tired eyes. Cathy appeared to be working with Riley well enough, although her prior comments about the Technologist left me troubled. The sponsors had been clear. I had orders to kill Riley at the first hint of trouble. I thought I had enough reasons already. Yet I still held back.

I wondered if this made me negligent. Riley had skills that were incredibly useful. Killing her unnecessarily, even from a purely clinical point of view, would be a loss. Niggling doubts remained due to Eva’s lack of prediction, a prediction that could have further supported Riley’s innocence or exposed her as a threat.

The drone launch was important for the colony morale, but after, and in the absence of insights from Eva, I thought the Technologist’s time might be drawing to an end. 

Resigned to this hard path, I rose from my seat. Donning shell armor, I headed out the transport. It was bright outside, the sunlight dappled through the huge trees as I made my way toward the chasm along the wooden path. It had been raining less frequently of late. I could only hope that was a good sign and not a prelude to it becoming even worse. 

Planked walkways joined most of the central buildings and transports. A few had even begun to lead out into the extended area. But a lot of pathways remained bare dirt, and while usually muddy, after a period of several days without rain the ground had dried into a hard crust. The warmth had brought an influx of birds, and a medley of screeching and yakking was interspersed by the occasional extended bong. I had no idea what was making the bong, but it had rapidly become a source of irritation.

I checked in on Lai and Arden, then met with Reeve and her team to get an update on the morning’s patrol. The rain set in while I spoke to her under the shelter of an awning. By the time we were done, the sky had turned dark and murky, and the ground to either side of the walkway was reduced to mud. 

Eric and Brent had returned earlier, and I was keen to find out if there had been any headway regarding the illness that still troubled some of the colonists. I splashed my way along the walkways to the medical transport where I found Brent pouring over data at his viewer. Unclipping my helmet, I drew it from my head. 

Brent looked up as I approached. “Landon!”

Brent’s enthusiastic greeting was disconcerting considering I’d given serious thought to ending him back on the ship. 

“Any updates on the illness our colonists are suffering from?”

“I don’t have a solution. Not yet,” Brent said. The sudden roar of rain hitting the transport roof gave him pause, and he lifted his voice to compete. “But I’ve been working toward one and I’m confident I can create a vaccine with more time.”

“That sounds a little old fashioned.” The Empire hadn’t used a vaccine in a millennium, or longer. The only knowledge I had of vaccines came from history lessons.

“It’s a valid approach in our situation. We have adapted to live in sterile environments, and a new colony would usually be contained. Also, this planet’s biodiversity is unique.”

I thought some of the environments I’d experienced were a long way off ‘sterile’ but perhaps the doctor had led a more sheltered life. “Have you spoken to Rachel?”

“No, I don’t believe the geneticist can help with this.” Brent’s eyes skittered away. “A vaccine is a good option with our limited capability here.”

I was about to insist Brent discuss it with Rachel, when Marik burst into the transport, dripping and splattering water in his wake. “You’re needed urgently at the operations transport.”

Nodding, I left Brent with the promise I would be back, and then followed Marik out of the medical transport. 

“It’s the drone,” Marik said the moment we were alone. “We’ve lost the signature. They think it’s been destroyed.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Eva

I MADE MY way through the camp for my second meeting of the day with the psychologist. Many days of such meetings had brought little in the way of resolution, nor any indication the requirement for them might cease soon.

I had come to loathe the self-analysis sessions with a passion. 

A fellow colonist called out a greeting as I passed, and I returned a suitable reply. I’d always avoided social interactions before the ‘Brent’ incident, but for some inexplicable reason, people now felt the right to interrupt me with their pleasantries. 

The giant trees provided shelter from the worsening weather, but the combination of heat and rain made for an unpleasant experience. The shell armor, which Landon in one of our brief meetings insisted I wear, did not help either. I hated it almost as much as I hated my therapy sessions. 

As I reached the transport, which had been my home for three days post arrival, I suffered a sense of acute depression. The act of entering the dull interior brought a sensation of claustrophobia even before I met the smiling doctor’s face. 

“Eva, come on in,” Shenson said, indicating the seat for me to take. “Please, tell me about your day.”

That was precisely what I did, filling the therapy time with succinct mechanical details of where I went and what I did, and not a single genuine detail of how I really felt. 

The psychologist’s daily intrusion was one of many adjustments I’d endured since that infamous day when Brent administered me with a sedative. The same questions were repeated every day. In the morning, I was questioned about my sleep, the hours of rest, any troubling thoughts or dreams, and how I was feeling. In the evening, details about my day… every single detail. It seemed the doctor wished to know every nuance of my boring life from the moment I awoke to the moment I went to sleep, and what I dreamed about!

This was my life now. Reduced to a series of inconsequential moments that lead to a pointless endgame. There was no way of knowing what the doctor might be getting out of these bizarre and excessive question sessions, but it had disturbed me from the outset. I wasn’t a doctor, but I’d studied psychology to a lesser degree since it complimented my skills. Even without using my predictive capability, I knew the doctor was going about the process wrong. 

What I didn’t know was why. 

My future predictive capability had yet to manifest, and they had kept me so isolated, there was little opportunity to change that. The only person I interacted with, besides the occasional visit from Jax, was the doctor. 

Unfortunately, those conversations were constrained on the part of the doctor. At least Jax provided some updates.

“Can I see Riley? What about Rachel?”

Shenson’s posture stiffened ever so slightly in her seat. “I don’t think that would be a good idea as yet.”

I’d known the doctor would say no, but my instincts told me to probe the decision today. “Why?” 

“Brent and I have discussed your prognosis in detail. Your continuing isolation is essential during this delicate stage of recovery.”

“But why?”

Shenson had mentioned Brent several times during our sessions. I was rational enough not to blame him, but there was, nevertheless, an irrational surge of anger that the doctor would discuss my situation with the responsible man. 

Shenson offered a cool, superior smile. “Healing takes time, Eva.”

The renowned psychologist was being evasive and probably lying, too. But Shenson Sull wasn’t alone in this, Riley had also lied. I prided myself on being the master of spotting deception. I was now confident, and had been for a while, that Shenson, Riley, and everyone else within the colony genuinely believed my predictive ability to be irrevocably broken, and were keeping this knowledge from me. 

This retrospective prediction rang true. I trusted this ability had not been lost, just as I trusted my ability to subconsciously spot deception. 

What I did not have, however, was a future prediction that I had watched come to fruition. I’d had no future predictions at all.

While each of my predictive skills had manifested during early childhood, future prediction had been the penultimate to develop, taking several years to perfect. Mass impact, or societal predictions, had been the final, and most profound, stage. To lose such a skill through a simple technical fault was a very bitter blow.

Whatever reason Riley had in hiding knowledge of my disablement, I knew she had my best interests at heart, but the doctor’s actions, and her odd questioning lines, were producing a slight discord that suggested an underhanded motive.

The doctor was being clever about it though. With deceit lacing the undertones of every conversation, it was near impossible for me to pinpoint the source of my predictive angst. 

For many days, I’d doubted myself. The incident had shattered a confidence once pervasive to my core. Perhaps the public side of my confidence might never return. It had only been a few months, but still, it had changed me.

I harbored a strong conviction relating to the future that said revealing my knowledge of their deception would be a very bad idea. That left me at an impasse, though, for with so much subterfuge in every sentence spoken to me, it was impossible to ever test my predictive capability. 

But most troubling of all was this malaise surrounding Doctor Sull.

“You haven’t had any predictive notions?” Shenson asked when my monologue of trivia dried up.

“None, my work is isolated—” I left it hanging, and asked instead, “Should I be worried?”

The doctor returned a gentle smile, but it lacked sincerity. “No, nothing to be worried about.” 

Trigger.

Predictive truth: the doctor wanted me not to predict again.

It took a momentous effort to compose myself, to smooth my face, and to maintain a normal expression while my heart thudded as if seeking to escape my chest. 

The prediction was absolute… Why would anyone wish me not to predict?

I wanted to leave, to run from the room, and search for Landon or Eric, but something held me back, and with forced composure, I faced the doctor. “It’s been so long since the incident,” I said, and the words felt inadequate against the backdrop of my frantic state. 

The doctor reached for her viewer, tapping a series of commands I could not see. “I could give you some anti-depressants.”

“No, I’m adjusting.” I wasn’t used to smothering a predictive notion and I was blundering through this. 

“I’ll hold on the antidepressants for now, then.” The doctor tapped abruptly against her viewer before benefitting me with a smile. “That’s excellent news, Eva.”

Was it? Was it really excellent news? I wanted to reach over and slap the smiling doctor across the face, which was an impressive reaction from a pacifist.

“I will update the Commander on your progress… Let’s talk again in the morning.”

I left, my mind blank, confused when the first drops of rain hit my face. I fumbled to snap my shell armor shut, and ignoring the swift increase in the rainfall, headed out of the camp instead of back to the shelter of my tent. 

I made it to the trees before the rain quickened to torrential. I ran on to my personal hideaway. How am I going to get through more meetings with Shenson? I couldn’t, it would be impossible, deception was not part of my make-up, and I’d never found reason to embrace it before. 

My mad flight stopped abruptly, and I leaned against a tree, panting hard. I should tell Landon. This was too much for me to manage on my own. I must make him believe me… He had believed me before.

Trigger.

Prediction: he wouldn’t believe me. There was only one way this could play out. My predictions had once been treated with the utmost respect, and as the bearer of such tidings that respect had been mine to wield and command. Today, I was nothing, and I had nothing. My capability was re-emerging, but I was a child again as far as predicting was concerned.

“He won’t believe me,” I whispered, the words lost in the roar of the rain. This understanding cut me down. It took several deep, lungfuls of air before I could force the oppressive sensation away.

I started off again through a curtain of water that I pushed through with weary steps. The downpour was so great, it threatened to drive me to the ground, but I pressed on, more determined than ever to reach my goal.

I needed to learn everything I could about the doctor, and why she didn’t want me to predict. But I also couldn’t afford to wait around to figure out what my psychologist was doing. Not when there were other, more pressing concerns, to deal with. Still, the mere thought of interacting with people brought my fears to the fore. I still felt insecure until I experienced a verified prediction. What if I can’t predict? What if I was the ordinary person Jax joked about, and Eric fears, and Landon and Lai are avoiding? 

Fear of failure remained sharp and insistent. If I don’t try, I will never know. For Riley, I must try. I am a predictive and I have never turned away nor hidden from that path.

Stumbling to my knees as I emerged from the forest, I crawled the final distance to the safety of my favorite tree. Once there, I flopped back to sit down, panting with exhaustion. A huge branch jutted out, making a canopy of sorts that protected me from the worst of the rain. 

Understanding I was alone, there was only one thing I could do. I must continue going to the meetings and wait for the truth to be revealed.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Landon

NEWS OF THE lost drone weighed heavily as I headed for the command transport with Marik.

“Could it be the weather?” I asked, already stalking in the direction of the technologist’s transport. I clipped my helmet on, leaving a gap in the visor. The sky remained murky, but the rain had softened to a drizzle.

Marik made a scoffing noise. “After I found the reconnaissance team you sent to the city dead? Not likely.”

“That wasn’t conclusive, and they hadn’t gotten very far,” I pointed out.

“Their weapons were mangled,” Marik said as we hit the ramp to the transport. “Weapons don’t just mangle like that. Metal all bent and melted out of shape. We don’t have anything here that can do that kind of damage. Not that I’ve seen. Who else could it be?”

“Marik, this isn’t the right time for this conversation. But after the damage I saw with the crashed transport, nothing surprises me, and that’s why I had Riley’s team checking all the tech, including weapons, for faults.”

Marik dropped the topic as we entered the transport proper and found both Riley and Cathy staring at a viewer. 

“What happened?” I demanded. I nudged my head at the door when Marik made like he was settling in. “See if you can find Eric and send him over.”

As Marik clomped back down the ramp, I redirected my attention to Riley. 

“We lost the signal,” Riley said without preamble. “No, it’s not weather related. We still have clear skies over the drone’s location. It just went dead, approximately three hundred out.”

Marik’s discovery hung heavy in the air, but I wasn’t ready to share that with Riley. 

“Perhaps we could send a team in… to retrieve the drone?” Riley asked. “It might still yield images or data that could be useful.” 

“No,” I cut her off, and my tone suggested no discussion.

Riley nodded, her face grave. Cathy had similarly lost her earlier joy.

“We need to return focus to the communication,” I said. Footsteps alighting the ramp drew my gaze and I turned to find Eric approaching. “I know you’re both disappointed, we all are. We’ll speak again tomorrow, Riley.”

Riley nodded again, and I motioned Eric to accompany me as I turned to leave.

“What’s happened?” Eric asked the moment we were out.

“Riley proposed we send a drone to investigate the city. After some consideration, I agreed.” I headed back into the forest where my office transport would be found. “The signal disappeared three hundred out.”

“Crashed?” Eric asked.

“After Marik’s report, I’m inclined to think more purposely destroyed.” The deaths of those I had sent to investigate by foot were by my command. As if we didn’t have enough problems of our own making, the reality of sharing a hostile plant with unknowns and technology far beyond our own, was giving me greater concerns. “We are running out of options. I took a risk. Unfortunately, one that did not pay off.”

“Well, if nothing else, the drone has answered a question. If the city is not an option, better a lost drone than another team.”

I nodded. “How was Base-7?”

“Messy,” Eric replied. “And Brent has not made any headway.” His face brightened suddenly. “I know, why don’t we send him to retrieve the drone?”

I huffed out a breath. “You need to let go of your irrational dislike of the man.”

“Okay, well, he’s been fuck all use with the flu or digestive issues. He keeps saying he can find a solution, but he hasn’t. It’s time we let Rachel in on the problem. She’s a geneticist. We brought her here, may as well put her to use.”

“I agree, Brent’s had a long enough stab at it.” I came to a halt outside my commandeered transport. It was getting late and the sky had begun to darken with both the onset of night and the threat of more rain. “Have you spoken to Eva recently?”

Eric shook my head. “I was looking for her when Marik came over. I thought you had tabs on her?”

“I do.”

Eric grunted. “She’s not in her store transport. They’re locked up for the night. She’s not in her tent either. I called in on Doctor Sull, but she said Eva had left an hour ago.”

Rain began to fall again, fat splats that sent us both ducking under the cover of the awning that stretched from the side of the transport. I smirked seeing a team of colonists dive for cover as it turned toward torrential. It was funny to watch—not so comical when it happened to you. 

My smile faded to a frown. Eva had taken to disappearing. I had caught her a couple of times sneaking back to her tent resembling a drowned version of the rat-like critter that infested the local area and plagued the camp seeking scraps. I squinted out into the heavy rain. 

“I think it’s getting to her,” Eric said. “You must admit the doctor’s desire to question her twice a day is a little excessive… Then there’s the camp and the people. She never really did the whole ‘people’ thing.” He made an absent-minded gesture at the clusters of colonists taking shelter. “She doesn’t go very far.”

I knew exactly where she would be—where she went a lot lately. “Her recent, and dangerous, fascination with that outcropping is starting to wear thin. Insta-shelter?”

Eric shucked his backpack off and pulled the rod from the side pocket. “The storm’s picking up.” He grinned as he handed it over. 

I took the proffered item as I snapped my visor down. Clipping my shell armor shut, I headed out into the storm. 

My knees buckled with the first step. I’d gotten used to the pounding, but that didn’t make it any easier. The ground, which was rock hard when the sun returned, had transitioned into mud-bath under the watery onslaught and I slid my way across the clearing until I reached the trees. 

It was marginally better once I hit the tree line. Marginally, because it did break up the downpour, but in doing so, it concentrated the flood into ferocious cascades. While these miniature waterfalls could be avoided, they also tended to shift direction and intensity without warning as the water built up and then released from the super-sized leaves. 

I was congratulating myself on my lightning reflexes in missing a dozen such sudden flow deviations, when one struck. Flattened to the muddy ground, I gasped for air when a crack opened in my visor and water poured in. I rolled, and finally escaping the brunt of it, I dragged myself to my hands and knees fumbling for the dropped shelter rod. 

I coughed and shook my head, the water gushing from my open helmet. Cursing myself for not clipping the visor shut properly, I staggered to my feet. Everything squelched. Confident the water had found its way into every nook of my armor, I stomped off again toward the chasm. 

The trees thinned as I arrived at the gray, rain-enthused outcropping. I spotted her within seconds, huddled under a tree with her knees drawn tight to her chest. I was conversely relieved to spot her, and annoyed to see her so close to the edge, that could, and probably would, be ripped away imminently during a downpour.

Aware that my temper was closer to the surface than it should be, I drew a calming breath. At least she was wearing the shell armor that Eric mentioned her complaining so rigorously about. I stalked over, taking unhealthy pleasure in causing her to start. Ramming the insta-shelter into the sodden ground beside her, I hit the auto-release. 

The cover sprang into place, creating an umbrella that redirected the pouring rain over the surrounding area… and me. Bracing myself, I pushed through the gush and slumped down beside her. 

I flipped my visor up before taking my helmet off. Wiping a hand over my face and hair alleviated a small amount of irritation.

 A few seconds later, Eva lifted her visor too and cast a wary glance my way.

“You were bored in the camp?” I half-shouted through the drum of rain. “Needed a bit of excitement?”

She turned her face away, staring to where the mist and spray and rain clashed over the great gorge. “People.”

“People? So, we’re having a one word conversation. Shall I guess the answer? I know you are missing people and wish to volunteer for food preparation duties for the next thirty days! Done. You can start tonight.”

She mouthed words lost under the thunderous roar of the rain. Finally, she gave up whatever she was trying to express and turned away with a dejected slump to her shoulders. 

Then she put her hand on my thigh.

I looked at her hand. I couldn’t feel much through the shell armor, but it still felt intimate and distracting such that I forgot I was angry until her fingers tightened enough to make the shell plates pinch. 

I glanced up to find a sleek, black furred cat staring at us from twenty paces away. Coat sodden, the cat blinked golden eyes at us through the unrelenting rain. I eased my PB from its holster as a precaution. When they moved, they moved fast. 

After a long few seconds, during which Eva’s tension manifested a death grip on my leg, it swung its giant head to the left and took off at a trot.

“And you would definitely have brought a weapon with you.” I gave a pointed look down, although I knew the answer. 

She snatched her hand from my leg and her brows drew together. “What are you angry about?” she shouted back over the tumult, except the rain chose that moment to cease and the last word was loud enough to make me wince.

“Nothing,” I said. “I was simply concerned about your welfare.” This was our first real conversation since our arrival. It was long overdue. I’d hoped for something more civilized, but that wasn’t going quite to plan. She wasn’t equipped for an ordinary life. Had the colonization process followed the standard pattern, she would have been one of the last people brought to the surface.

“Please, don’t make me do food prep.” There was a note of panic in her voice. I felt bad about putting it there, but not enough to let her off. 

I stood, hitting the closure on the insta-shelter, and showering us both. “We’re going back to the camp where we will talk. And if I find you here again, I will assume you really do want to help with the food preparation.”

“Talk?” There was the tiniest hint of a smile as she rose to her feet, sending me a questioning look.

My brows drew together. “Why do I have a feeling you’re predicting?”

Ignoring me, she reached for the clip of her helmet, and pulled it from her head. It hit the sodden ground with a dull clatter. 

As I stared at the helmet, my frown deepened.

“I don’t want to talk,” she said.

Our eyes met. There was so much raw hurt there that it made my breath catch painfully in my chest.

The air around us seemed to charge. So much had changed, with us, with our lives, and yet, it was like we were back in the office on Nammu, and some things were exactly the same.

Stepping up to me, she grabbed hold of my collar in a surprisingly strong grip and pulled my head down to hers.

The first press of her lips against mine was heaven. I was a starved man presented with a feast. Our hands reached in an uncoordinated clamor. Shell armor came free piece by piece, dropping to the forest floor. 

Underneath her armor was a microfiber vest. I ripped it over her head, ignoring her searching fingers that were battling with the lower part of my suit. My lips found her throat, pressing increasingly erratic kisses downward until I reached her breast, and sucking half of it into my mouth. 

The sound she made was like a shot of raw need hitting my dick and swelling it to the point of urgent pain. 

“Please, hurry!” She tugged at my sodden microfiber vest—I paused to rip it off. “Please, hurry.” 

I lifted her up, one arm under her ass, and slammed her back against the tree.

“Please!” 

“Fuck me, you’re impatient!” I wasn’t even sure why I was complaining when I wanted to sink into her pussy more than I wanted the next breath.

Her legs wrapped around me, and we both groaned as I slammed home. 

“Ohmygod! Yes!”

I shifted, getting a better hold. We were both soaked and it made everything slippery. Her lips pressed against my throat, kissing and sucking sharply as I tried to get my breath. I pulled out and slammed deep before setting a pounding pace. She moaned, biting hard against my throat. 

The resulting shot of pain went through some kind of cross-wiring and drove an imperative to fuck her even harder. Ramming deep, I held still as I grabbed a handful of hair and ripped her head away. “Don’t bite, you little hellion!” This was a terrible idea on so many levels. What the fuck was I thinking?

“Why are you stopping?” She looked at me through half-lidded eyes, her breath coming out on a pant. Maintaining eye contact, she bit her lip as her inner muscles squeezed over my cock. 

“Fuck,” I muttered. My hips began to move, and she made those sweet little groans that shattered the last of my control. 

“Please, don’t stop,” she said. Her lips were against my throat again, nipping too hard to be considered playful. I didn’t even care. “God, I’m going to come.”

And she did. Hot pussy fisting my cock in a way that demanded I follow her through.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Eva

IT WAS EARLY morning and blowing a gale outside my tent. It made a change from rain, I supposed, and presented new and interesting difficulties since the camp was now being pelted by leaves, twigs, and branches of every conceivable size. On a positive note, the birds, which could normally screech up a storm at this time of day, were blessedly silent.

Being on my own had never bothered me before the Brent incident. It bothered me now. So I took it as a blessing in many ways that Landon had stayed the night with me. We hadn’t slept much. There had been a lot of intimacy, and little talking.

I was glad there was only a little talking. I wasn’t ready to reveal things yet. And besides, this was yet too tentative to know what it meant. I was hopeful though, that my prediction was finally coming to bear.

“Damn, I’m so hungry I could gnaw my own arm off,” Landon said.

 I squealed when his teeth sank into my arm. 

“Don’t squeal like that,” he said. “It’s early. I’d like to get out of here without the whole camp knowing about it.”

“It’s already daylight.” I pushed Landon away and inspected my arm critically in the poor light. 

“Some enthusiastic colonist—probably Marik—will be up and about, I guarantee it.” He sighed when I continued to study my arm. Turning away, he rummaged about in his shell armor lying beside the pallet bed. When he turned back, there was a slim, gray field-use medical scanner in his hand. He tapped the screen, and light illuminated my skin. “See, not even a hint of damage, apart from where your fingers are poking and pulling it about.”

Okay, maybe I’d overreacted.

“A confirmation that you’re not about to press assault charges from the chatty version of you would be nice about now,” he continued.

I blew out a puff of breath. “Who am I going to report you to?”

He grinned. “Good point.” Catching hold of my arm, he proceeded to fake gnaw it.

Biting back another squeal of laughter, I tried to push him off. Given he was twice my weight and a large percent of it was muscle, it didn’t get me very far. I wasn’t ready for this playful version of him. He continued on to other areas while making the fake gnawing noises. 

“Landon!”

We both froze at the muffled call from outside the tent.

Landon lifted his head. Quietly cursed and then called, “Marik, I’ll be out in five minutes.”

I clamped my hand over my mouth to smother my laugh. Knowing Marik, he had probably just won a bet. 

Landon pulled my hand away from my mouth and kissed me before snatching up his clothes. “I better go, because I really am ravenous.”

As he dressed, I rummaged in my meager store before presenting him with an energy bar.

He raised an eyebrow and grimaced. “Did you steal this?”

“I consider it payback for making me work in the stores.” My usual tendency to imperiousness had been suppressed in my quest for an elusive future prediction, and it was a pleasure to let a little of it back out. 

“Now, there’s the Eva we all know and love.” 

Love? Why did my stomach clench when he used that word even though it was flippant? 

He took the proffered item without hesitation. “You know, I threatened anyone caught with hidden rations with corporal punishment.” He tucked it into his pocket.

The blood drained from my face before I caught his smirk and relaxed… Then I realized he was telling the truth.

He ducked out of the tent, calling back over his shoulder, “Yes, I was telling the truth.”

Tired, I may be, but for the first time since I’d arrived on Serenity, I felt a sense of lightness, and of possibility. 

I readied myself for my day and my first meeting with Doctor Sull. Deception wasn’t one of my primary skills. It wasn’t a secondary skill either, but despite my lack of practice in the reprehensible art, my interactions with the psychologist were awash with artifice. On the surface, I was coping with my foray into subterfuge. No new predictions had been revealed recently, but each subsequent meeting solidified my firm belief that my decision to hide my predictive capability was the right one.

Exiting my tent, I trudged through the camp past Landon’s ‘office’—the transport I’d made my dramatic Serenity landing on. A small, fat, rodent bounded past me at lightning speed. Given rationing remained in place and appeared likely to do so until the second ship arrived, I failed to see how the critter could find useful scraps. Still, the constant movement of people to and from the site, coupled with the vast sprawling nature of the camp itself was doubtlessly disruptive to the wildlife. There had even been several reported animal attacks during daylight. I would be more cautious myself after that encounter with the huge golden-eyed cat at the edge of the chasm. 

The abhorrent weather, coupled with the rationing, the increasing animal attacks, and the hard, physical work were all taking their toll on mood. The colonists were tired and cranky, and tempers often flared. Physical altercations had even occurred. The prevalence of danger was a new and unpleasant experience. I wasn’t innocent to the world. As a predictive, I was all too aware of people’s immorality. But I had previously been insulated from it, watching from a distance and engaging only under the protective banner of my lofty status. 

 I’d taken to avoiding people. When I wasn’t tagging crates, I was being questioned by Doctor Shenson. The few women I considered friends were off limits to me at the psychologist’s request, and now that Landon had caught me at the perilous outcropping, my last pleasure had been denied. 

Well, not the last, but close. 

An internal battle was also taking place amid this backdrop of subtle and not so subtle conflict, and I fluctuated wildly between unwavering self-belief and crippling self-doubts. At times, chagrin consumed me that they should dare to treat me in this way, and at times, I wanted nothing more to do with prediction ever again. 

This newly acquired neurosis was masked behind a placid facade of amiability, which I thought was working well. The old me was never sweet or amiable. The new me wasn’t sweet or amiable either, but I had become well versed in faking it.

For the most part, my mandated separation from the other colonists and their troubles saved me from unduly testing my acting prowess. Before the sedation incident, avoidance had been a coping mechanism to prevent predictive overload, but my current predicament was working well since I wanted to focus every facet of my intellect on the doctor who continued to question me twice a day. The doctor’s actions were complex, and I was determined to uncover the nefarious reasons lurking beneath her fake smiles and gentle encouraging words. 

Until I had a conclusive future prediction, I must continue to bide my time. 

I did a double take spotting Eric heading toward the battered transport talking to Marik, who was grinning. Hopefully, it was nothing to do with him catching Landon in my tent. I cast a swift glance around the area, but there was, thankfully, no sign of Landon. 

Recently, I came to be excited when Eric stopped for a chat, but not today. I didn’t want to explain myself to Eric, or anyone for that matter.

Eric lifted a hand in greeting when I was about to bolt for the path toward Shenson’s transport. My sigh was one of irritation as I waited for him to finish his conversation with Marik. He had sent a message yesterday to say he was leaving again. Not that I had seen a great deal of Eric recently given there were so many satellite camps.

“You get my message? Orders changed,” he said. “I’ll be based here for a while.” He was grubby and hadn’t shaved in days, which had turned him into a bit of a furry freak. He frowned and rubbed his chin. “It’s just a beard, nothing died on my face.”

 I laughed despite myself, which earned me a raised eyebrow.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

 I knew he was asking a deeper question and I looked away. “I’m fine. Busy tagging supplies.” It was hard to keep the sarcasm out of my tone. 

“That good, huh? I’ll have Landon check in on you next time I’m away.”

“No, thank you!” A hint of my former testy personality popped out and Eric grinned back. 

“So, did Landon find you at the outcropping yesterday? I was looking for you when I bumped into Landon.” He smirked. “Figured you’d get a roasting when he found you.”

So that was how Landon had found me. “I think Landon’s angry with me,” I blurted out. As deflections go, it was tenuous, but now I had mentioned it, he did seem grumpy at the time. 

“Never seen Landon angry in my life and trust me, we’ve been through some bullshit operations together.” Eric grinned again. “Although, I do admit you have a testing personality. What makes you think he was angry?”

The old me would have been irked by Eric’s teasing, but I found an unexpected comfort in his normality toward me. 

 I shrugged. “He seemed different.”

Eric’s face softened. It wasn’t a look I got often from him, and cold weight settled in my chest. Everyone believed I would never predict. They were putting on a brave face, or worse, avoiding me. The thought of Eric, who was the least empathetic person I knew, feeling empathy toward me nearly undid me. He loved me, I realized. I had been mean to him my whole life, looked down on him because he was different to me, and treated his teasing with contempt. How could I have been so blind? 

“Thank you.” I pressed my fingers against his furry cheek.

He pulled me into a crushing hug. “You’re going to be okay,” he said gruffly. 

For a split second, a connection to my lost parents blossomed. I still had a part of my family here with me where so many others didn’t. “I know.” I pulled back and rubbed the dampness from my cheeks.

“Is that a prediction?” His earnest question pressed upon the open wound.

 I gave my head a little shake. “Just a feeling.”

“Feelings are good, right?” he asked. 

“Yes.” I agreed. “Very good.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Landon

UNCLIPPING MY SHELL armor, I discarded the dripping item on the floor of my room—a windowless cargo pod on the last transport fated to escape the colony ship, and which had crashed so spectacularly into a tree. It had been hot and windy for a week, but today had dumped a backlog of rain.

A pallet bed lay along one wall, and on the other side, a makeshift rack held clothing ranging from wet, to semi-dry, to dry. I was a fastidiously tidy person by nature, my mother would have stood for nothing less. Even when I left home, the military had instilled the same discipline. Sleeping in a bare titaliua cargo pod had brought its share of challenges, but it was as neat as could be managed within the bounds of that scope.

The lighting panel on the ceiling blinked and then gave out. I thumped the wall next to the room’s control panel and it blinked back to life. The whole thing was hanging on by a thread, and while the transport power cell should have decades of life left, much of the functioning had become ropy since the crash. I’d had to hack the door open manually several times and kept an arm length piece of wreckage to the left of the door to help me pry it open when the power faltered. 

I ought to worry more about getting stuck in here, but the chance of being trapped uninterrupted was more of a fantasy than a fear. Well, apart from that one time… and that was only because I’d been freezing.

A pounding resounded on the door. “A few minutes would be nice,” I muttered to myself, and ignoring the pounding, stripped out of my wet under clothes. 

More pounding, and then a crack appeared and Marik peered in at me. “Sorry, boss.” Another person might have backed away, but Marik had no concept of personal space or boundaries. We’d had several discussions on the topic.

I glared at him as I dragged dry fatigues on. “I recall privacy used to be a thing.”

“I thought you were stuck again when you didn’t answer.” Marik proceeded to further widen the gap as I clipped my fatigues shut. 

“No, I was simply ignoring you.” 

“Ha! Good one.” Marik wedged his shoulders between the door and the frame to keep it open. The end of a metallic rod in his hand propped against my shoulder. “Eric’s out front. Got Riley and Jax with him.”

I paused in the act of strapping my handgun back on—Riley and Jax had nothing in common other than their relationship with Eva.

“Can’t figure out what her interest is myself,” Marik continued, the top of the rod tapping erratically against his shoulder. 

“Who, Riley?” I was only half listening. I was trying to think of a plausible explanation for them being brought to me.

“No, Jax. I know Riley’s former Federation, but she’s cool, you know.” Marik grinned.

I raised an eyebrow—I didn’t think Marik was a gossip, but he had found me in Eva’s tent outside office hours so to speak. I dragged my boots on, walked over to the door, and then tapped the control panel. As the door sprung open, I ushered Marik out.

I remembered the heady days when I’d luxuriated in my own office. The flight deck had become my office, and the accompanying cargo area, like my room, was treated by everyone as ‘available’. Eric stood to my right with Jax reeking attitude on one side, and the waif-like Riley on the other. To the left, a cluster of five engineers had commandeered it for an impromptu meeting. Lai and Arden were rifling through the stowage containers toward the back. “Out,” I snapped.

Everyone paused to look at me and then each other. None of them left.

I remembered a time when people just followed my orders. “Everyone but Eric, Riley, and Jax, out, now.” 

They jumped this time and with only the occasional disgruntled glare, made their way out. Except for Marik, who shuffled about near the door, tapping the damn rod to a manic beat as if hoping I might relent and let him stay.

I pointed at the door. “Outside, and make sure no one comes in.”

With reluctance dripping from every facet of his demeanor, Marik left. 

Turning back to Eric, I asked, “How can I help?”

“It’s got out of hand,” Eric said cryptically. 

“‘It’?” I probed. We had lost the bloody drone, which I was still pissed about. Our food stocks were desperate, which everyone was pissed about. We were sitting in the literal jaws of hell in this camp, had more shit to deal with than there were hours in a Serenity day, and they brought this—emotional wrangling to my door. Still, given this was Riley and Jax, both of whom were level-headed, I failed to see what this pressing problem could be.

Eric wiped a hand down his face. “She’s my sister—I’m not very objective.”

I was still none the wiser. After my ‘discussion’ with Eva where we hadn’t ‘discussed’ a thing, I thought my involvement in anything relating to Eva to be a complication we could all do without. I quashed my own conflict of interest since someone had to resolve this. “What’s happened?”

“He’s following me.” Riley stabbed an accusing finger at Jax, who flushed and glared back. “You can’t be following me.”

“I wasn’t following you, dickhead,” Jax bit out. “Eva asked me to look out for you. If anything happens to you, she’ll be pissed at me so get over it.”

“And if anything happens to you because you’re trying to protect me, she will be… angry with me!”

Firstly, Jax rarely used questionable language so him calling Riley, who was a particularly petite and fragile woman, a ‘dickhead’ was indication of high tension indeed. Riley, likewise, had never sworn, and yet, I was confident ‘angry’ wasn’t her first choice. This was borderline hysterical. I hadn’t experienced quality entertainment in a long time. Keeping my face neutral, I said, “Send for Eva.”

All three blanched. 

Eric, muttering under his breath about ‘death plots’ and ‘bad ideas’, stalked out of the room. 

In his absence, Riley and Jax maintained stony expressions. The studious and sensitive former Federation underclass had established an immediate and deep mental rapport with Eva. I’d always know Eva had a soft spot for Riley, and notwithstanding the lack of prediction to support this. But I was pissed she’d gone so far as to ask Jax to defy my orders. 

Jax? I couldn’t call myself objective where he was concerned anymore. I couldn’t decide what bothered me most, that she had gone to him with this request, or that Jax had broken rules for the first time in his life as a result.

I tried not to make a comparison between Jax and me, but my mind went there anyway. He was young, good-looking, and carried himself with an air of supreme confidence. Women, and no small number of men, swooned in his presence. While Eva was attractive, she had more attitude than a nest of vipers and was the least emotionally communicative woman I had ever met. In any other soldier but Jax, I might have been inclined to think they saw banging the predictive as a rite of passage, but I had a suspicion that wasn’t the case with Jax.

After an awkward period of waiting, the cargo door opened to admit Eva and Eric. She stopped dead inside the door, and her frantic eyes shifted between Riley, Jax, and me. 

I wondered if she was having a prediction. If she was having her first post-incident prediction about this, then it had to be a cruel type of Karma. It took exceptional self-discipline not to smile. 

Eric indicated she should step forward. After a significant pause, she did. 

Looking at Eva, I asked, “Who does Jax report to?”

Her eyes clouded in confusion. “You?”

“Correct answer… And who does he take orders from?”

 She stilled before she reluctantly admitted, “You.”

I wondered if she was recalling what happened the last time she started countering my orders behind my back. “Also, the correct answer… Are you predicting?”

Her eyes darted in a subconscious tell toward Jax, who stared stoically ahead. “No,” she said softly.

“Finally, do you have any more personal relationships that are going to disrupt things?”

Her face flushed pink. “Well, there’s—” She gestured in my general direction. “You, obviously.” She swallowed, and an awkward silence followed. 

So much for maintaining an illusion of neutrality. “An indicative yes or no would have been fine… Actually, it was a rhetorical question, and I just wanted the no.”

Eric folded my arms. His expression held all the joy of someone chewing on grit.

Jax rolled his eyes. “Seriously Eva, what the f—” 

“Silence,” I said softly. Unhappy faces stared back. “We all need to adjust to colony life and the people we live with. Personal relationships do not interfere with work or the community ever.”

I looked each of them in the eye before settling on Eva. “If you have reason to ask my team to perform tasks beyond their normal duties, ask me, not them.” 

Her stiff nod of acquiescence lacked sincerity and I fully expected she would continue to do whatever she thought best.

“You’re dismissed.”

They fled the cargo hold as one, except for Eric, who lingered. “You don’t get to dismiss me.”

“I believe I just did.” 

Marik sauntered in, whistling. 

“Out!” Eric and I said in unison. I had never seen Marik move so fast before.

Eric walked over to thump the door closure plate. “You’re sleeping with Eva. Did you not think to mention this before that little scene?”

“Sleeping implies a level of emotional commitment. I fuck her, usually when she has wound me up such that I want to strangle her. It provides a suitable alternative and no one dies.”

“I don’t need the damn details!”

“Eric, we are all adults here.”

“How long has this been going on?” he demanded with an air of defeat.

“Since Nammu—sort of.”

A glum expression settled over Eric’s face. I could see him mentally calculating how and when it might have happened.

“You have blinders where Eva’s concerned, and she’s the master of manipulation when it meets her needs, which is what happened after at Nammu. Half my teams were following her orders instead of mine. It was borderline anarchy. I came back to a shitstorm. You were locked up in the Federation base at the time, so you missed out on the fun. When I called her to line, she ranted at me in my office like it was my fault she’d failed to predict! I wanted to strangle her and I’m normally a very calm person.”

Eric wiped my hand down my face, and then suddenly grinned. “I’d bet my next meal she’s predicting again. And given how hungry I am… I’m confident.”

“Yes, I got that impression.”

“Jax knows.”

I sighed. “Yes, I got that impression, too.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means she’ll tell us when she’s good and ready. It also probably means Riley’s not a threat, given she asked Jax to watch her.”

Eric was still grinning. “How long do you think she’s been keeping it a secret?” His face fell, and he rushed for the exit. “We have to watch her.”

I caught hold of his arm, stopping him. “I guarantee Jax already is.”

Eric took a deep breath and rolled his eyes. “Fine. You’re right.” He gave me a shifty look. “So, that sounds a bit complex with you, Eva, and Jax. And he seemed—ah—a bit surprised about you and Eva.”

“Let’s not go there. I was going to send Jax down to the crashed transports in the gorge to look for supplies, but it will be better if I go instead. No one will notice anything untoward if he’s around her. If either of us started following her, it would draw attention, likewise if I were to allocate a team.”

Eric gave me a look. “Bloody golden balls.”

I grinned. “He’ll keep the camp in order, too. I still need you to escort Rachel to Base-44. The last report said nearly everyone there is down with illness of some kind. I need to get to the bottom of the problem. As you said before, Brent has been useless so far.”

“Does that mean I can punch him now?” Eric’s face brightened.

“No,” I replied with a smile.




















CHAPTER THIRTY




Eva

AFTER MUCH PROCRASTINATION and several troubled nights’ sleep, I made the reluctant decision to see Brent, the resident stasis expert, who was also reputedly a brilliant doctor. 

Even though he had drugged me, I still believed he was a brilliant doctor, which made it difficult to accept he had made a mistake on that fateful day. 

I was also struggling to believe it was a technical failure, which left only one conclusion. 

What I wanted was a prediction to prove one way or another.

My meetings with Shenson Sull were taking me nowhere fast. The rations were officially gone, and tempers were increasingly flared. The conversation with Jax had highlighted the danger Riley was in. The answers for my underlying malaise needed to be resolved fast. 

The medical transport where Brent worked came into view as I exited the forest. The sun was high in the cloudless sky, and I squinted against the glare. Mentally bracing myself, I headed up the ramp, my boots echoing against the springy mental floor. The pretext for my visit was headaches. It was a common post stasis complaint, and a valid reason to seek him out. 

Engaging a suspect alone was a new experience for me. When I’d interviewed the Rendeen terrorist, I did so in the presence of guards. While Jax knew I was predicting, and Landon and Eric were also suspicious, none of them knew what I was about to do. I had picked this time because both Eric and Landon were away. Landon was currently at the crash site, searching for additional supplies with a team, and not expected back for several days. Eric was escorting Rachel to Base-44 and would be absent for at least another week. Eric still displayed open hostility toward Brent. Were Eric to discover my plans, he was sure to veto them, or tell Landon, who would also veto them. 

It was a risk. I understood this. But a necessary one because these troubles were far larger and more important than me. To question Brent effectively, I would either need the brutal pre-work, as was applied to the Rendeen terrorist, or a natural conversation where I might gleam the missing pieces of my predictive puzzle.

I needed my answers. The colony needed answers. It had become clear that speaking to Brent as the person who had prevented my last prediction was a vital step. 

If Brent had made a genuine mistake, then this conversation might allow me to eliminate him. 

But if my suspicions were true, I would have another minefield to traverse convincing Landon to trust me. 

I would cross that bridge when it came.

Reaching the top of the ramp, I found the transport to be empty other than Brent. Colonists had been leaving the landing site for the smaller satellite camps. With Rachel assuming investigation into the illness plaguing us, Brent’s skills were in less demand.

“Eva! Please, come in.” It was the same young face I remembered from the post stasis recovery. My memories of the drugging incident were vague, and I had made a point of avoiding him since.

There was little to read in his amiable demeanor. He had been responsible for my mental disablement, or so he thought. In my old life, the scanner would have been checked for faults. Assuming no faults were found, Brent would have been struck off the medical register, denied the right to practice, and even sentenced as a result. This was a colony, though, and Landon had complete autonomy over rulings of every kind. Landon had chosen to allow Brent to practice. While I understood Brent’s importance when we first arrived, the lack of consequence for his actions still stung. 

Brent led me into the transport where empty supply crates had been used to cordon off a room of sorts. A makeshift table with a viewer and some seats—probably from a damaged transport—made up the remainder of his meager office. 

“I must apologize about what happened.” He had sensitive blue eyes, and I thought I saw honesty in them as he held my gaze. “I regret the harm my actions caused. I’m sorry for what happened. I thought I was acting for the best. That is little consolation, I’m sure.”

There was no immediate kick-back. “Predicting can be a burden.”

There was the slightest shift in his posture at the ‘predictive’ word. As with Sull, that part interested him. 

“You can’t predict anymore, then?”

“No,” I said softly.

“Ah. I’m so sorry, but pleased you have found peace in its absence.” His smile held melancholy. “So few understand such burdens. People often fear losing control.”

As he disappeared into his own thoughts, I felt the prickling of ants under my skin. It wasn’t necessarily his words that stirred my interest, although his word choice was curious.

“I came about a headache.”

“Yes, Shenson mentioned you were suffering from headaches.” He was all business, retrieving a scanner from a nearby shelf, and tapping his viewer to life. “It’s a common complaint. They can reoccur for as long as a standard year after the stasis. It’s the reason we don’t recommend stasis repeats during that timeframe.”

I couldn’t help the involuntary flinch as he stood to use the medical scanner. “Sorry.” He seemed genuine in his concern as he showed me the panel. “I promise I have no desire to harm you. Besides, I believe your brother would kill me if I sedated you again.” 

My breathing evened as I saw the analysis setting. This was harder than I’d expected. I offered my arm. “Please, proceed.”

He completed the task swiftly. I was fine. He hadn’t sedated me. The adrenaline spike dispersed leaving me shaky.

Having taken the reading, he stopped and paused. 

Trigger. He wanted to tell me something, but he was weighing that decision.

“There’s a matter I shared with the Commander. He asked me to keep it to myself, but this is difficult for me.” His eyes settled on the transport floor and he sighed before looking up. “The scanner. It had been tampered with. The kind of modifications only a Technologist could do.”

Predictive truth. He was telling the truth. All my theories came crashing down. He wasn’t hypothesizing. He knew a Technologist had sabotaged the scanner.

He looked away. “I realize you are no longer predictive, but I wanted you to know anyway. It was my recommendation to Shenson and Landon that you be kept away from certain people.”

Certain people? Was he talking about Riley?

Why hadn’t Landon told me? Did Eric know too? I thought he must. But what did this mean? Was this why Brent still practiced, and why there had been no notable punishment for his action?

Brent turned away, seeming to require no input from me regarding this revelation. He busied himself viewing the results, his brows drawn together in concentration. 

Was he pointing the finger at Riley? He must be, who else could it be? Unless there were other Technologists within the colony? I had been so isolated that I had thought little about the dissension I witnessed before we left the ship. There were troubles within the colony now, but it felt disjointed and more a reflection of circumstance than a directed Technologist attack.

I watched Brent with unfocused eyes, pushing the new knowledge aside, and turning my mind inward to that day when I had first come out of stasis and where the troubles began. Riley was sitting beside me. She had just placed the holo-viewer for me to see Serenity for the first time. 

So much had changed since then. 

The planet appeared serene from a distance, but a monster lurked beneath the surface of that swirling mass of blue, white, and gray. There were other monsters in our new world and colony, only now, I had no notion of where to look for them. 

It couldn’t be Riley.

Was I living in denial?

Too perfect. Riley had smiled when I said that, amused that I had picked up the subtle fakeness of the planet’s design. 

Riley wasn’t perfect, and yet, I still loved the tiny variances in her facial features, the way her lips tugged up ever so slightly more on the right. Was I blinded by my feelings for her because I had thought to call her a friend? 

I blinked, bringing Brent back into focus, his attention absolute on the viewer before him. Too perfect. I blinked again and cold swept the length of my spine. 

Trigger.

Predictive insight: Brent was too perfect.

My heart galloped, but I fought to strangle the spiraling thoughts, and stifle the imminent prediction. It was a drastic step and one I did not take often. 

“This looks normal, you’ll be pleased to know.” Brent smiled.

Trigger. Trigger. Trigger.

“Good. Thank you.” I mentally counted up to ten on a loop as I spoke. “What about the flu? Do you think I might have that?” The question surprised me, but his widening eyes told me I had found a target.

“Yes, I should run a couple more tests. To ensure you are not similarly suffering. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Trigger. Trigger. Trigger.

Predictive deception: lie. I had no idea what part was wrong, but it was the first time I had noticed deception. 

“Thank you,” I said.

He left me alone, heading for the front of the transport.

I had to fight the urge to run. His deception climbed onto the stifled prediction, weighing it down under a mass of writhing bodies that kicked and clawed like some gruesome depiction of hell. The vision was abhorrent, but predictions often were. I swallowed, and banked my revulsion, then slowed my internal loop count, allowing the words to lengthen, the gap between them to stretch, until I finally stopped. 

The suppressed prediction popped into the void. 

Predictive insight: Brent is Federation.

The clawing, fighting, demons, crawled up after it.

Trigger. Trigger. Trigger.

The seventeen percent of the colony who suffered the flu and other illnesses were also Federation. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Eric

THE TEAM AND I had been slogging through the thick forest of the not so aptly named Serenity for six days, taking much longer than I’d hoped to reach Base-44.

The progress had been hampered by the wild turns in the weather, which changed from storm-force rain to blistering heat and back again with little warning. We also had to pace to allow for Rachel, our resident geneticist, who while holding up with credible competence, was nowhere near military level of stamina. 

As we met the patrols on the outskirts of the camp, Rachel muttered, “Thank God. I hate this damnable forest.”

I grinned, as scientists went, she was alright. “Well, you get to have a rest now. Just a couple of hundred folks with snotty noses for you to peer and poke at… Hope you enjoy fish.” I had done several rounds of the many satellite camps, but Base-44 had an odd vibe going on. Possibly because they had been sicker than all the other sites put together. It was bigger than most too, at nearly four hundred people, making it a secondary hub. A huge lake dominated the region, and the camp was located on its southern shore. They had been fishing with reasonable success, and although I preferred a good protein bar, I was hungry enough to suffer anything edible, including fish. 

“I like fish just fine if someone else has killed and prepared it,” Rachel said.

I barked out a laugh.

We followed the sentry directions on past rows of tents nestled within the trees before arriving at the lake shore. It had been a month since my last visit, but I got the impression that there were a lot more than four hundred people here. Did Landon transfer some additional people in?

“Not much of a survivalist then?” I asked Rachel. The shale and sand beach leading to the clear gray lake was bustling with people and industry as modern tents butted up against crude wooden shelters in a mishmash of old and new. 

“No, absolutely not,” Rachel said grinning. “Give me a snotty nose any day.”

“I’m not much for snotty noses.” I could think of nothing worse. I didn’t enjoy being in proximity to someone with the flu, never mind getting up close and personal. Although Rachel was seeking a genetic level solution. Still, there had to be some snot analysis in there? “I’d rather wrangle a big cat, and that’s saying something.”

“Yes, I heard about that,” she said knowingly. “You might want to put a little more practice in before you claim the wrangler status, though.”

A choking noise escaped me. I’d bet a fish Marik had been charming her with tales of my misdeeds. “Marik?”

She smirked. “Marik.”

A welcoming committee emerged from a rough wooden structure centrally located within the substantive camp. I recognized the appointed base leader, who went by the name of Calen, but the rest were unknowns. All of them appeared to have the flu. Calen was a stocky woman with deep set eyes. She wasn’t going to win any beauty awards, but she knew how to organize a base. 

“No improvement then?” I indicated Calen’s puffy red nose. 

“We’ve had several rounds of the infection,” Calen said. “Hoping the doctor can help us.” 

Rachel stepped forward and formal introductions followed. I was impressed that she was prepared to shake their hands given how disgusting they looked. I didn’t offer pleasantries and maintained an acceptable distance.

“I’ve limited resources, but new, native disease was always a possibility and it’s my area of expertise,” Rachel said. “With a predominance of infection here, I’m in the best place to find a solution. I will need a sample of people with and without symptoms.”

“We transferred those without to the nearby camps, and any with illness in,” Calen said. “The Commander approved it.”

“So, everyone here is infected?” I was already creeped out by the place, but was doubly so now. I was surprised Landon hadn’t mentioned the transfers, though.

“They are. We still patrol around the nearby camps, but everyone here has suffered some form of illness… We’ve prepared a tent for you. A team will be at your disposal.”

“Wonderful! I’ll settle in and begin straight away,” Rachel said.

At the base leader’s indication, Rachel was escorted to her new home. 

“As you can see, despite the illness, our camp is running efficiently,” Calen said to me in a way that was clearly dismissive. “We’ve had very few animal attacks since we established the boundary, and food stocks are adequate.”

I nodded. “Good.”

“Will you be returning to the central base directly?” she asked pointedly.

I’d intended to do exactly that, and yet Calen’s less than relaxed demeanor told me she wanted to get rid of me. Fuck knows what her game was. Probably getting all autonomous and power hungry having management of our second largest camp.

“No, I’ll be here for a while. I know you’re supporting a few of the nearer satellite camps, but we are struggling with the rest. Transporting natural food has been problematic. Might be easier to start transitioning more people here.”

A tic thumped in her jaw. Like some evil god was giving life a poke, she launched into a loud, wet sneeze that sprayed all over the area… And me. Grim! She lifted a hand to stem the fallout, but some of the microscopic bastards must have gotten through.

“Apologies.” She reached into her utility pouch. Pulling out a rag, she noisily blew her nose… a disgusting sound that left me a little nauseous. “I’ll organize a team to show you around.”

Huh? I didn’t need a damn guide. Bitch was probably hoping I’d get the flu as payback from my open disgust. 

My grin was all teeth. “No need. I can show myself around.”

“As you wish. We’ve identified a number of animal lairs in the vicinity, but I’m sure you’ll spot them.” She inclined her head. Her joyless smile gave me the impression she thought I was an idiot for declining her escort, and further, expected me to imminently die.




“The illness must be affecting their brains,” Gael, one of my team members, quipped.

I grinned. “No, I’m confident our resident overseer has always been that way.” 

We made the rounds of the big sprawling camp. It had expanded since my last visit. It was strange to see real structures going up when the main base was still mostly using the tents and transports. After a brief talk to people seeking news on the rest of the colony, I was satisfied as I could be. There was still something weird about the place, but I’d seen more than enough… And the constant sneezing was making me feel itchy. 

We made a brief stop off at Rachel’s tent. She was deep into her work with equipment stacked around her. “Anything you need? We’re about to head off?” I asked.

“No, I’ve a lot to do here. Plenty of test cases—I mean people.” She smiled.

“I’ll send Marik to check in on you in a couple of weeks.” I winked. 

She laughed. “Please do. How else will I keep up on the gossip?” 

Leaving the camp, we took a broad loop of the surrounding area, meeting a few patrols, but otherwise finding the area to be quiet. I was about to call time on returning to the main base when I noticed a path leading north. “Any idea where that goes?”

Gael consulted his map. “This is an unexplored area according to the records. But that’s too well trodden to be animals.” 

“Let’s see where it goes,” I said, my curiosity piqued.

It led for a considerable distance. The light began to fade and the clicking insect song rose to a roar, and still no end came in sight. I was considering calling time and making camp for the night when it opened. Before us was a small clearing with a soaring rock formation, slit by a narrow cave entrance.

There were two guards outside.

“This is a restricted area,” the guard on duty said.

I blinked a couple of times as that sank in. I frowned. “Restricted by who?”

The guard stared stoically back, casually bringing his rifle round to bear.

What the fuck? 

“Illness,” the second guard said, also bringing his weapon to bear. “No one is allowed in.”

My eyes narrowed. “We should have our geneticist check them out, then.” I could sense my team shifting, subtly making moves to prepare.

“No can do, sir.” The one on the left tapped on his wrist plate. 

The hairs on the back of my neck rose. The wrist plates had been good for nothing other than basic coordinates, but the way the guard used it, so confidently. Were they able to communicate within the trees?

“Don’t touch that.” I launched myself at him, shoving the gun aside just in time to deflect the blast into a tree. I yanked the weapon from his hand as my team rushed and overpowered the second guard.

“You’ll regret not walking away,” the guard I held in an arm lock sneered. “I called it in the moment I heard footsteps.”

“Good for you,” I said, grabbing the man’s collar, turning him, and slamming him against the wall. “What’s really in there, asshole?”

The man fought to turn and catch his companion’s eye.

“Don’t look at him for answers!” I smacked him into the wall again for good measure. 

“You’re fucked, buddy,” he said. His grin was bloody where I’d slammed him into the wall. “You don’t have communication and there aren’t enough of them. You would have been better off running. But you’re too stupid to figure it out.”

I dragged the guard away from the wall and threw him into the dark cave interior. He hit something with a muffled grunt as I switched my rifle flashlight on.

Boxes?

“Are you hiding rations?” I grabbed the man by the collar again and thrust him toward my team to hold on to before striding to the containers. “Component construction material?” I read.

The guard started laughing. 

There was a smacking noise and the laughter died on a grunt of pain.

Were they crazy? Hoarding anything in a colony was subject to corporal punishment. In extreme cases, death, if the person was shown to be distributing or profiting. This significant stash would see them the subject of Landon’s swift justice. Why would anyone take such a risk for construction material? 

Approaching the nearest container, I hit the plate. It popped open and I shone the flashlight down on to… lots of metallic circles.

“What the fuck?” I cast a glance over my shoulder. 

One guard faced down, blood dripping from his nose. The other was grinning like a crazy person. “Should have run, fucker,” he said.

Turning back to the crate, I picked one of the circles up, squinting at it under my rifle beam. They looked weirdly familiar, but I couldn’t work out why.

“God help us,” Gael muttered behind me, snagging my attention. “That’s a Federation control collar.”

The blood drained from my face. I dropped the collar and snapped the lid shut. 

The bastard was right, I should have fucking run.

A shot blasted into the cave, taking out a soldier. “Inside now!” my cry reverberated off the walls and everyone sprang to action.

“We are so fucked,” Gael said.

I was inclined to agree. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Eva

STILL REELING FROM the prediction, I headed over to the storage transport and began reviewing our diminishing supplies. Medical requests had arrived for three satellite camps, and I began pulling the orders together. 

In my mind, I kept seeing Brent’s face as he studied the data. I didn’t understand why I thought him too perfect, but he was too perfect, like the planet was too perfect, and not imperfect the way Riley was. Yet, despite this, I knew with every molecule of my being that Brent was Federation. 

Outwardly, I appeared calm. Inside, I was coming apart. 

I needed to talk to Landon, but Landon wasn’t here. 

Eric wasn’t here either. 

I’d chosen my time to visit Brent poorly it seemed, on reflection. 

Jax was the current person of authority in the camp, but while I respected his capability, I thought this matter was too momentous for anyone but Landon or Eric.

The Federation had been here the whole time, nothing had happened yet, and it wouldn’t suddenly happen just because I knew. The burden of knowledge was still enough to make me feel physically sick. I thought about telling Riley. She was the only person who might have some insight. But more likely it would only traumatize her. 

So I sat on the prediction. 

I dragged another crate to one side so I could get to the medical supplies underneath. Depressing the lock, I opened it to find it empty. I rechecked my hand viewer. There was supposed to be stock left in this one. Great! Now I would fail my one and only job.

Only this wasn’t my job. I was a predictive. It was time I got back to what I do. We have a terror within our midst—one we need to deal with.

Closing the lid, I began searching for alternative supplies. I felt stupidly close to tears, and gravely concerned we might have no refills for the medical scanners. 

Riley had been a target for a long while. I wondered if that was anything to do with the Federation infiltration. There was no obvious prediction, and yet, it seemed likely they would view a deserter as a threat to their mission… whatever that mission was. 

Is she part of it? I froze mid-box shift, dropping the heavy crate to the floor in a way that made me wince for the contents. A tiny pink gecko had been hiding underneath. It reared its back and barked at me in displeasure before darting under another container. I sighed.

No, Riley couldn’t be part of this. I must have utterly failed my predictions if she was. Yet dread bloomed in my chest, as I wondered again if my friendship had interfered with a prediction. I wasn’t infallible as Edson-46 had taught me. 

I needed to talk to someone. I couldn’t handle this on my own.

Spying a box with the medical tag in the back corner gave me a distraction from my anxiety. We still needed medical supplies. I began shifting and tugging the surrounding storage containers out of the way. I hadn’t been in this far corner since we’d first arrived. Perhaps there were other useful supplies back here. I didn’t claim diligence at my storekeeping; it was a task I endured at best. Wedging my back against another box, I braced myself and used my feet to shove another box stack out the way. It gave in a rush and the whole column tumbled over. 

“Fuck!”

I didn’t curse very often but today felt like a good time to start as I stared down at the mess I had made. A dull throb kicked off at the back of my neck, and I worked my fingers into it. What am I doing here, hiding in this store transport? I’m wasting time! Only I didn’t know what else to do. 

I tugged at the nearest box, trying to right it, but it was heavy and didn’t budge. Marik would arrive soon, expecting the supplies to be ready. I never had them ready on time, but for once, I wanted not to fail.

Pushing at the nearest offending box, I somehow caught the release and it sprung open and the contents spilled out. Great!

Muttering under my breath, I righted the box and proceeded to stuff the former contents back in. Lots and lots of metallic circles. The box label read ‘component construction material’. There were several such boxes that I had shoved to the back when we first arrived. 

When I lifted the final metal circle, I twisted it over in my hand. It was smooth with a circumference a little larger than the span of my hand. The metallic surface was surprisingly ornate. It resembled a curious type of jewelry. Nothing like construction material at all. There was a familiarity to it that stirred at my memory. Had I seen this before? My mind was blank to the item, yet I felt troubled by it. 

 There was technology in it. As I studied the inside, I noticed a tiny panel with a print plate. I pressed my thumb against it, and it snapped open. It is meant to go around something. Experimenting I opened and closed it a few times wondering what it might go around.

A conversation with Riley surfaced to my thoughts. 

“They claim we’re in the age of enlightenment, that they treat every caste with respect. That they have abolished control. They haven’t, not entirely. I’ve seen the collars kept as gruesome reminders of the past, displayed like trophies of war. Yes, they claim to have found enlightenment, but after the Mad Wars, none of them truly are.”

I dropped it and scrambled back. Control collars? My eyes darted to the boxes at the back. So many labels stating component construction material, quite useless to us in our current predicament and I had wondered what fool had packed so many when we desperately needed other more obvious supplies. I skimmed over the stacks seeing how many more boxes bore that label. 

How many collars were here?

I began to hyperventilate. 

How many collars did they need?

Outside the storage transport, I could hear whistling approaching, and I almost came apart at the terror of discovery. It was Marik. He was early. Is he Federation? My mind whirled trying to decide quickly if he was. There was no notion he might be, but I’d been in a community where seventeen percent of the people were Technologists and I’d been blind. 

Stuffing the collar back into the box and slamming the lid shut was an act of mind over body when touching the hated device made me queasy. The soft clank of footsteps approaching up the ramp sent me screaming fear into overdrive. 

The whistling stopped, the door opened, and Marik stepped inside.

His eyes went from my stricken face to the box catastrophe taking place. “Thought I heard a bit of a racket. I know you hate your job and all, but there’s no need to take it out on innocent boxes.” He grinned, but it fell when I remained frozen. “No problem. Want me to help you put them back?”

No, get out so I can think! I shook my head, trying to study his face for evidence of the fake perfection so apparent in Brent’s face. It was just Marik, but fear clouded my ability to be objective and his face was familiar enough that I could sense nothing beyond an easy acquaintance.

“Feeling better?” The question sounded ridiculously random given the box chaos surrounding me.

“Better? I never got ill.” He grinned again and patted his chest as he twisted the rifle slung over his shoulder back. “I might be fringe Aterran, but I swear my immune system is second to none.”

It wasn’t a lie. I breathed a little easier. “Close the door.”

His smile dropped again. He turned to lock the door. I was immediately comforted as the serious facade of a Marine both Eric and Landon respected slipped into place. Without asking, he set it to locked.

“I need to show you something.”

He nodded, solemn. 

My hands shook. It took two attempts to get the lid opened. Holding the collar in my hands was like holding a raw malevolent presence, like it might jump up and lodge itself about my throat simply from having it near. “Marik?”

He stepped back and stared at it with wide, horrified eyes. “Yeah, I know what it is. What the fuck is it doing here?”

I indicated the box, hidden from his view by the open lid. 

He looked at the box, looked at me, and then slowly stepped up to peer inside.

Raising both arms, he squeezed his skull between his fingers, paced away, swore, paced back, and stopped in front of the box. His eyes searched mine. “Are you predicting, Eva?”

I gave the tiniest of nods. “We need to fetch Jax.”

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” He began pacing again. 

“Marik,” I said softly. “We need to get Jax.”

“I know, but shit!”

“Marik!” I pressed my fingers to his arm, bringing a halt to his manic pacing. 

The rapid pounding on the door startled us both, and a muffled voice called, “Marik, are you in there?”

We turned to each other.

“I screwed up the package again,” Marik called. “I’m helping Eva sort it out on the quiet. Whatever you do, don’t tell Jax. This is the third time and Mr. Magnificent is going to be pissed if he finds out!”

My brows drew together. Marik grinned and shrugged as the footsteps faded away. “Your boyfriend is irritatingly perfect. Well, one of them, the other one is not so bad.” 

I blinked several times wondering how he’d morphed so swiftly from manic pacing to this relaxed state of banter.

“He’s going to go straight to Jax,” Marik continued. “There’s only one thing I like less than Mr. Magnificent and that’s Mr. Magnificent’s ass-licker. John is predictable.”

The sound of rapid footsteps approaching, I shot a glance toward the door. Marik gave me a knowing wink. 

Seconds later, another pounding resounded on the door. “Why is this locked? Eva, open the damn door. That supply run needs to go out ASAP!”

“He’ll, err—” Marik grabbed the collar from my limp fingers, shoved it in the box, and snapped it shut just as the door sprung open. “Use the override key,” Marik finished as we both stared at Jax. 

My face must have been frozen in guilt. 

Marik was wearing a cocky grin.

I looked beyond Jax, and seeing no one nearby, dragged forth the power afforded to my former position. “Jax, I’ve had a prediction. Please, come inside and close the door.”

His face went from pissed to serious in a heartbeat. Without turning to look, his palm hit the plate at the side of the door. “What’s happened?” He placed his hands on his hips shooting a look between the two of us.

“There isn’t an easy way to say this. I’m trusting you both.” I tried to convey the seriousness of the situation. Neither of them were equipped to deal with what I was about to say.

“You mean there’s more to this than the collars?” Marik said.

“What collars?” Jax demanded. 

“Jax!” my snapped command brought them both up. It felt good to be myself. “The Federation are here, in this camp, in all the camps maybe. The seventeen percent with flu and stomach sickness are Federation. They are here now.” I took the single step to the box, aware of the stillness from the two men as I lifted the lid and drew out the collar. “They are here among us and they brought collars. I don’t know what they plan to do or when, but it seems likely they are seeking to control this colony by controlling us. I don’t know why they haven’t acted yet. They will act, though.”

“Jeez,” Jax said. “Your timing is a little off. You know Landon and Eric are away.” He swore and his eyes hardened. “One of my team members is sick.”

“Two of mine,” Marik said.

Jax regarded the collar with dead eyes. “How many are there?”

“I don’t know… several hundred may be in this box. The label says five hundred, but it could be fake. The contents certainly aren’t ‘component construction material’.” I pointed toward the back of the store. “I can see six, but there may be more. I’d ignored them, assuming they must have already been on the transports and that no one had time to swap them out for useful supplies.”

Jax’s face was pale under the dull interior lights. “Do we have a tally of these? Are any missing?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll have to check.”

“Some of the satellite camps are remote,” Marik said, drawing both our attention. “It’s possible they are locking us down one at a time.”

Trigger.

Prediction: “It’s imminent. An attack is imminent. No more than days before they make a move.”

“We need to warn Landon and Eric,” Marik said. 

“Agreed, but we’ll need to prepare a couple of teams,” Jax replied. “Landon left to search for the third transport two days ago. Comms were sporadic in the chasm even when he was close. Eric is days away in the forest, so not a chance of getting a hold of him.”

“I’ll pull a couple of teams together,” Marik said. “What the hell do you want me to do with the Federation bastards in my team? I can’t take them with me.” He instinctively looked to Jax for answers. 

“You will take them with you,” Jax replied, all business. “We start separating even a few of them out and the rest will become suspicious. You’ll have to handle them once you’re outside the camp. We’ve no idea how many of these collars are gone. Shit, they could have half the colony under control. We’ll need to destroy the collars here. Eva, I need a tally on the boxes. If any are missing, where they went and when. Base-44 has had widespread illness for months. We’ll need to make plans for it once Eric’s in the loop.”

“Eric’s already there,” I pointed out softly.

Jax shook his head in a slow silent, no. 

“I’m going.” Marik’s tone was low and deadly as he strode for the door.

“He’ll be there by now,” Jax said, bringing Marik’s march to a stop.

“I don’t care.” Marik looked over his shoulder. “I’m not leaving him there. And he’s got Rachel with him.”

“Fine.” Jax pointed at Marik’s rifle. “But if you’re going, you’re going to need some decent kit.”

“We don’t have any decent kit. Trust me, if there was any, I would have found it.”

“Ah,” Jax said grinning. “Then I guess you don’t want to know about Landon’s secret stash.”

Jax left with Marik, promising to return soon. After checking the data, I identified all the boxes. Exactly twelve boxes had been removed, assigned to the secondary base camp where Eric was now, and where Marik had left for. 

There were six boxes in my store transport. Each box held five hundred collars. 

It was evening by the time Jax returned with a small team. “Why don’t you get some rest?” he said. “We’re going to destroy the collars. Reeve’s outside, she’s going to keep a discreet watch. Marik has already left, and I’ve sent a team to fetch Landon.”

“How many Marines do we have left that we can trust?” I asked.

“We’re down to forty-six.”

That wasn’t a lot in a camp of nearly five hundred. I nodded, leaving Jax to the task, and relieved to know the collars would soon be destroyed. 

The prediction beat down on me from every angle as I walked back into the center of the camp. The sensation of imminent danger was stifling, and the price of behaving normally, high. I worried for Landon, a sharp and insistent pressure at the base of my skull telling me all was not well there. 

As I walked down the transport ramp, I noticed Reeve talking to another Marine. Her focus was on the man she spoke to, but she noted my discreet attention. My guard. I was off the Federation’s radar since they thought I couldn’t predict, and I must do nothing to change that. 

The evening sky was cloudy bringing a premature onset of darkness. A flock of blue-gray parrots had commandeered a nearby tree in the hundreds, and their chattering produced an ear-grating din. It has begun. It was happening right now around me, the planning and even the acting. The danger was so prevalent, I could taste it in the air. On my periphery, I noticed Reeve break away from her conversation to follow me. 

Without conscious thought, my steps took me in the direction of the Technologist’s transport where I hoped Riley would be found. We hadn’t spoken since Landon had ordered us to his transport-office and chewed me out for asking Jax to watch her. Suddenly, I was gripped by a fierce need for her gentle presence. Lost in my own thoughts, I nearly collided with Cathy.

“Both lost in thought, eh?” Cathy said.

Cathy wasn’t her usual self, there was an underlying sense of sobriety emanating from her that I’d never witnessed before. I told myself that everyone was unhappy presently, yet I asked the question anyway. “Are you okay, Cathy?”

She shook her head, lips tight as if determined to keep whatever troubled her private. 

To my left, another Marine approached Reeve and they fell into conversation.

Cathy sighed. “It’s Riley. I wish you were still predicting. You know she’s up to something, don’t you? That’s why Landon had you watching her. I always had my suspicions, but now…”

Trigger.

I felt that cold sinking sensation that said things were sliding once again. There was no sign of illness in the woman and so, one way or another, she would come to understand for herself that Riley was no threat. I wanted to confide in Cathy, but this wasn’t the time or place to do so. Not with the whole truth anyway. Still, there were parts I could say, words I wished I’d said that fateful day back on the ship before the craziness had begun. “Cathy, there is no artifice in Riley, no ill intent, and no subterfuge. She is exactly as she seems, a former Federation member who was of the lowest caste. They treated her little better than a slave. She had no rights, no freedom, and no free will. She witnessed grave atrocities and escaped at great personal cost.”

Cathy’s face crumbled, and her inner turmoil shone out. “But you’re not predicting. How can you be sure?”

My eyes searched Cathy’s. I tried to pour all my belief in Riley into that look. “No, I’m not now. But I was then.”

Cathy’s breath caught. Her face stark in the fading light. “There has been unpleasantness toward her. I convinced myself she deserved it. Are you certain?” Her eyes glistened with hope and guilt. “I treated her unkindly. I was jealous of her capability, and bitter for what the Federation did to us.” She drew a deep ragged breath in and whispered, “What have I done?”

I offered an encouraging smile, soothed by Cathy’s admission and genuine remorse. One person at a time, that is how you conquered prejudice, one person at a time. “Our mistakes allow us to grow. We all make mistakes. Goodness knows I have made many myself.” I was thinking of Edson-46, a space station and home to many personnel. At least, it was until it was obliterated. “Let go of the failing. I know that Riley will hold no grudge.” 

We all made mistakes, and we all deserved a second chance. I had failed with Edson-46. I had failed at Nammu, too. But I would not fail here.

“If you could bring yourself not to hate her, I know she would welcome that. And if one day, that could lead to friendship, she would welcome that even more.” I was distantly aware of Cathy’s nod, but a disturbance came from behind and I glanced over my shoulder to see Reeve and my companion running toward the tree line.

“It’s probably another one of those big cats,” Cathy said, drawing my attention back to her.

Or a Federation attack?

“We should head for our tents,” Cathy continued. “They don’t like us out late and it’s starting to get dark.” 

A group of people heading for the commandeered technology transport snagged my attention. Four walked inside while three took up positions outside at the base of the ramp. Why would they do that? I looked back to the trees where Reeve had disappeared, but there was no sign of her now. 

Trigger. Trigger. Trigger.

“Where’s Riley?”

“Still in the transport.” Cathy glanced over her shoulder.

I caught her arm, stilling her. “We need help.” The area was too quiet. Riley often worked late and alone, no one was around to notice what was happening. 

“Help? What is it?”

“Trouble.” It became impossible to articulate myself through the crushing fears. “Please, find Reeve or Jax.” 

Cathy’s eyes widened. “Have you had a prediction?”

“I’ve had many. We need help in the technology transport.” I tightened my hold when Cathy went to rush. “Steady.”

“What—what are you going to do?” she asked.

“Stop them.” My eyes settled on the transport. I felt my lips tremble and fluttery panic in my core. Were they hurting Riley in there? They must be, why else would they place guards?

“You can’t,” Cathy said. “Not alone. Let me come with you.”

I released her arm with what I hoped was a reassuring squeeze as our eyes met and held. “Please, do as I ask,” I pleaded. I knew I was relying on my former authority, that people presumed I knew what was best, that a prediction was at work. In truth, I didn’t always. Sometimes, I was an ordinary person doing what I thought was right.

Cathy’s sharp exhale held anguish, but she nodded and left. 

With my heart pounding, palms damp, and a terrifying understanding of what was unfolding within the transport, I took the steps toward where Riley would be found. I hadn’t worn shell armor for many days, nor did I carry a weapon. But if I waited, Riley might be dead. No one was ever there for her. Even here, we had treated her like a threat. As I neared the transport, I slowed. The three guarding the entrance stopped their conversation and all eyes turned my way. Now that I was here, I had no idea what to do. 

“What do you want?” the man to the left of the ramp asked. There was no evidence of illness on his face, nor in either of his companions. I’d presumed this was part of the Federation’s plans, but now, I thought it might be the work of frightened fools.

I prayed for the call to come that signified the arrival of Reeve or Jax, but I couldn’t wait for help, nor could I afford to look away. Terrible things might be happening inside, but these weren’t Technologists. 

I went to walk in.

They stepped to block my path.

Fury filled me. “You should leave. You don’t need to do this. Riley is no threat.”

“Last I heard, you’re nothing special. And your predictive days are over,” the woman to the center said, her eyes narrowing with contempt. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“She’s sleeping with Jax,” the one on the right said. “The bitch will snitch.”

My scream caught in my throat as a hand clamped over my mouth. Too easily, I was hauled up the transport ramp. “This just got real messy real fast,” someone muttered.

I fought wildly, biting down on the hand, kicking, and thrashing. Without combat training, I was easily subdued. Passing through the cargo door, they stopped. 

“Eva?” Riley said, her voice slurred as she blinked blood from her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

The man who stood in front of her turned, frowning as he noticed me. “Welcome to the party.” He gestured at the man holding me. “Time to move out. Remove her wrist plate, we’re taking her with us.” 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Landon

I HAD SPENT the last three days in the chasm with a small team, going through the motions of searching for supplies. 

Parking the transport about five hundred out from T-14 and T-50, we spent the subsequent day rifling through the wreckage. The T-14 had been mostly personnel, so there wasn’t much in the way of useful supplies. Four crates of rations and two of medical supplies, while better than nothing, wasn’t a great yield. 

T-50 was burnt out, and all we found was destruction and the picked-bare bones of the military personnel who’d had the misfortune to be on board.

No one was happy. The rewards were poor, and the weather was hot and muggy, interspersed by the occasional torrential downpour. The foaming river thundered over boulders, blanketing the area in a perpetual spray that hampered our efforts. And we were always hungry.

By no stretch of the imagination could this be considered a ‘fun’ task.

A disproportionate amount of whining was also going on, and I suffered an increasing desire to shoot the next idiot who opened their mouth. Yes, it was technically illegal, but that hadn’t always stopped me. 

After stacking the useful findings on our transport, we’d then trekked for two full days along the river bank to where the third transport rested in the hope it might deliver better results.

Trekked, because there was nowhere near that we could safely land a transport. 

It rained three times during this procession. Rain was an unpleasant experience anywhere on this godforsaken planet, but was made worse on the river side by the lack of shelter. 

As was inevitable, a fight broke out between two men.

I looked on. The rest of the team appeared torn between watching the drama unfold and eyeing me for signs of direction before ‘getting involved’. Rain hammered down making the dirty shale slippy, and the two men punched each other with all the energy of angry sloths.

“Should we—ah—separate them, sir?” Carlson, one of my non-whiny team members, ventured to ask. He was a brute of a man with a square jaw covered by a questionable excuse of a beard and lived in evidence that some genetic defects had slipped through the net.

I shook my head. 

Eventually, and after longer than I would have given them credit for, the two men slumped exhausted to the ground without any need for intervention.

I pulled out my gun and took aim. With the exception of the two exhausted men, everyone dived for cover. The blast hit the ground mere paces away from where they had collapsed, sending a spray of shattered shale.

They leapt to their feet and pivoted to face me. 

“Luckily for you, I’m not a great shot.” I let that sink in as they blinked back through the pounding rain, their eyes gleaming with fear and murder as they tried to decide if I was making a point or being serious.

Once upon a time, I had been a terrible shot, and had been known to miss a target at twenty paces. Ten paces or less was fine. Eric had disparaged my poor marksmanship on many an occasion. Ever since the Ila microbe latched on to me, my hand-eye coordination, spatial awareness, and vision in general were astounding. It went way beyond that, though. Instinctively, I knew if it were possible to hit a target, I would.

Still, I was inclined to keep my changes to myself. Victor would be in for a surprise if he thought I was letting the ancient doctor with the bug-eye glasses poke at me again. And I’d be having words with him for giving that paper over to Eva. 

As I holstered the gun, they cut a nervous glance my way before snatching up their scattered belongings. The one on the right fingered a crack in his helmet but catching my stony regard, he stuffed it onto his head. 

Yes, the cracked helmet pissed me off far more than his bloody nose. The nose would heal, the helmet might well be one of our last.

We trekked the remainder of the way in silence. A looming awareness of passing time beat down, as if every step on the soft shale shore we took, drew us steadily closer to an ominous date when the second ship was due to arrive. 

The ‘what next’ question was a hard one to ignore. 

By the time we rounded a final outcropping to bring the transport into view, the light was starting to fade. It was partially submerged in the water, and even without a closer inspection, I could tell it wouldn’t yield much in the way of useful supplies. Its debris scattered the shoreline. Jagged hunks of the titaliua hull, random innards, and the remains of its former occupants. 

“This has been a pointless search,” Justin piped up from the front. “Two days, and there is nothing here… Nothing.”

After my earlier ‘conversation’ with the brawlers, Justin was alone in offering an opinion. He picked up a lump of former transport and threw it toward the river in a fit of temper. 

I stared after the disappearing wreckage before returning his attention to Justin. “We’re here now,” I said in a reasonable tone. “We will thoroughly investigate before we head back.”

Justin looked up. Perhaps sensing my diminishing patience, he wiped his nose, and with a nod, began to help the others who were searching through the crack.

“It’s the flu. It’s getting to them,” Carlson muttered.

It was getting to me too, and I hadn’t even caught it. I was sick of listening to the disgusting noises Justin made: coughing, sneezing, blowing his nose—perpetually—and spitting out some kind of revolting phlegm stuff every few minutes. Several others suffered from illness, but they didn’t make as much fuss. The man had zero mettle and I was convinced he was one of those who had used corrupt means to infiltrate the colony. I should put him out of his misery and just shoot him.

“Looks like explosive,” one of his team offered pointing at a jagged hunk of metal from the former ship.

“Yes, it does,” I agreed. Two transports, both with explosive damage. Then there’s whatever happened to the ship? I had parked the concerns Eva had expressed so long ago back when we were still on the ship. They had become lost under a watery onslaught and the continuing struggle to establish the basics of shelter and food. But they had never really gone away, and I feared they were about to make their presence known.

After a few hours, we established that there was nothing here worthy of carrying back. We made camp. As we sat down to eat, I sensed an odd vibe within the group that manifested furtive looks and whispered conversations. 

It had become apparent, somewhere during this, my second foray into the chasm, that the colony was on the verge of collapse. The unrest here was symptomatic of a wider unease. I didn’t need Eva to tell me this, although I wished she’d felt able to trust me with whatever secret she was keeping. 

Tomorrow, we would begin the two day trek back to where our transport waited. When I got back to the base camp, I was going to talk to Eva, whether she was ready for the conversation or not. Until then, the revelations I was now convinced she was holding on to, would have to wait.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Eva

NIGHT FELL AS we were marched deep into the forest. Back on the ship, I’d talked to Landon of my concerns for Riley’s safety, of the dissension within the colonists. Now, it was coming to fruition. 

Riley didn’t deserve this. But people rarely got what they deserved, be that good or bad.

The hold on me was tight and unyielding. Confronting Riley’s captors had been foolish with hindsight. I should have gone with Cathy, should have abandoned the pretense of normality, and run as fast as I could for someone who could help. But then I would never have found Riley, and she would have suffered alone.

There was also the problem of whom I could trust. Other than those few people I knew had not suffered from illness, I didn’t know who might be able to help. Reeve wouldn’t have left me without a good reason, and I also worried for whatever that might be. 

“Eva’s not part of this,” Riley said. They had staked her out against an enormous tree like an ancient offering to a vengeful god.

“Too late now. She’s seen us,” the ringleader said. I didn’t know any of the people present, nor the average joe in charge. “I’ll be doing the colony a favor taking her out now that she can’t predict. If we want to survive, we need a strong colony with strong people. There’s no room in this world for Federation scum or former predictors. It’s survival of the fittest. We’re back to basics here. Landon knows that. He’s a strong leader. He’ll appreciate us sorting this little matter out.”

“That’s why you’re here in the forest, doing this in secret,” I said. The leader smiled at me, cold and deadly before turning back to Riley. “You’re even more delusional than I thought. Landon won’t thank you. He will kill you. And I never stopped predicting.”

Silence settled over the area, and every eye turned my way.

The leader pivoted and stalked toward me, forcing me back into the man behind me. He caught hold of my chin in a bruising grip. “Not sure I believe you. You’re obviously making shit up to save your little Federation friend. She destroyed our ship. My wife died. She was a trained medic and she died when her transport crashed. We’ve all lost someone.” He pinched harder until my bones creaked under the pressure. “I’d say you’re no use to any of us. You didn’t predict the ship and you didn’t predict this now, did you?” He released my chin but continued to stare down at me with hooded, distrustful eyes.

“Riley didn’t destroy the ship, Brent did,” I said.

Brows lifted as he rocked back on his heels, then he burst out laughing. “You’re fucking defective. That’s what you are.” Turning his back on me he stalked away.

Riley’s pale face suggested she knew I was telling the truth. 

The leader didn’t. Grief had twisted him up into a force beyond reason. Yet still, I had to try. “Have any of you been ill?” He paused again. “You’re right, I didn’t see any of this. Prediction doesn’t work that way.” Oh, how I wished it did. “The people who’ve been ill are Federation. I don’t know what will happen next, but I know with absolute certainty that everyone in this camp, in every camp who has suffered with illness of any kind, is Federation. They are the threat, the real threat. The one you’re too stupid to see.”

I knew he was going to hit me—there was nothing predictive about it, I just knew.

He covered the distance in a single stride, jabbing me in the stomach so swiftly, I barely saw the blow. 

It snatched the breath from my lungs and would not allow me to drag it back in. My muscles went slack as the pain radiated out in a sickening wave, and I collapsed to the ground.

The crass name the leader called was delivered in a snarl before he turned back to Riley.

“The Federation are here,” I repeated as I was hauled roughly to my feet. “They’re here and they brought collars! Hundreds of them, hidden at the back of the stores!” Sobs punctuated my words as vicious blows began to fall upon Riley.

“Shut the crazy bitch up,” the leader called over his shoulder, and strong fingers clamped over my mouth.

The madman commanding this militant group took his time, like he was savoring every blow. I fought and railed, feeling the echo of every punch and slap. Riley didn’t make a sound and somehow, that made it more horrifying.

I’d been close to monsters before. They were the Federation prisoners and captives of war that I’d conversed with in the hope of insights useful in the war. The Aterran man who toyed with Riley was not just about revenge, although he might delude himself as such. Every human had the capacity to be monstrous. For some, the basal instincts were closer to the surface. I had always believed myself to be incapable of violence. But were someone to place a gun in my hand now, I would have no hesitation in ending the tormentor’s life.

The silent impasse ended. Riley’s plaintiff cries broke me up and broke me down, and I still fought the useless fight for freedom, even knowing with so many of them that I could offer no help. My energy waned with the ongoing effort and the diminishing hope.

Finally, Riley fell silent again. Her head and body hung slack. 

No!

Another man stepped over to check, and a quiet conversation ensued between the new man and the ringleader. 

The glint of a needle caught my attention. Riley roused with a sudden gasp.

“Welcome back,” the leader said with a grin.

Hopeless tears began to fall. The tears served no purpose nor offered any aid. Incoherent words spilled from my lips, muffled behind the hand. Pleading, begging, and cursing them as I realized what they were doing—what they would continue to do until Riley’s body finally gave out and she could not be roused any more.




















CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Landon

I WOKE IN painful increments… to the discovery that someone was dragging my limp body over a rocky surface. I tried to get command of my legs, but they lacked coordination, and my mind was fuzzy.

Had I been drugged? 

A rock snagged against something around my throat, and I choked before whoever dragged me gave a sharp tug and the pressure gave. My fingers reached to my throat finding a solid band. Adrenaline flooded my body and my eyes popped open, blinking, and squinting at a clear cloudless sky.

“Nice of you to join us,” someone said as they shoved me forward so that I rolled onto my front.

Here it was, the trouble I’d sensed lurking, manifesting in ways that exceed even my worst nightmares. 

I pushed up off the ground, rising slowly as my brain began to function in scattered increments. 

Sometimes things just worked out for the best. I’d been so close to sending Jax here. But Jax wasn’t here because Eric had been escorting Rachel to the ‘sick’ camp, also known as Base-44, and Jax was the only person I trusted to watch Eva without drawing suspicion. Had we not been so desperate for supplies, there was no way I’d have made this God-awful trek now.

I made a slow sweep of the vicinity. Half my men were in a state of groggy compliance with collars around their necks, with telltale bloody scratches at their throats. Everyone had tried to rip the collar off the first time it was used. The rest of the coup wore expressions ranging from nervous anticipation to outright sadistic glee. 

“You put a control collar on me?” It was hard to keep the note of incredulity out of my voice. I very nearly laughed. My body fought the residual effects of the drug, and I kept my knees locked, determined not to waver. Every Aterran in the military experienced a control collar as a harsh lesson on the dark Federation past, and to remind us of what we were fighting for. Still, knowing it was a Technologist wielding the control and not some asshole trainer, added a visceral edge to the terror.

“You think you’re above this because you’re a war hero?” Justin spat at my feet for good measure. His tough talk was somewhat lessened by his red nose and raspy, flu-laden voice. 

 I did start laughing then, which was when the wave of pain hit me. It took me to my knees and an inhuman cry erupted from my throat. A boot caught me in the center of my back, driving me to the ground. 

The collar pain ceased, and I pushed up slowly, breathing deep and steady until the sensations petered out. On my periphery, a scuffle ensued. The genuine members of my team were soon subdued with a pain collar or fist.

Head hanging low, I surreptitiously pressed my thumb to my wrist plate, and said, “Override 4-7-3.” 

The audible bleep from everyone’s weapons was immensely satisfying. No point in making this easier for them than it already was.

“What did you do, asshole?” Another boot came up under my jaw and this one sent me tumbling. “Reenergize the weapons! Or I start taking your team out one by one!”

I spat a glob of blood to the ground. My head was ringing, and my ribs ached. But I could feel heat forming at the site of damage, indicating that my body was already repairing. “You’re dying first,” I muttered under my breath.

“What did you say?” Justin screeched at me, moving in for another kick. 

I rolled out the way and came to my feet a pace away, lifting my hands in surrender. “I said fine. I get it, you’re in charge now.” I gestured for Justin to give me his gun.

“Do I look fucking stupid?”

I blanked out my expression and bit down a derogatory quip. “It needs my thumb print.”

“You can do it from your wrist plate. Don’t play me!”

This time I was ready, and when Justin depressed the control, I only staggered slightly. The pain bordered on insanity. Every nerve in my body was screaming, but I was functioning.

Justin blinked. I smiled through clenched teeth. I had him by the throat before he could blink again, kicked his legs out, and slammed him to the ground. I snatched up the gun, hit my thumb to the plate, and shot him in the arm. “I changed my mind,” I said. “I think I’ll kill you last.” 

Justin squealed and writhed as I stood. There were many dark days during which I questioned the control collar training. While everyone in the military experienced the collar pain, only a few were trained to endure. Variant. The military always knew what I was, although you would find no reference to it on any official record. My body didn’t process things like emotions and pain in the same way as an ordinary human. Given my clearance level, and the number of high risk operations I’d been involved in, they had deemed it a necessity in my case. 

I was no fool. They were also experimenting on me to see want I could take. 

Today, I was glad they had.

Two of Justin’s little coup were rushing toward me. One kept running. I shot him point blank between the eyes—even the former version of me couldn’t miss. The second froze. I shot him, too. The rest fled. I took them out with clean shots. One was obscured by a rock and the bullet clipped his hip—he wasn’t dead and tried to crawl away. 

Results were more important than finesse.

“Fetch their bodies,” I said hoarsely. “You’ll need their fingerprint to release the collars.” 

My collar was still on and the pain was close to unmanageable. The failsafe wouldn’t kick in for several minutes yet. I crouched down over Justin, who was trying to staunch the blood flow where I’d shot him. Grabbing his right hand in a bruising grip, I stabbed his bloody finger against the collar plate. I tried another one. Fuck it! Either I had the wrong fingers, the wrong man, or the blood was getting in the way. The thumb worked, and I gasped in relief as the collar popped open and dropped to the ground.

I sucked a couple of quick lungfuls of air before checking the status of the camp. My men, the ones who were not part of the coup, were busy removing collars and finishing off those who were not dead. 

I turned back to Justin. “Have you ever tried one of these?” I indicated the collar. 

Justin tried to kick away, but I took hold of his wounded arm and that gave him something to think about as I clipped the collar into place. 

It must have been activated somehow. Justin’s screams echoed off the chasm walls. 

Patting his bloody arm, I stood, deciding to let it play out until the failsafe kicked in.

“Load up. Essentials only. We need to get back to the camp.” Justin was still writhing—I guessed they didn’t train their own people to endure. 

“Are they Federation?” Carlton asked.

I nodded. “It would seem so.” 

I dragged the screaming Federation member back to his feet, snatched the control from his pocket, and pressed the button to cease the flow. 

Justin fell into sobbing. “Don’t worry,” I said, tapping his cheek to rouse him a little. “You’ll soon be eager to comply with my wishes. I believe everyone does.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Eva

THERE HAD BEEN many occasions during my life when I had contemplated death. My own death, the death of people I hated, and the death of people I loved. 

Red tinted the world. I’d fought against the man holding me until he’d put his fingers around my throat and squeezed. After, everything turned black. I was on my hands and knees, and the ringing in my ears was overwritten by a wild cacophony.

I blinked. Fighting? The crackle and whiz of firearms filled the air as shots zinged past, shouting, and guttural cries of pain, anger, and anguish. I blinked again, my body numb and mind scattered. Everything was spinning. Shots boomed in every direction. Dark shapes—people—running past, and yet more cries.

Riley? I tried to gain my feet, but the movement lacked coordination and it took me a couple of attempts. I swayed as the chaos abated to a rumble and the occasional distant shot and scream. 

“Cut her down!” 

Jax’s voice, I thought.

Riley? I braced a hand against a nearby tree. There was blood in my mouth trickling from my nose. 

People clustered around Riley, working on the bindings. As they cut her first wrist free, a tormented cry followed. I tried to walk to her, but I ended up on my knees again.

“Take it easy,” Jax crouched beside me, helping me to sit back. Beyond Jax was Cathy, her face stricken and eyes wide in the dull illumination. The compassion I’d seen blossom such a short time ago shone brightly as she stared at Riley. 

“I need to—” Tears streamed down my face. I tried to rise, desperate to go to Riley and comfort her.

“What you need to do is sit down for a minute,” Jax said tersely. Someone passed him a scanner, and he pressed it against my forehead. 

I didn’t argue, but I watched on, helpless, as they cut the final binding and eased Riley’s limp body to the ground. 

Cold spread through my arm as Jax dispensed something that eased my dizziness. “I need to see her.” Finally gaining command of my body, I scrambled to my feet, only to come to an abrupt halt as Jax snagged me around the waist. 

“Go easy, Eva. Let the medic see to her first.” The fight went out of me as I got a good look at Riley broken and convulsing. Blood—the blood was everywhere. “I know,” Jax said. “I got here as fast as I could. She’s been a member of the Federation all her life. She’s tough, Eva.”

The physical and emotional pain Riley was feeling undid me. So many Predictive triggers were exploding as I took in the scene. In the background came the continued scuffles and grunts as Jax’s team overpowered and dragged our attackers away. I’m not ready for you to die yet, and not today, I thought fiercely.

She stopped convulsing, although the medic still worked furiously.

“Is it true?” Riley croaked as she turned to face me. “The Federation are here?”

Her once pretty face looked like raw meat. I nodded, wishing she was not thinking about this now when she needed to focus on surviving. I could not lie to her, though. We are not safe.

I nodded. 

“Brent?” she asked. 

I nodded again.

The medic and her assistant began to cut Riley’s clothing away. The task was performed with an urgency that made me certain that the young Technologist’s life was under threat. Tears began to spill again, my whole chest ached. Another soldier hurried over with a fluid-pack in his hand. There was so much damage. The monstrous ringleader had wanted to make the defector hurt.

“No drugs,” Riley said, her voice hoarse and the words garbled through swollen lips. “I—Eva…”

I pulled against Jax, and this time he let me go. Taking a few steps, I fell to my knees beside Riley.

“Do you trust me, Eva?”

“Of course, Riley, I trust you. I always have.”

“You need to go to the city. You must convince Landon. We must go there. We’re in danger if we don’t.”

“The city, but why?”

Riley’s face twisted as a medic did something to her arm on the other side. “Make Landon go to the city.” 

“She’s going into cardiac arrest,” the medic said, her tone sharp.

“Promise me. We must go.” Riley tried to grasp my hand, but her body began to convulse again. 

“Give her the drugs. Now!” Jax said, hauling me out of the way. 

“No!”

Riley’s poor body jerked as they tried to restart her heart. The team worked tirelessly for several minutes, until the franticness left them.

“She’s stable,” the medic said. She motioned another man over, and together, they shifted Riley onto a makeshift stretcher. 

“I need to go to the city,” I said to Jax as Riley was carried away.

“No fucking way,” Jax said. “You’re not going to the city. I’ve sent a team to fetch Landon. No one is going anywhere until he’s back.”

“I need to go, Jax.” I turned to face him.

His jaw locked and he heaved a breath in. Before he could answer, a Marine approached. “We’ve cleared the area. We think we’ve apprehended them all.”

“Good work.” Jax nudged his head to the man. “I’ll meet you at the base in five.”

The man turned, leaving Jax and me alone. “Are you asking me or telling me?”

“You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” I knew with certainty that if I left for the city, Landon would follow me there.

“Jax!” The call came from the direction of the camp. “We’ve got trouble kicking off!”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Landon

IT WAS LATE by the time I arrived at the main camp, and the sky was cloudy with the promise of rain. It should have taken us three days to return. But I was in a determined frame of mind, and we’d made it back to the transport in half that time. 

Earlier today, we had met the team sent by Jax. They had limited information to divulge, but it instilled some comfort that the main base was under control. Once we were close enough to make radio contact, I sent a quick communication through to Jax, who confirmed we were clear to land.

The transport touched down at the far end of the chasm to a waiting committee. I knew instantly all had not been as well as he had hoped. Justin was still alive, and as I dragged down the transport ramp, Jax’s eyes settled on the collar with grim acceptance. “Start talking,” I said to Jax.

“They’re Federation, all the people with illness.”

I thought of those within my group who had instigated the attack—all of them had been ill. “Eva?” It could have been Rachel or someone else, but Rachel and Eric had left the day before me, and this drama smacked of Eva at her worst. If Eva had known this before I left, then I was going to kill her.

“Yeah, she realized Brent was Federation, and the connection to the illness. We believe Brent is the ship saboteur—he was the first person out of stasis, so he had the perfect opportunity. Eva stumbled across collars in the store transport labeled as component construction material.”

Brent? It was hard to wrap my head around the idea of that innocuous young man as a Federation player, but his involvement brought clarity to Riley’s sabotage suspicions. Riley was convinced the ship could not have made the long voyage while damaged, and further, that it must have been tampered with after we exited interstellar speed. Who better to perform such sabotage than our stasis expert, and the first person to be roused from the long sleep? 

As for collars, Brent could have easily manufactured and stowed them on the transports. The longer we remained in orbit, the greater the risk that the stowed boxes would be discovered. The disaster on the ship provided the perfect catalyst to see the colonists driven like herd animals planet side without opportunity to review any stores already within the transports. 

I wondered if our enemy had known about the planet’s inhabited status? Whether they had anticipated their susceptibility to disease, and whether it forced a deviation to their plan. Perhaps the consolidation of those suffering infection to the secondary base on the lake shore was part of a contingency plan? Their request for the geneticist, Rachel, as an ignorant and willing aid while they dragged the rest of the colony into chaos and took control.

“Do you have Brent?” 

Jax nodded.

Getting to punch Brent would make Eric’s day, the rest of it not so much.

“It wasn’t an isolated attack, then. How many collars did you find?”

“We don’t know what’s happening at the satellite camps, but we have enough collars for everyone, and some of the boxes are missing.”

“How long has Eva known?”

“I don’t know,” Jax said. “She told me about the Federation presence two days ago after she uncovered the collars.”

I let that slide for now. Jax might not have known the details, but he’d been aware that Eva was predicting for some time. 

“We tried to keep it quiet,” Jax continued. “But Riley was targeted by a bunch of our own idiots, and it went downhill fast. We secured as many of the known Technologists as we could. A few have fled. Riley’s not doing well. They’ve given her strong pain-inhibitors, but it’s hard to say yet whether she’ll pull through.” Jax glanced over his shoulder at the growing crowd. “The camp is stable for the moment. Marik left with a team when we realized what Eric and Rachel were heading into.”

“That whole camp is Federation.” I scrubbed at my gritty eyes. “Have we heard back from Eric and Marik?”

“Not yet.” Jax met my eyes boldly, setting off a myriad of further warning bells. “Eva has gone. She left with Reeve for the city.”

“What the fuck?”

Jax sighed heavily. “I let them go.”

“What moment of insanity led you to thinking that was a good idea? We lost the bloody team we sent. Then we sent a drone and it was shot down!”

“She knows and she went anyway!” Jax ran tense fingers over his face. “Yes, we lost the team sent to investigate the city. But the journey is via what was the early stage of Base-44. Perhaps they uncovered something or saw something. Eva seemed to believe so. She’s predicting, and you had your head too far up your own ass to see it.” He returned a glare that might have seen him officially reprimanded had there not been greater concerns. 

“How could Eva leaving for the city possibly be a good idea? There has to be more to this.” Maybe Jax had been right to let them leave. But he was still taking his insubordination close to the edge. “Marik can get away with that behavior—you can’t. You let Eva and Reeve leave during an attack. For the city. It’s going to take me a second or two. And Marik off the leash is a frightening thing. Although I’m less worried about him than Eva. I’m glad Marik left. Eva should have waited.”

“When she said she had to go, I believed her,” Jax said softly. 

Yes, there was that.

A part of me was fighting to keep the grin off my face at her predicting. It still stung that she hadn’t trusted me with the knowledge. “Where are our Federation guests?”

Jax’s face hardened. “There were sixty-four in the camp. We found fifty-seven. They’re inside a transport under guard… What are you going to do?”

“What do you think I should do?”

Jax gave him an indecipherable look. “It’s not my decision.”

“I know, but I’m asking.”

“They were planning to collar us, all of us. They are nothing like Riley. They’re not looking to escape a war.” His eyes deadened. “They can’t live.”

“No, they can’t,” I agreed.

“The people who attacked Riley weren’t Federation,” Jax said. “Brent instigated their fervor toward Riley, but the culprits were all Aterran. Shenson Sull was also part of Brent’s circle. He had her watching Eva for signs she was predicting.”

I thought back on those updates from Shenson and wondered how long Eva had been aware of what was happening. “They made their decision. This is a colony and colonists know the law. Dissension is not tolerated for good reason. Their fate will be no different to the Federation. I’ll talk to Riley first.”

“She’s in the medical transport, but we’ve only secondary doctors here now that Brent’s a prisoner.”

I nodded. “Have the military get everyone back in their tents. The camp will be unsettled enough by what has transpired. They don’t need to see the rest. Put Justin with the rest of the prisoners, then meet me in medical.”




I found Riley propped up on a makeshift bed. Her face was distorted and swollen, while one arm was wrapped in restoration bandages down to the fingers. Her chest was covered in similar swathes, and cuts and bruises covered every bit of exposed flesh. The usual opening of ‘how are you feeling’ felt woefully inadequate.

Riley saved me from awkwardness by opening her one functioning eye. “Landon! I’m so glad to see you.” Her normally mellow voice was little more than a croak… She sounded disturbingly cheery. 

“What the hell have you given her?” 

The medic in attendance rose from a desk where he’d been staring at a viewer. He ushered me away from the medical cot. “She’s stable for now, but her body has shut down several times. I don’t know how she’s still alive. There’s too much swelling, and we don’t have what we need to help her. She’s not Aterran and her body is struggling. Her heart won’t take much more.”

“I need to talk to her privately.” And I need her not to die for many and varied reasons.

“I understand, sir, but I can’t leave the room. This is outside my expertise and we’re down to basics here. We used most of the emergency medical supplies immediately after landing. What is left has been steadily dwindling for weeks. The drugs I’ve given her aren’t ideal.”

“Yes, I worked that part out.” I regarded the Technologist. If anyone deserved a break, it was Riley.

Behind me, Jax entered in a rush of energy that made me feel old. “Everyone is on lockdown. I think your return helped to bring calm. There are ample guards on the prisoners. We’ve enlisted the aid of some of the colonists to ensure adequate patrols. Given what’s happened, we’re prepared for a potential attack.”

“Good.” I motioned the medic to the other side of the room out of earshot before approaching the Technologist. “You up for some questions, Riley?”

“Yes,” she croaked. “Don’t have anything else going on right now.”

“Well, you were never much of a comedian,” I said dryly. “So it’s worrying me that you’ve suddenly developed a sense of humor… Did Eva tell you she was predicting?”

“No, I knew nothing about it. I’ve not spoken to her since we first arrived.”

I glanced at Jax to find him wearing a fake blank expression. “You’re the only person I know who can look smug while not looking smug,” I said. As room dynamics went, this one might have been interesting had Riley not been on death’s door.

Jax finally cracked a smile. “I guessed about a month ago when I found out she was sneaking rations from the store.”

“I knew she was stealing from the stores,” I also admitted. “I was covering it up.” I realized double standards weren’t appropriate for the leader of a colony. Given what she’d been through, and what I thought had happened to her, I thought it a minor concession. I should have taken a harder bloody line with her.

“I asked her if she was predicting. She denied it at first,” Jax said. “I told her Riley was in danger. She asked me to protect her, which was working fine until we lost teams to look for you and Eric. By then, I was more worried about watching the Federation in our midst.”

Riley’s croaky harrumphing noise brought a smile to my face. “You couldn’t have anticipated what happened,” she said. “We’d both be dead if you hadn’t found us.”

“Well, you might not have access to a mirror,” Jax said. “But trust me, you need a bit more rest before that’s a done deal.”

There was no hint of malice in his tone and Riley waved her undamaged hand dismissively. “I feel much as I look,” she said. “Even Cathy looked like she might cry when she visited earlier. It’s the first time I’ve seen compassion on that cold woman’s face. Rest assured, I’ve no intention of dying. Besides, you’ll need me for the city.”

“Yes, the city,” I said. “Why did Eva go to the city?” 

“Because she knew if she left you would follow her, I presume.”

I sighed. “That’s a little cryptic.”

“It’s a race,” Riley said softly. “A race between us and the Federation, both those here and those who might come with the next ship… assuming the next ship comes. Either way, it doesn’t matter. You told me yourself about the city’s PB capability. It could be our only means of protection. They came here with the collars. Their intent is clear. More will come.”

“Whoever controls the city controls Serenity,” I said. That dawning revelation settled a lump in my gut. Had the Federation already made a move toward the city? 

“Indeed,” Riley agreed. “Unfortunately, I don’t believe Eva saw further than the opportunity to force your hand in the direction she knew was right. It isn’t that simple though, not since the drone. I fear she’s rushing blindly into a different kind of danger. So, you see, I do need to live, and I need to go there with you because without me, you will fail.”




















CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




Eric

WE HAD BEEN holed up in the cave for five long days. Outside, members of the Federation lay in wait. I thought we’d left this behind. No such fucking luck! We’d brought the bastards with us. 

They didn’t bother trying to force us out of our hiding. With limited rations, and limited water, we would soon be easy pickings. 

The two Federation guards had died yesterday. I’d thrown them out the front before they could go ripe and stink up the cave. Questioning them had revealed little beyond the obvious: they were here, they had collars, they intended to use them. Between the injuries and the lack of water, they’d been the first to die. I’d given serious consideration to putting the collar on them. But it represented the worst of the Federation’s dark past, and I preferred to use my fist. 

Knowing it would be many days before anyone at the main camp realized something was amiss, we’d made a couple of attempts to get out. But we were locked down tight, and all it had achieved was getting another man killed.

I worried about what was happening elsewhere. Whether we were an isolated case or whether every camp was under attack. The collars were with us, and, after dedicating considerable time attempting to destroy them and failing, were still in here with us. While I had the collars, the Federation didn’t have them. I intended to hold onto them for as long as I could—with my dying breath if need be. Yes, it might come down to that.

It had rained yesterday, allowing us to gather the tiniest amount of water. We were out now. Unless it rained, we were screwed. 

Gael sat to my left. He was young enough to be fresh out of the academy. While there was a mix of ages and skills, none of the colonists were old for good reasons. It still twisted my gut when someone so young muttered, “Wish we’d taken a bit longer to kill them. At least questioning them gave us something to do.”

I chuckled softly, giving a half-hearted kick at a hand-sized black bug as it scurried past.

“We’re going to have to make another attempt,” Gael said.

The bug made its way over to the man sitting opposite and proceeded to scuttle over his leg. He flicked it off with a curse.

“Yes,” I said. “And they know we’re going to make another attempt, which means they’re going to be waiting.” I couldn’t decide if it was better for me to be the one trying next. I was a big man and the least capable in the group if it came down to a long distance run back to the main camp. But I couldn’t send another member of my team out to the swift death so that tipped it back in favor of me.

It was a quandary. Staying put was suicidal; leaving was equally so. 

Dragging myself to my feet, I shuffled closer to the entrance. Here, I flattened myself against the wall, and peered out. I could see the clearing and the edge of the trees. The bodies were gone—that was new—and it was eerily quiet out there. 

A loud pop was followed by a whoosh that shook the cave and rattled a few rocks loose. I ducked instinctively before flattening myself against the wall again. Everyone leapt to their feet. The crack of gunfire, screams, and further mini booms followed. 

“That has to be a good sign,” Gael said during a momentary pause in the tumult. 

I nodded.

It kicked off again with more screams, gunfire, and another burst of explosive pops. Marik? No one else loved blowing shit up that much. The cacophony continued, fading away and then returning closer to the cave. 

“Hey, you in there?” 

At the sound of a familiar voice, I poked my head out to see Marik strolling into the clearing, grinning. He carried a grenade launcher in one hand, a backpack in his other hand, while two other rifles were slung over his shoulder. There was a shit-eating grin on his face.

Behind him, several fires continued to burn, while the semi-peace was broken by the occasional scream. 

“Mopping the last of them up.” He pointed over his shoulder with the grenade launcher before tossing the backpack at me. “There’s water and rations in there. We arrived as soon as we could.”

“How did you know we needed help?” I dumped the bag on the ground, pulling out the water to pass around. Everyone slugged it back enthusiastically. 

“Eva had a prediction. Realized Brent and everyone who got sick was Federation. Then she found a stash of control collars at the back of her store transport in boxes labeled as construction material. She knew an attack was imminent. I knew you were heading into a shit storm so I grabbed a team and headed over.”

Fucking Brent! Someone passed me the water bottle. I enjoyed a long drink as I tried to wrap my head around the news. “She’s predicting, I knew she would.” I grinned but it faded. “What’s happening at the main camp now?” 

“Nothing, Jax is keeping it quiet. We left with my teams under the guise of a routine patrol. Jax sent another team to fetch Landon back. We didn’t want to trigger anything before we could mobilize everyone. I guess it’s a bit late to worry about that given you were trapped. What were they keeping you in there for anyway?”

“More collars stacked up and under guard. We were finishing up here when we stumbled across them. They can communicate through their wrist plates—better than we can anyway.”

“Shit!” Marik suddenly looked around. “Where’s Rachel?” 

“Still in the camp. Where else?”

“We have to get her out!”

“What, are you some kind of hero all of a sudden? We don’t have time to fuck around getting the geneticist out. They won’t hurt her when they need her.”

“Her name is Rachel, and I’m not leaving her with those sick bastards!”

“How are you going to get her out? She was in the middle of the camp last I saw. There are over four hundred people in the camp, all of them sick. That means every one of them is Federation. There’s no way we can take them on.”

“We gotta take them out sometime. Four hundred less now is a good thing, right?”

“We can’t take out four hundred on our own! Are you insane?” I rubbed the back of my neck and wondered why I hadn’t cut the discussion off sooner. We should be regrouping at the main base and tackling this in a structured way. Marik snatched his backpack from me and began rifling through it in a frenzy. He whipped out several hand-sized, black balls.

“Are those pop-bombs?” It was a rhetorical question, I knew they were pop-bombs, it was more complete disbelief that Marik had tossed a bag full of them at me! His love of explosives, and less than ideal handling techniques, were the reason for his prosthetic arm. I took an involuntary step back as cold sweat popped out across my body. They were supposed to be inside safety casings. While you had to throw them reasonably hard to pop them, you didn’t need to throw them that hard. 

Marik winked, sending a gleeful glance at the deadly bombs. “I noticed them on Eva’s stock list when we were checking where the missing boxes had gone. No idea why they weren’t packed inside the proper casing. This is an accident waiting to happen.” He twirled a pop-bomb in his fingers before abruptly stepping over and dumping the collection into my reluctant hands. “Did I pack three or four?” he mumbled as he began rifling through the backpack again. 

“How can you not know how many you packed?” I tried to shut down the images of Marik jogging through the forest to reach me with this bouncing about on his back.

Marik pulled two more out triumphantly. “Nope, five! That was fortuitous.”

Fortuitous? Marik must have been spending more time with Rachel than I’d suspected. “Why would they even be on the ship?” I muttered. “Park that. It doesn’t matter. Fine, let’s do this. They already know we’re here. If their comms work over longer distances, it’s possible the main camp knows.” Jax had a level head, and Landon was only a couple of days from the main base at worst—he could be already there.

I prayed he was already there.

“It hasn’t gone to plan for the Federation so far. I say let’s screw with their plans some more.” Marik tossed a pop-bomb in the air, then caught it again, giving me palpitations. “How many collars are in there?” He pointed at the cave.

“A lot,” I said. “Six boxes, five hundred in each.”

Marik gave a meaningful glance at the pop-bomb in his hand. “Bet you’re glad I packed five now, too.” 

“Don’t get ideas above yourself,” I grouched. “But yes, I am glad you packed five.”




We made our way back to the Federation camp. A total of fifteen military personnel, and thanks to Marik’s foresight, four remaining pop-bombs after we used one in the cave to destroy the control collars. A satisfying day all round. 

“We need a diversion.” Marik stood to my right. It had been hard getting close to the camp, which was in a frenzy. I suspected Marik’s activity at the cave had been noted. He hadn’t exactly been quiet about it. The Technologists had communication of sorts, so it was likely a message had gotten through even if we’d killed them all. 

We had taken out another patrol to get this close and the threat of discovery remained.

“Well, you have four of them in your backpack,” I said dryly, uncomfortable with Marik hauling them about in such a blasé way, but figuring if there was any real danger, it would have manifested by now. “They’ll presume we’re heading back to the main camp to warn them. They’re spooked. But I can’t tell if they’re packing up to leave or getting ready for some sort of attack.”

“They don’t have the numbers for an outright attack. It’s still only seventeen percent. How do you think they were going to use the collars? It’s not like someone is going to put one on voluntarily.”

“I have no idea.” My gut churned thinking about the collars. A new colony with an army of slaves to do their bidding. The Federation had assimilated many people into their culture along the way. How many generations before we simply accepted our place in the hierarchy? Before the collars were no longer needed and we became compliant like Riley’s people were? “I know where her tent is. I’ll go in,” I said. “Take the rest of the team and create a distraction. We’ll meet at the rendezvous point.” 

“I’m coming with you.”

“Don’t be a complete idiot. Landon may tolerate your bullshit, but don’t presume it’ll work with me. Besides, we both know you’re the master of diversions. I’ll go in alone.”

“Not sure tolerate is the right word. It’s more a slow wearing down of his resistance over time. And I just saved your ass. I can’t believe you’re giving me a hard time.”

“When you start using the brain in your head instead of the one in your pants, I’ll stop giving you a hard time.”

“Okay, you want a diversion,” Marik said, all business. “One diversion, coming up!”

“What are you planning to do?” I side-eyed Marik.

“Leave it to me.” He patted his backpack decisively. “Trust me, you’ll know when it’s time to move.” With those parting words, he took off with the teams. 

Alone, I contemplated the consequence of letting Marik off his leash. I didn’t wait long. An explosion boomed to my left, startling birds to flight and shaking the ground. Ahead, the camp occupants froze.

A second blast came from farther away. The Federation rushed to respond. I clipped my shell armor shut, worked a handful of mud into my rank insignia to obscure it, flipped my visor down, and stalked toward the camp. As I broke the tree line, I could see people mobilizing, weapons being handed out, and organization far better than I might have hoped.

They were planning a coup, I reminded myself.

Enough people were rushing to and from the site of the blast to cover my arrival. In the distance, I could hear automatic fire, signifying the fighting had become close and personal. Since I wasn’t pointing a gun at anyone or firing a shot, I blended into the chaos. It took me a while to orientate myself on the location of Rachel’s tent, and I ended up doing a mini loop before I spotted it.

“You there! What do you think you’re doing?”

I turned slowly, hand casually shifting toward my weapon to find a grunt waiting with hands on hips poised to give me a dressing down. 

“We have attacks on the east and south. Get that supply box over there now!” He pointed at an enormous box overflowing with spare guns and ammunition. 

I resisted the urge to punch the man in his red nose since there were far too many people around and no way would I get away with it. Hefting the box into my arms—it must have weighed more than I did—I started walking in the direction indicated. Once I was out of sight, I turned a sharp left at the next tent and set out at a jog toward Rachel’s tent. Between the monstrous bouncing box of arms and the pace, I was sweating by the time I reached her tent and burst through the flap. 

It was empty. 

At no point during my finely honed plan did I anticipate her not being here. There were no guards outside so that should have been a giveaway. I dropped the box and riffled through the contents for some backup supplies since Marik’s harebrained rescue was about to fall apart. 

Stepping back outside, I stopped to scan the chaotic crowd. Where the fuck was she? I turned a full circle, desperation clawing at the back of my skull as the fear of discovery and not finding Rachel vied for attention.

I froze, catching sight of red hair, and praising the gene pool that had manifested my deliverance. I took off at a jog on a collision course. There were two men flanking her, taking her somewhere in a hurry.

“I have orders to take her to safety.” I didn’t spare a glance for Rachel and hoped she had the sense to follow my unorthodox lead.

“Orders, what orders?” The one on the left lifted his wrist plate to study it with a frown. “I have orders to take her to the Commander.”

Commander? It took me several awkward seconds to realize we were talking about their Commander. I must have missed the promotion communication, I thought cynically. “Change of plan.”

“This is highly irregular,” the other man said. 

This wasn’t getting it done fast enough, and we were far too close to the command hut. And since neither of them was wearing shell armor…

I jabbed the nearest one in the face—he wilted, out cold. Then took the wind out of the second one with a punch to the gut before dragging him down to the ground. 

Rachel addressed the curious onlookers. “Infection related! Please, don’t linger. This strain is deadly!” 

Impressed by Rachel’s creativity under pressure, I subtly snapped the flailing man’s neck—which wasn’t easy to do subtly at all.

“Eric, what the hell is happening? Why is everyone in this camp suddenly acting crazy?” she hissed at me as the crowd dispersed. “Oh my God! Did you just kill him!?”

I yanked the nearest man’s cap off and shoved it at her. “Cover your hair. We’re leaving the camp, now.”

Without protest or question, she shoved the cap on her head. The sounds of gunfire were fading away. “Marik’s creating a diversion, but we don’t have much time. This camp is full of Federation. We’re heading straight for the trees. I’ll be right behind you. Walk, don’t run, unless I tell you to—then you run!”

Fingers shaking, she tucked stray hairs under the cap. Once done, she nodded, and we both stood.

“Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, a little breathless.

We headed for the trees. I might have told her to walk but she set a brisk pace within those bounds. We were no more than a dozen paces from the trees when a call to, “Halt!” came from behind. 

“Run!”

As she sprinted for the trees, I turned to see a dozen soldiers break away from the camp to give pursuit. I presumed they wanted Rachel alive because none of them fired. Sending a quick burst of cover fire, I raced after Rachel, only to have Marik emerge from the trees armed with a pop-bomb in his hand. 

“Good thing I don’t follow orders. You’d be screwed if I’d gone to the rendezvous point.” Marik sent the pop-bomb sailing over his head. A second later, a boom shattered the air.

And for that, I was also grateful. 




















CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Eva

THE FOREST WAS hot, but thankfully, dry. Ahead, I could just make out Reeve, her backpack swaying as she walked. 

Our destination was still many days away, but the city was our one hope if the Federation had infiltrated the next ship. They had infiltrated this ship, so infiltrating the next one did not seem such a leap of faith.

My first future prediction since Brent drugged me had been a long time coming, but it had landed with all the force of the cursed planet’s rain. 

Landon would kill those responsible. He wouldn’t hesitate. 

Variant. So much had gone on since we arrived that I had spent little time considering that revelation about Landon. He wasn’t a normal human anymore, but then again, neither was I. They had picked him to lead this colony because he wouldn’t hesitate to make difficult choices. I was an emotional sponge, and he had very little emotions at all. No, that wasn’t fair. He wasn’t cold, he simply kept it all locked down.

I wondered what burden that placed on his soul…

This was about survival, I got that, and resigned myself to the consequence of hard decisions even though I had never had to make them myself. This was just another such decision as a result of my prediction.

Did that make me responsible? I’d been pulling levers my whole life, guiding people in directions by voicing what I knew. I had abused my power at times for personal gains. Understanding how people would react to stimulation was a terrible burden, and hard to resist. Cause and effect, eternally entwined, and I was one of a select few who can see the way it worked. My relationships were forays into my dark side. I had needed them, all of them, at least I thought I did, but I had been unquestionably selfish while convincing myself of my lofty self-importance.

It seemed irrelevant now the war was once more beating at our door. It felt inevitable, and inescapable, perhaps because it was. Our collective demise once again, here, so far from our former homes and worlds. And, at the juxtaposition, underlying the bitter hatred the two sides directed at each other were ordinary people who did not want to kill or fight, who did not thirst for power, and desired only the quintessential human goal: to live in peace, to recreate themselves in their children, and leaving this simple legacy, die.

Such humble aspirations were out of our reach, and the denied linchpin, always peace.

The deaths sat heavy upon my shoulders—the seventeen percent who had fallen sick and that Landon would kill without hesitation or indication of remorse. 

It was them or us, but for once, I wanted hope.

Ahead, Reeve was waiting. “They should have put you through training,” she grumbled. 

I had observed that Reeve grumbled a lot, but it carried a note of habit rather than genuine complaint. Although, since Reeve often waited for me to catch up, her complaints were justified. 

“Predictive. No need until now.” Base genetics could only stretch so far, and after I tested predictive, they didn’t bother trying. I was envious of Reeve’s combat capability. Besides Eric and Jax, she was the toughest soldier I’d met.

“A tragedy.” Reeve stepped aside as I approached. “You’re on point. That way I can kick your butt if you start dawdling again.”

I made a concerted effort to increase my pace. The ground was deeply layered with thick ferns and my focus was consumed with where I would place my next step. For all her serious exterior, Reeve had a dry sense of humor. Her name was a curiosity. “Why do people call you by your surname? What is your first name?”

“Rose.”

Glancing over my shoulder, I found the big Marine grinning. My brain scrambled to process whether that was a lie, and when nothing became apparent, I replied with, “Rose?”

“My first name is Rose, but anyone using it is going to end up bloody. I assume my mother has a sick sense of humor, either that, or she genuinely loved roses. My family has been in the military for generations, so I’m leaning toward a twisted joke.”

“It’s a beautiful name,” I said.

“Not really beauty pageant material here.”

I laughed at her matter-of-fact admission. “I think Majestic would suit you better.”

“Yeah? Now that sounds like you’re asking me to kick your butt again… You know he’s going to be pissed at both of us.”

I sighed. The steady thud of my feet against the springy forest floor seemed to emphasize the inevitable confrontation when Landon caught up. “It was necessary.”

“To force his hand, I guess.”

“All I know with absolute certainty is that we will be enslaved when the Federation arrive. We don’t have the means to protect ourselves. We’re exposed and vulnerable. You will be no more than a strong, capable body, and I will be used to manipulate and monitor for dissension. You would become their weapon, but I would become a worse one.”

“You know, I prefer the less chatty version of you,” Reeve muttered

“Everyone does.”

“Yeah, it’s a tough gig. They’re all tough gigs, though, so I guess it doesn’t matter much… Any predictions about me?”

“None.” Other than a strong notion that Rose Reeve was sleeping with my brother. But then there was Riley, and Eric definitely had feelings for the Technologist. I guess I wasn’t the only person suffering a tangled relationship. “I rarely predict individuals.” And our future is so fearful and uncertain, I’ve no idea what will happen beyond the next arrival.

Reeve grunted. “Yeah, I never considered myself suicidal, but I’m not big on the thought of being a slave. No one wants to die. We want to survive so we fight, hoping we will win. Fight right until the last moment, and that’s how we end up a slave… I’ve never met any of our ruling caste, but they must be really twisted.”

“I have interviewed several.” They were benevolent, self-righteous, and even narcissistic, but underneath all that was a darkness. “They speak eloquently of peace.” And they had, at great length. “They are humble.”

“Humble! Are you shitting me?”

“They lack consensus on the use of the pain collar. Some wish to see it abolished. They suffer a great internal divide.” Know thy enemy. I’d witnessed former slaves beg to be collared again, for their free choice to be taken away because they did not trust their ability to control the darkness. “Not all of them are cruel, nor do they all harbor darkness. The collar was first introduced to manage the afflicted. Over time, they lost their way.”

“You’re talking about the Mad Wars?”

“I am.” We did that to them. Our genetic warfare created the darkness. They tried to manage it—they failed. 

“We were losing. When you’re out of options, you have to use what you have.” There were no hints of remorse in Reeve’s words.

Too many generations, too much hatred, and there was no way back. All our failed attempts to end the war had become ever more extreme, ever more dread. “We still lost the war.” Maybe we deserved to?

That final prediction had been the catalyst for me leaving. A sadness, so great I wanted to weep, enveloped me. There were no winners in war, only the dead or the living, and being dead wasn’t always the worst outcome as those who had been subject to a pain collar would attest. 

“Both sides lost the war,” I said sadly.




















CHAPTER FORTY




Landon

IT HADN’T RAINED for many days, but a fresh storm had just kicked off outside the transport. Prior to arriving on Serenity, I’d thought very little about rain. Getting wet, while not pleasant, never had an intensity to it that made you feel like the skin was being stripped from your bones. 

A transport was designed to withstand the extremes of weather and space, and while I was certain the design had been tested in tougher conditions than this, it still shook under the force of the wind and watery deluge. 

Brent was huddled in the corner. I didn’t need to worry about him attempting to flee while the storm was taking place. 

I unclipped my shell armor as Eric entered behind me. Eric had arrived a few hours earlier with a jubilant Marik and a relieved Rachel. There was much to discuss, but I’d been saving a conversation with Brent for Eric’s return, and we were both eager for closure.

There were a dozen questions I wanted to ask Brent, but instead I punched him hard in the face. 

Brent’s groan and the dull thwack of contact were immensely satisfying. The sharp deadening pain that sent numbness shooting the length of my arm, not so much. “Damn, that hurt a lot more than I remember.”

Eric stepped up beside me, unclipping the front of his wet shell armor. “Those twig fingers aren’t going to get the job done.”

I inspected my fingers. “Twig fingers?” I didn’t have twig fingers.

A loud smack and muffled squeak arrested my attention as Brent crashed to the floor. 

“That’s better,” Eric said with a self-satisfied nod.

“Now I remember why I like you so much,” I said.

“Like?” Eric raised an eyebrow. “Come on. It’s a stronger emotion than that.” He gestured at himself. “This here is a work of art.” He winked, and then dragged the cowering Brent back to his feet.

“You know, I’ve not seen you this cheery-assed in a long while,” I said. “Violence suits you.”

“Didn’t realize how much I missed it.” Eric returned his attention to Brent whose collar he held tight in his fist. “I should thank Brent for providing me with the opportunity.”

He glanced back at me. I nodded.

“You think you need to beat me to make me talk?” Brent’s face twisted with contempt. “You want to know something funny?”

“I couldn’t care less whether you talk.” I nodded at Eric to release Brent. “But since you’re offering, by all means enlighten us.” 

“I infiltrated this ship just to take the predictive out. When the next ship arrives, the Federation will be on it. I almost hope that defector Riley survives so we can enjoy returning her to her rightful place.”

Eric punched Brent in the gut again. I was guessing Brent missed the memo where Eric had a mile-wide protective streak toward Riley. Or perhaps he sensed he was already a dead man and genuinely didn’t care.

Brent slumped and retched noisily on the floor before lapsing into laughter. “You’ve got nowhere to go. Nowhere to run. You’re going to be collared and controlled and there’s nothing you can do.” He fell into another round of braying laughter. 

I pulled my gun from its holster, leveled it at Brent, and pulled the trigger.

Eric jumped back as blood splattered the back wall and his legs. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Sorry, I had a momentary lapse of judgment.” I holstered the gun. “I should have shot him the moment I entered the transport.” I waited as Eric continued to splutter about missed ‘opportunities’ and ‘psychopaths’ for several minutes. Eventually, he ran out of steam. By this time, a pool of blood surrounded Brent.

“All done?” I asked.

Eric gave me a cagey look. “Base-44 looked bloated when I was there. I think they might have begun moving their people in.” He nudged his head at Brent’s lifeless body. “I was going to ask him about it before you shot him in the head.”

“How bloated?”

“Hard to tell, maybe fifty percent.”

“Then we should assume they have moved their people in. I am still satisfied I shot him in the head. Go and collect his psychologist friend and bring her in.” 

Eric huffed out a breath, but stomped out of the transport, returning a few minutes later with the dripping Shenson Sull. 

“Doctor Sull, so nice of you to join us,” I said in my best reasonable tone. We had been careful to keep Brent’s capture quiet but had watched Shenson ever since. Her face paled as she noticed the body.

“It’s Brent, in case you’re wondering,” I said. “And yes, I just shot him. Did you get the flu? Another virus?”

 She swallowed, unable to tear her eyes from the gruesome scene. “The sickness? No, nothing.”

I shared a look with Eric.

“Why am I here?” She dragged her eyes away from Brent. “What happened to Brent?” 

“Well, if you haven’t been sick then I guess they will collar you along with the rest of us.” 

“What do you mean?” Her trembling fingers reached instinctively toward her throat.

“According to Brent, we are due to be collared after the next ship arrives. I’m sure you’re familiar with the control collar the Federation use on their afflicted and Aterran prisoners.”

Her mouth gaped but nothing came out for the longest time. “The city? But you said it’s not Federation? I don’t understand.”

Eric wiped a tired hand over his face. “Just shoot her.”

She sent a swift, fearful glance Eric’s way.

I drew my gun again. The flight instinct kicked in and she fled for the door where Eric collected her. Her whole body trembled violently. I felt no remorse for her predicament as I stepped closer. “Why did you want Eva not to predict? Why did you help Brent?”

“She was working with Riley! We needed to stop them!” Tears streamed down her face, but her struggles gave Eric no trouble. “Riley sabotaged the ship!”

I indicated Brent’s prone body. “Brent sabotaged the ship, not Riley.”

“No!” She redoubled her efforts to break free.

“Brent was the first person out of stasis. It appears he was busy for a few days before he woke anyone else. Eva visited him ten days ago. She had suspicions, but her conversation with him provided the catalyst to recover the lost prediction.”

“But she can’t predict!”

“Yes, that was Brent’s intent when he drugged her. But she has been predicting for a while, and aware of your deception for most of the time you’ve been meeting… The Federation are coming on the next ship, according to Brent. I doubt there is anything any of us can do about it now, but had you not aided Brent, then we might have had some chance. Not a lot, but some. You are a doctor and a professional. You should have come to me with any doubts or concerns, not started a personal vendetta. Your targets were innocent. You colluded with a member of the Federation. There is no way back from this. A part of me wants you to live and experience the full horror of your labors. But today, I’m inclined to go with instant gratification.”

I pressed the gun to her temple, and as Eric turned his head away, pressed the trigger.

More blood splattered the wall and floor. Eric released her, and she slumped to the floor, dead.

“You are one cold bastard, you know that, right?” 

“So I’ve been told on many occasions.” Given what Brent and Shenson had done, I felt justified in this response. I didn’t suffer traitors. I couldn’t afford to keep liabilities around. “Don’t knock my approach. I should have gone with my gut instinct and shot Brent out the airlock when we were back on the ship. I wanted to. If the proverbial shit hadn’t hit the fan, I’m confident I would have questioned him and done so.”

“What now?” Eric asked. “We’re screwed once the Federation arrive. Assuming Brent wasn’t lying.”

“Eva also believes they are coming, Brent has also confirmed that. The city is our one and only hope. But you know what happened when we sent the drone. Using a transport is a suicide run. So, now I’m going to catch up with Eva and Reeve on foot. Riley seems to think the city will accept people so I’m going to drag her sorry ass all the way there, as well. Eva might be able to predict what will go wrong, but Riley is the only one who has a chance of understanding the technology.”

“They have a ten day head start,” Eric pointed out.

Outside, the wind had dropped and the rain reduced to a gentle drum. “Riley’s convinced she will be well enough today. Even so, she’s in for a rough time,” I said. “I’m glad I kept some rations in reserve now.” I glanced down at the two people who had sought to destroy us. One deliberate. The other, misguided. The result was the same. “Have someone clean up this mess.” 

Turning my back on the scene, I left the transport with Eric. The rain had dropped while we’d been busy, but I clipped my armor shut just in case it picked up as we descended the ramp. “I better check in and see how Riley is doing. If she’s well enough, I’ll leave today.” Pausing, I turned to Eric. “It’s good to have you back.”

“It’s nice to be back. I was genuinely worried for a while,” Eric replied with feeling. “You did good in Marik.”

I smiled. “He has his moments. I did good in you too, eventually.”

Eric raised an eyebrow “Don’t go there.”

“You had a lot of attitude. It runs in your family.”

Eric grinned. “Yeah, I really did.” His smile faded. “I don’t like Eva being out there. But at least Reeve went with her. You could take Jax with you.”

I laughed. “Are you trying to get rid of him? Or are you finally admitting he’s a great Marine?”

Eric grimaced. “A bit of both.”

He gave me a speculative look. “So about you, Eva, and Jax… how’s that working out?”

“Fine,” I said, narrowing my eyes. I didn’t have a clue if it was fine, but I wasn’t letting it get in the way of what needed to be done.

Eric chuckled and raised both hands.

“I don’t like leaving the camp,” I said. “But I’ll feel better knowing you’re here in charge and Jax can support you. I don’t know what we’ll find in the city, but we have to try.” We came to a halt outside the medical transport. 

“Yeah, I know,” Eric said. “I still don’t think that Riley is up to the journey.”

I nodded. “Me neither, but we don’t have much of a choice.” I’d become aware since his incarceration on Nammu that Eric had a soft spot for Riley. 

Inside the medical transport we found the Technologist up and dressed. “Riley, how are you doing?” 

Riley looked up. “Horrible, just horrible since you asked. But I’m determined to push through.”

“Well her brain hasn’t suffered any damage,” Eric said dryly. “Still as despondent as ever!”

The look I gave Eric quickly shut him up. Turning back to Riley, “We’ll take it steady for the first few days,” I said, noticing how her hands trembled. “We can’t allow them to enter the city without us. Well, without you specifically. I’m confident I won’t be of any use when we get there given my complete lack of technical prowess. We both know Eva’s ego will get the better of her and she will convince herself she knows best how to save us all. That we are chasing after her is evidence enough.” The city would be our final hope, and like the day we abandoned the ship, we were out of options. 

“Yes, she does struggle with the concept of humility or failure,” Riley said, smiling. “Self-belief is synonymous to who she is. I was worried about her for a time, but I’m relieved she didn’t lose her ability to predict. Serenity would have been a lesser place.”

I gave Eric another look lest he jump into an enthusiastic Eva bashing session. He shrugged and helped Riley to clip her shell armor closed. Her cheeks flushed bright red and she huffed out a breath.

My lips twitched as I eyed the backpack resting on the floor beside Riley. I’d named the planet after Eva. A name that turned out to be ironic in more ways than one, but I’m grateful it wasn’t also tragic. “Yes, she’s certainly unique,” I said. 

“Jax brought it earlier,” Riley said. “I think you can assume it has everything we need.”

As I hefted it up, Riley’s lips pursed into a glum line. “I wish I could be more helpful.”

“Just walking is going to be a challenge after what you’ve been through,” Eric said. “But I get that we need the city.” 

He was right. Without it, we were defenseless if, and when, the second ship arrived. It was possible we could disperse into small groups and lose ourselves in the dense forests, but to what end? The Federation would hunt us down. We would become little more than savages living in the wild.

If that fate was all we had, I would take it. But the city had protected us before and I was counting on that protection now. Our fate loomed before us. The city remained an unknown product of unknown people. Another culture had colonized this planet, a splinter group who fled the Federation, or someone else. If Riley could infiltrate the system, then there was a possibility for our future. It was the best we had. I was going to embrace it. “Ready?”

“Yes, I’m ready.” Her lips tugged up in a rare smile she usually reserved only for Eva. “You know, you have that determined air about you. I almost feel sorry for the Federation if they are foolish enough to come. Almost. I hope they are not coming, I really do. I’m so tired of running from them. But if they are coming, then I believe you are the one person who will do whatever it takes to stop them. There was a time when I feared that might mean killing me. If you ever doubted me, I knew you would… will. After everything that has happened, I’m grateful to still be here, and I pray my presence might tip the balance of this fight.”

Eric made a choking sound.

“I’m glad you’re here too, Riley, and I’m glad I haven’t had to kill you yet.” I winked. 

“He’s joking! For fuck’s sake, Landon, stop joking about killing her already.”

“I’m joking,” I agreed before Eric had a meltdown. “We need to get through this. But after, I’ll see about having the inhibitor removed.”

Her eyes glistened and her lips trembled. “Thank you,” she said.

“Let’s move out,” I said. “Eva has built quite a list of insubordinations, and I’m looking forward to hearing her elaborate justifications.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

50 Serenity-days later




Eva

I CROUCHED DOWN to fill my bottle from the stream. It was late, and the turn toward evening had darkened the sky, enfolding the forest in shadows. 

We were about to make camp for the night. Tomorrow, we would reach the city. 

“I thought Landon would have caught up by now,” I said quietly.

“Yeah, I know.” Reeve dumped her backpack on the ground before rummaging inside. 

“We need Riley,” I said.

Pausing her task, Reeve sat back against the nearby tree trunk dragging the pack with her. “Eva, you know Riley was in a bad way. They were restarting her heart when we left. You have to face the possibility that she might be no longer with us. And Landon? There had been no word from him when we left the camp, and you know there were Technologists in his team. I heard him complaining to Jax about half of them having the flu. We have to face the possibility that he might also be gone.”

“You mean collared?” An inner instinct told me Landon would thwart any such attempt. “He will follow with Riley.” They might have needed a few days, Reeve had said as much earlier. “We’ll wait.”

“I said they would probably follow. I also said we would need to make a call when we reached the city if they hadn’t caught up. Riley wanted you here. Whoever controls the city controls Serenity, remember? I’m no Technologist, but we should try.” 

I tucked my bottle away. “We’ll try tomorrow.” I was no Technologist either and didn’t have a clue what to do when we arrived. This final step was an uncertain one. I had taken steps alone a lot lately and would do whatever it took.

Reeve began rummaging in her pack again in earnest.

Settling back against the opposite tree I pulled off my helmet and started to unclip the hated shell armor. “I don’t understand why I have to wear this. It didn’t fit before I was half starved.”

Reeve burst out laughing and pulled the release to remove her helmet. “That’s because Marines don’t come in extra scrawny.” 

I looked down at myself critically and tried to decide if Reeve was joking. Despite my ability to spot a lie, jokes often eluded me, which was annoying. I had concluded long ago that it was due to the underlying intent—jokes generally held no malice.

Reeve began ripping contents out of her bag. “Rations?” I asked.

Reeve’s head snapped up. “What? Oh, no, we don’t have any rations, but I was… you know… hoping one might have slipped down the back.” She thrust the pack aside as if to distance herself from this torment. “I’m just making myself feel worse.”

A rustle from the animal trail behind me set me fumbling for my helmet as Reeve drew her weapon.

Seconds later, Landon emerged from the trees. 

He wasn’t wearing shell armor, and this so incensed me that I had to physically clamp my mouth shut lest I say something regrettable. But then Riley emerged behind him and I forgot about being disgruntled. Scrambling to my feet, I threw myself at the Technologist. Reassured by her wholeness, and arrival, I hugged her tighter. For a moment, one perfect moment, all was well.

“That’s not awkward, much,” Landon muttered.

I pulled away from Riley and wiped the tears from my cheeks before giving Landon a withering look. “I knew you weren’t going to die.”

“Well, that’s alright then. I won’t suffer any lofty notions above my status as pack-horse taking the important people where they need to be.” He unclipped the pack attached to his chest, dropped it to the ground with a thud, unclipped the second backpack, and also dropped it to the ground with a thud.

Reeve snickered and stood, holstering her weapon. “I thought you were never going to catch up. I’ve had her walking in circles for the last three days.”

That had better be a joke this time!

My attention shifted back to Landon. He was upset about the way I had greeted Riley, which didn’t make a lot of sense. I didn’t like him being upset and it bothered me in a way that caught me by surprise. Our last conversation had been a singularly unpleasant one, but I had known Landon would follow, and that he wouldn’t let me do this alone, just as he had followed me that day to the chasm in the midst of a ferocious storm. I wanted to touch him, but his face was expressionless, and I was unsure how he would react.

“This here has all the earmarks of Edson-46, and we both know how that one ended.” He stepped up, caught hold of my armor, pulled me close, and stared down at me for far longer than I was comfortable with. 

My mind went a little fuzzy as he lowered his head and kissed me.

He lifted his head slowly, and then released me. 

It took several seconds before I remembered to breathe, and by this time, he had picked up one of the packs and sat back against the tree I had previously selected for myself. 

“You stole a number of my emergency rations,” he said.

“And this is important right now?” I blinked a couple of times.

They weren’t the only rations I had stolen. I’d been pilfering from the stores since we arrived. Still, that seemed rather minor in the grand scheme of things. We were all starving, and while I felt justified because I could not keep the natural food down, I should have talked to Landon or Eric about my problem. But neither of them were talking to me, not properly, and so much else was going on. My actions had been more an act of defiance in the wake of everyone believing me of no use.

I studied Landon’s profile. Riley and Reeve had also sat down. Was this an opportune time to confess? Get the angst over with while it could be lost under more serious concerns? 

Pulling out rations, Landon tossed one to Reeve and Riley before offering one to me, his brows raised inquiringly. I was hungry, so confessions would have to wait. Holding out my hand, I waited for him to throw it—he didn’t.

Stalking over, I went to take it, only to have him catch hold of my wrist and drag me down beside him. I glared between him and the ration. My discarded helmet was within easy reach, and I was fully prepared to beat him with it if he did not hand over the food immediately. “Don’t test me on this. I will end you.”

Reeve burst out laughing. “For a small person, she gets real feisty over food.”

Landon re-presented it slowly, and I waited until it was within confident snatching distance before making a second grab. 

When he retained his hold, I glared at him and wondered if he was suffering from some sort of mental regression. 

“Stay,” he said as if I was a pet that could be trained with food.

“Fine,” I lied, ready to get up again as soon as I took possession of the ration.

He still didn’t let go but his lips did tug up on one side. “Don’t test me on this.”

“Fine,” I said in a mollified tone, willing to humor him if it meant he would release the food. 

“You’ve been AWOL since we left the ship, and you weren’t particularly present before.”

“You wouldn’t have believed me.” Looking down at my ration, I suddenly lost my appetite.

“Don’t try and convince me you predicted that because I won’t believe you. I would have supported you. I will always support you.”

Staring sightlessly at the ration, I said, “They couldn’t know I was predicting.”

“And you couldn’t think of another reason to be in my presence other than to discuss a prediction? Your imagination is sorely lacking.”

The hint of humor in his tone settled a notion that he bore no lasting grudge. And he was correct, I hadn’t predicted, it was just a decision I made like any other person might do amid challenging times.

Nudging his head at the ration, he added, “You were about to maim me for that ration, you better eat it.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Landon

AFTER RESTING FOR the night, we broke camp early to head for the city. The events back at the base camp were never far from my mind. The need to return there was strong, but so was the need to seek the potential protection of the city, and we rested only briefly at mid-day before pressing on.

“We should be right on top of it.” Riley consulted her wrist plate. “I’m surprised we haven’t seen any signs yet.”

Reeve, who had been at the front, stopped dead—so did everyone else. “I think we found the signs you were looking for,” she said.

Ahead, and just visible through the trees, was the city. 

Blocking our path was a short, squat bot. Its shiny black head swung in our direction. Widening its stance, weapons popped out of every conceivable location.

There it held. 

“I’m guessing that might be what shot the drone down,” Riley said softly. “I’m glad we didn’t try to land near the city.”

“It hasn’t started shooting,” I pointed out the obvious. “I’m guessing moving forward would be a bad idea. Is it familiar to you, Riley?” 

“I’ve seen similar versions,” Riley said. “Nothing that moves with that level of sophistication.”

“Great, backup is coming,” Reeve said drolly.

A further two bots joined the first, their mechanical legs stamping and crashing through the undergrowth as they took up positions to either side of the first. 

“But it is familiar?” I pressed. Was it Federation after all this? The city was so damn close. “We’re at an impasse here. Do we need to retreat?” I didn’t want to retreat, I wanted the city, I could see the city, but I also didn’t want to be decimated by whatever those things were packing.

Riley sighed, and there was a world of longing in that sound. “There should be a controller—I—wait.”

Another smaller bot approached, this one round and white, coming no higher than my knees. The three guard bots shifted to let it through, folding weapons away. 

The small, white bot came to a sudden halt.

“The controller?” I did a double take when I saw Riley grinning. “Please, tell me this is a good sign.”

“Just wait,” Riley said. “And don’t move. It won’t hurt us.”

She sounded confident. There wasn’t much we could do either way.

A light shot out of the tiny bot, and despite Riley’s warning, everyone else flinched. Was it scanning? 

As the beam passed over Riley, it bleeped, and a flat plate popped out. Riley crouched down to place her palm on it.

“It’s Federation.” I felt cold sweep the length of my spine. Seeing Eva edge closer to Reeve for a better look, I cut her a sharp glare.

“Not quite. If my thinking is right, then it’s much older. Ancient in fact.” Riley rose and motioned at me. “My backpack, please.”

“Ancient? That bot looks beyond even Federation high-tech.” I unclipped the pack and handed it to Riley. 

Riley retrieved her viewer. “Not everyone within the Federation is core. They had a caste system to remind the later assimilations they were not core. To provide a notion of elitism.” She knelt before the bot and tapped something into the interface plate. The bot lights flicked through a sequence. “The Jaru were one of the first people assimilated into the Federation, and while their ranking was high, they were not at the top. Their technology was brilliant. They were viewed as an enlightened, if slightly eccentric, people.” Her focus was on the viewer, and she tapped and gestured in rapid succession. “There were rumors that some had escaped. More of legends. This happened a very long time ago.”

“You are not Jaru,” Eva stated.

Riley smiled. “There are tales that those who failed to leave were relegated to live among the lowest caste. Perhaps there is a hint of their bloodline in me somewhere, but I think it unlikely.” Tucking the bag shut, she stood and slung it over one shoulder. “It’s safe now, but I’ll go first just to be sure.” She started walking before I could argue. The round, white bot trundled toward the city ahead of us. This time, the guard bots made no hostile move to draw weapons. 

“They were programmed to deter any lifeforms approaching,” Riley said. “They flagged an anomaly with the base when they recognized humanoid forms. I have reprogrammed them. They will still keep non-humans at bay.”

We weren’t going to die, and I thought everything else was a bonus. I followed Riley, and Reeve fell in at the rear. A narrow clearing separated the trees from the city, and after a few paces, we stood at the foot of the first soaring tower.

“This is a freakish place,” Reeve said. “Everything is super-sized.”

I shared her sentiments.

Riley muttered away to herself, “The entire city appears to be self-generating and self-sustaining. This is revolutionary, just revolutionary.”

There were eight whole towers in the immediate vicinity. Further on, there was more construction around another half-built tower. The completed ones were, however, tall beyond my previous experience with equally immense footprints. 

Riley hastened over to the nearest structure and leaned back to take in the impressive height. “I’m no expert, but this feels recent. Curious that they have landscaping in place already.”

The road, what there was of it, formed a grid pattern, enclosing a giant tower within each square. A couple of bots whirred back and forth between the plants. Tending to them, I assumed. I glanced over my shoulder to find Eva frozen. “Eva?” 

“I’m fine.” Face a picture of bewilderment, her eyes met mine. “This city has an extreme presence. This is beyond my personal knowledge. I’m culturally blank to the Jaru. How long ago was the separation?”

“I don’t recall the exact date.” Riley ambled closer to the nearest building. “Fifty thousand years ago; maybe more. The Federation doesn’t encourage talk of those that got away.”

Reeve shrugged her backpack off and dumped it on the ground before rummaging in the contents. She stood a few moments later with a water bottle and went to sit at the nearby bench-like seating. 

Riley peered into the glass windows at the base of the tower only to have it spring apart as a tiny bot, no bigger than a human head, rushed out. 

I had my gun in my hand before I recognized the lack of threat. 

Reeve had jumped to her feet, her gun similarly trained. “Shit!” She lowered the gun and ran toward her bag. 

The bot got there first. A flap opened and it whipped out… a red hazard flag.

It slapped it down next to the bag. “Warning! Warning!” it trilled.

Laughing, I holstered my gun. 

Riley approached from the other side and then circled the bot, while Reeve snatched up her bag.

In the absence of the hazard, the bot retrieved the flag, folded it back into a compartment, and shot toward the building, giving Riley a wide berth. 

“Could you put the bag back?” Riley gave Reeve a hopeful look. “I want to see if it comes out again.” 

“Hell no! The freakish thing might incinerate it next time.” Reeve shuddered. “That’s taking hazard management a step too far, if you ask me.”

“I thought it was adorable.” Eva’s eyes were bright with delight. “Although, I fear children would be leaving stuff out all the time.”

The mention of children sent an unexpected kick to my gut. The colonists were half-starved and allowing them to do that natural thing all colonies must do was a long time away. Yet, this place had an air of waiting. Like it had been placed here just for us. It wasn’t, I reminded myself. Someone else made this. Someone else will want it back. The burning question was, how long did we have? Years, months, a millennium?

When my eyes cut back to Eva, I found tears streaming down her face, emotions raw. “What is it?” 

“They care,” she said. “Don’t you see? They care. When we were on the ship, the city saved us. It didn’t have to. The little hazard warning. The beautiful gardens. They care.” She pressed her fingers to her eyes and then wiped the dampness from her cheeks. “This is not Federation. This is nothing about war.”

“You’re right,” Riley said softly. “I was so enamored with the design and the technology. I didn’t stop to really look. Eva is right. This isn’t Federation.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Eva

WE SPENT THE day exploring the city. I had never seen Riley so happy. It was clear she had missed technology, and for the first time since she defected, we found treasures worthy of her skills. Each building was a self-contained community with apartments, commercial, and services. As we entered the ground floors, wall viewers and information panels sprung to life. Other than the electronic greeting, the silence was deafening, and the eerie absence of people disturbing. As we explored, we found the rooms to be multi-functional with a configuration panel inside. At the touch of a button, it could change purpose, with the equipment, furnishing, and layout adjusting to suit its occupants’ needs. 

Above the offices were apartments with a range of layouts and sizes, that were again, configurable via the panel at the door. Not every room had a true window, and the rest used wall viewers to give the same impression. It was tasteful, beautiful, and beyond my prior comprehension.

“What’s this?” Reeve was peering into a wall compartment she had opened, in what I presumed to be the food preparation area of the apartment we were exploring. “It’s empty but it looks too small for storage.” She slid a nearby panel open, finding a more obvious storage space.

I turned back to the configuration panel near the door. This was the largest apartment type room we had explored and there were some new layout options.

A thud came from the other side of the room, Landon swore. I turned to find Landon… on the floor.

“Sorry,” I said, wincing. “I was just—I’ll put it back to the default.” A wide semi-circular seating pod ensemble rested in place. To keep my fingers away from temptation, I went to join Reeve and Riley, who were peering into a strange compartment.

“Hmm, close the door again,” Riley said.

Reeve snapped the compartment shut and the panel sprung to life. Riley grinned.

“What does it do?” Reeve tried to peer over Riley’s shoulder at the panel. “What do the symbols mean?”

“Let’s see…” Riley tapped a few. “It should be voice activated but for some reason, it’s not working.” A faint whirring came from the inside. “Ha!”

“What?” Reeve said.

Riley grinned at Reeve as it pinged and the compartment slid open. 

Reeve dragged a plate out, sniffed, and then grinned. “Fuck! That smells amazing!” 

My mouth started to water.

Landon joined us, narrowing suspicious eyes on the plate. “Where did that come from?” 

Riley snagged a slice of the festival bread and took a tentative bite. She moaned in appreciation. “I haven’t tasted festival bread since I left the Federation. It is one of the few things I genuinely miss. I’d assumed food printers to be Federation.” She frowned. “I wonder if the Jaru took the Federation design, or whether the Federation took the Jaru design? It should print drinks too, I presume.”

“What’s on top?” I reached to take a slice. 

Landon grabbed my hand. “I’m not happy that Riley dived in without a thought. But it’s done now. If Riley doesn’t die, you can have some later.”

“Cheese, tomato, vegetables, and spicy protein cubes.” Riley polished off the first slice and started on the next. “It’s not going to kill you, I promise. This is old technology in the Federation.”

“Landon, if I die, I’m okay with it.” Reeve sent a scowl Landon’s way. “This is torture.”

“Riley genuinely doesn’t believe she will die,” I added.

“Fine,” he relented.

Reeve and I took the last two slices before Landon had finished speaking and stuffed it in our mouths so enthusiastically that he laughed. “Better print another one or you will have to listen to my stomach complaining. We can all die together with a smile on our faces.”

Riley printed another one, and then some drinks, and then an array of other dishes. We sat down on the plush seating and devoured the bounty before falling into a post-food stupor. 

Reeve sat cross-legged in front of the windowed wall, a bowl of snacks close at hand, although I had no idea how she could even contemplate more given what we had just eaten. They would have to roll me out if I ate another bite!

“We need to bring the rest of the colony here,” Landon said. As he lounged back against the soft seat, I sprawled out beside him, feeling full and content. “We should leave tomorrow.” Reaching down, he played idly with my hair. “Do you think the food-creator can produce some travel rations?”

“It’s a printer, and yes, I believe so,” Riley said. “Could we delay another day before returning? It would be a shame to leave on foot if there is a better option. We should look for an operations center. There must be something controlling the build program and we might find transportation and communications. The city is still in the creation stage, so there must be an assembly area for both the material and technology required to aid this.” 

“I’m okay with a small delay, but otherwise, we need to collect the colonists the manual way,” Landon said. “The second colony ship is due to arrive soon, and I won’t leave our people exposed to danger, be it from the Federation here or the Federation who might imminently arrive. Even if the ship doesn’t arrive, we are starving, and we know there is food and shelter here.”

Reeve frowned at Landon over her shoulder. “What makes you think it won’t come?”

“We never received the communication. There was no value in frightening the colonists with that knowledge when everyone was hanging on to a hope. Given what happened on our own ship and the way things were collapsing before we left, we should presume it’s been infiltrated, and plan accordingly. We need our colonists inside the city, and we also need to learn how to protect ourselves using the weapons available.” 

“Right. Let’s go.” Reeve jumped to her feet with more energy than I could summon. She dumped her plate on the table next to the others and then her lips pursed. “We got enthusiastic with the printing. What do we do with the leftovers?”

“There will be a deconstructor next to the printer. What’s left is turned into raw materials and reused,” Riley said.

“Reused? Ew, that’s disgusting,” Reeve said. “The bits of food as well?”

Riley poorly smothered a smile. “Aterra recycles water. How is recycling food worse?”

“Okay, we don’t have time for a food recycling ethic debate,” Landon said. “Let’s move out.” He glanced down at me with a questioning expression when I bounded out of the seat.

I’d been sleepy a moment ago, but now, I was eager to explore the city again. 

We packed what we needed, and leaving our packs in the room, headed out once more into the city. 

Landon turned expectant eyes toward Riley as we exited the building.

“The construction site first,” Riley said. “Unless something else piques my interest.” 

I laughed. “Everything interests you,” I said. 

Riley only grinned. 

We walked along the neatly paved streets toward the far end of the city where the construction took place. Two of the guard bots clunked past, but otherwise paid us no heed. As we neared the construction area, the bot activity increased. Several heavy-duty movers were busy at the base, along with more of the round white controller bots. 

“I’m surprised the city is self-creating buildings with individual designs,” Riley mused. “There must be a master plan or blueprint.” A building emerging into view on the left snagged her attention. 

It was taller than the rest, with a wide base that rose to a pointed tip. We all paused to regard it, and then by silent consensus, approached. There was a plaque at the base in ancient Federation, or what we now suspected might be Jaru. Riley read it out. “Majestic Tower.”

Landon craned his neck. “I’m not going to argue with the sign.” 

Lights, wall viewers and information panels sprung to life as we entered. Riley made her way over to the listing.

“Do you understand it?” I asked as I joined her.

“Ancient Federation was never the easiest written language… Ah, global monitoring. That sounds promising.”

An elevator took us down to a basement complex. Here, we entered a white, light, circular room with a set of curving desks facing a huge viewer wall. Operational information sprung up to the viewer. Interactive desk surfaces also came on.

“Is it the same language?” Landon asked.

“Yes, sort of. This is ancient Federation, or what I now presume to be Jaru. I’m somewhat familiar with it. Most Federation ancient technology relies on it, but the basic access was voice activated, so I never spent a lot of time reading it.” She made a couple of the hand-gestures, grinning when the city plan appeared on the viewer. “The standard gestures are working. That’s great. Ancient technology is autonomous. The occasional configuration change is the extent of my experience.”

“Oh wow.” I stepped up to the viewer where a cityscape was now displayed.

“That’s one hell of a city.” Landon joined me. “Don’t suppose there is a transport in the construction queue yet?”

“Let’s see,” Riley said. “Yes, we do have transport designs. I will need to adjust the schedule… Done. One will be ready in eleven days.”

“Much faster than walking.” Reeve grinned. “And I can stuff myself in the interim.”

 “Communication?” Landon asked.

Riley gestured over the desk. “I’ll check, but I doubt anyone at the main base will realize I’m trying to contact them. No one has used earbuds since we arrived, and Cathy isn’t the most skilled—” She stopped.

I grinned and Landon raised an eyebrow.

Riley’s lips twitched in return. “I dare say we can find her some simple tasks to do when we bring the colonists back.”

“What about Base-44?” Reeve asked Landon. 

“As soon as we get the transport back, I’m heading to take it out,” he replied.




















CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Eric

THE CAMP INHABITANTS had been unsettled since Landon left for the city, shocked to discover members of the Federation were living among us. But also from what some of the non-Federation had done to Riley. Given we were busy dealing with the fallout from those events, I didn’t see that changing anytime soon. 

I had taken over Landon’s office, if you could call the pillaged flight deck of the crashed transport an office, and as I stomped in, I found Cathy with her head in an open panel and her ass in the air, doubtless scavenging further.

“Haven’t you busted up Landon’s office enough?” The crack of her head against the compartment top made me wince, but the scowl she cast my way over her shoulder made me grin.

She muttered something I suspected to be uncomplimentary under her breath—and went right back to pillaging. I’d bet she would’ve jumped out sharpish had it been Landon who caught her in the act.

“Eric!”

I pivoted to find Marik in the doorway. 

“We found a couple more for the hot-pot!” 

The ‘pot’ was the not-so-affectionate term for the transport where the Federation prisoners were being kept—‘hot’ because the transport was hot as hell when it was sunny here and the prisoners ‘cooked’. Still, I didn’t suffer empathy for their plight. While waiting on Riley’s recovery, Landon had questioned them, keeping those that proved talkative and executing the rest. We had been topping the ‘hot-pot’ up over the subsequent days. No one was inclined to worry about their conditions.

“Just brought the colonists from Base-23 back. Only two were Federation, and no sign of collars.”

“Good work.” We had been gradually assimilating the satellite camps back into the central base for safety, which exasperated the already dire food situation.

“Did you get a look at Base-44?”

“Yeah, briefly, but the patrols are tight, and we couldn’t get close.”

“Prisoners?”

 “Yes, we saw a group being taken in. No sign of collars, but they were under heavy guard. I was trying to work out how we could bust them out. Can’t leave them there with those animals. They still have collars. We know some boxes are missing.”

“Don’t start getting overzealous again. Landon told us to wait, so we wait.”

“You didn’t complain about me being overzealous when I was saving your ass! And we still have a few explosive packs.” Marik grinned. “I know how to put them to good use.” 

I still had nightmares about Marik’s suspect explosive handling techniques. No way was I letting him loose with some more. There was an assault rifle in Marik’s hands, and he was tapping his fingers against the stock in a manic way that set my teeth on edge. Had he found a stash of stimulant? “Can you—stop that?” I pointed at the rifle.

Marik slapped his hand flat against the case. “Sorry, I’m a bit wired.”

No kidding!

“When do you think the Commander will be back? Riley was pretty banged up when they left.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m impressed Riley survived, let alone got on her feet. Might be more of mind over body where Riley’s concerned. It’s a challenging trek, even without her injuries.”

“Sir!” A military grunt belted into the transport at a run. “There’s a transport!”

I bit back a snarky comment about competent news delivery. “You might need to be a little more specific. There are numerous transports out there.”

“It’s not one of ours!”

There was a slight delay while I processed this, during which Marik bolted out the door. I swore and took off after him. “Who the hell is it then?” The question remained unanswered, and the man followed on my heels as I headed out. Had the next colonist ship arrived? I jogged through the chaotic camp toward the chasm and the only possible location a transport might be visible.

As I broke the tree line, I stopped dead and stared with gleeful admiration at a glistening transport straight out of a futurist’s musings. A rough military formation was in place with weapons trained on the incoming craft.

It wasn’t Aterran, and it wasn’t Federation. “Stand down!” I nearly added ‘idiots’ on the end, but thankfully, suppressed the insult. It would get them riled up—my diplomacy skills had long been lacking.

Faces swung my way, but they did lower their collective arsenal.

It touched down so quietly, I wondered at how it might be powered, and I stepped forward as a side door swished open and a ramp dropped down with a smooth motion and soft hiss.

Landon emerged from the craft. He was smirking, the idiot—Reeve, Riley, and Eva at his side, and I breathed out the biggest sigh of relief in my life. Collectively, weapons were holstered.

“The city?” 

“The city,” Landon confirmed.

I hugged Eva, not caring who the fuck saw. Then I hugged Riley… And Reeve. Well, wasn’t this fucking awkward. 

“Give me a status update,” Landon said, breaking the awkward impasse. 

“Tense, but we’re coping.” I noted Reeve also wore ‘an air of gloating’ as she winked at me.

“Good.” Landon gestured back at the transport. “I’ve brought some assistance with me… and food.”

“Food?” I swear my stomach rumbled at the mere mention of food. Ah yes, that would be the starvation part of my brain kicking in. I had a sudden sharp suspicion the food cache might be why they all looked so smug. 

The strange clunks coming from the glistening craft distracted me from my belly, as a line of a high-tech bot emerged.

“What are they?”

Landon smiled. “Our new friends.”

“Holy hell!” Marik stepped over. “Time to take on the Federation camp!” He grinned, and this time I grinned back.

“I’m guessing the trip was successful then?”

“Yes. Very,” Landon said, getting straight down to business. “How confident is Rachel in identifying Federation people among us? Is it possible some didn’t fall prey to the disease and are resistant in the same way that Riley is?”

“As you can imagine, she has been fired up.” I lifted both hands in a placating gesture when Marik glared. “Hey, no pun intended. According to Rachel, there are physiological differences between Aterrans and Federation due to the years of genetic manipulation. There is a way to trigger a reaction using a virus. Nothing fatal, so we might try testing it on Riley. I assume she’s doing okay?”

Riley nodded. “Of course,” she said, small face turning worried. “Will it, ah, hurt?”

“Just one tiny bundle of joy there, Riley,” I said, eyes narrowing. “There’s a chance there will be snot involved, but Rachel assures me no one will die.”

“What did you discover?” Marik interrupted. He was balancing on the balls of his feet. 

He’d definitely found a stash of something he shouldn’t.

“You can see for yourself, later. But first, we have a Federation camp to deal with.”

Marik began rocking on the balls of his feet, his narrow face mobile with excitement. “They’ve got prisoners. It’s been a race to bring the satellite camps back in. We know they’ve taken several. Given there’s no dead left behind, either they met no resistance or overpowered them swiftly. It appears their aim has been to capture and not to kill.”

“Collars?” Landon asked.

“I didn’t see any in use when we reconnoitered Base-44,” Marik said.

“They have three boxes that we know of,” I added. “That’s fifteen hundred.”

“Okay, we’ll keep a skeleton support here. Everyone else with military training can load up.” 

“Now?” Marik started tapping manically on his assault rifle, face charged with glee.

“Yes, now. I want people ready and a report of personnel placements before we leave.”

Marik took off, motioning to his nearby team members, who had been waiting a short distance away. Reeve followed them. 

“Where’s Jax?” Landon looked to me.

“Boy wonder? He’s out on patrol, but I’m surprised he didn’t telepathically know you were back.” My face turned serious. “Some rumors have surfaced about him since you left.”

“Rumors?” Eva asked, giving me a suspicious look. Bloody predictive!

“Yeah, I hear he shits rainbows now.”

Landon barked out a laugh. “I heard that rumor too.” He smirked. “It’s not a rumor, though. I know it for a fact.” 

I nudged his head at the bots, which the colonists were inspecting from a distance. “They useful or just for show?”

Landon tapped his thumb and finger together and then made a series of confusing hand gestures. The bots transformed, weapons shifting into position, stumpy legs widening into attack stance. 

“Shit me! They’re packing!” I leaned back, both impressed and horrified by the display. The nearby colonists had scattered. I sent a shifty look Landon’s way. “You don’t have a good history with hand gestures. You’re not going to mess up that sequence thing and kill us all, are you?” 

“That was just the basic prep. I don’t control them, Riley does. Remotely, although they do have autonomous capacity. But we’re overriding it for now.”

“Well, that’s pretty damn useful.” I was only half talking about the features, the thought of Landon having control over a bunch of killer bots was alarming, and I was relieved to hear Riley was involved. 

“Landon!” A breathless Jax emerged from the forest at a jog. “Eva!”

“First time I’ve ever seen the bastard out of breath,” I muttered. “And he wasn’t due back for an hour. See what I mean? Better clear the area before he starts dumping!”

Landon’s lips twitched. 

“I heard you were back and double timed it!” Jax said as he neared. He gave the bots no more than a cursory glance, before gathering Eva into a bone crushing hug. 

I grinned as Landon gave the oblivious pair an indecipherable look.

“Good to have you here.” Landon’s expression evened out while I rolled my eyes. “We’re about to head out to the Federation camp.”

“Great! What do you need me to do?” Jax said before planting an affectionate kiss on Eva’s head. 

“Help Marik. We’re mobilizing everyone but a skeleton protection. Let’s pull the camp in close and I’ll leave two of the bots here to protect the camp while we’re gone.”

Jax snapped out confirmation and took off again at a jog, his team falling in seamlessly behind him. 

“One day, he’s going to fuck up,” I muttered.

“No, he’s not.” Landon grinned openly now. “He’s really not.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Damn it,” I reluctantly agreed.




















CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Landon

IT TOOK SEVERAL hours to mobilize everyone, during which time, I updated Eric on events in the city. Riley had gained control of the satellites for communication, so we reinstated everyone with earbuds as well as distributing the freshly printed rations.

“I’d got used to living without earbuds,” Eric said as we climbed onto the transport. He gave the nearby guard bot a dubious look as he passed it. “But they sure make life easy again. The Federation camp was using their wrist plates, which was one up on us until now.”

I hit the closure and we headed together toward the flight deck of the transport. Not that anyone was flying it, at least not from here, but there were seats at the nose that Riley had referred to as observer seats. “We’re ready, Riley,” I communicated as I took a seat beside Eric. “How is Base-44?” 

“They’ve been busy,” Riley replied. She had returned to the city and was overseeing the operation with Eva. “There’s a lot of activity in the camp. I’m monitoring their comms, but can block them later, if useful. No mention of prisoners yet. I’ll send the live satellite feed through.”

The left-hand front window faded out and then transitioned into a satellite feed showing Base-44. 

“This transport is amazing,” Eric said. He patted his stomach. “And I’m delighted to be fed. At least if I die, I’ll die happy!”

“Your needs in life are so simple,” I said with a smile.

The two transports lifted to the sky, and the central camp diminished from our view. 

“It’s going to get a little hairy when we reach the site,” Eric said. “Pity these transports don’t come with weapons.”

“The city is peaceful in design,” I said. “There wasn’t a single weapon or weapon capability other than the guard bots, and their use was aimed at keeping the animals away. They didn’t take kindly to the drone. I’m not confident as to whether they would have shot us had we pressed forward without Riley. The genetic differences Rachel mentioned are detectable by the bots, likewise with our technology. Had the Federation colonists reached it first, I’ve no doubt they would have been granted entry.”

“A terrifying prospect,” Eric said. 

Had that happened, we would have become the hunted, hiding in the forest, rather than the predators we are now.

“You think they will scatter or stand their ground?” Eric asked.

“Stand their ground and then scatter. They have an excellent location, and they won’t want to give it up. We need to keep them together for as long as possible. Allowing them to disperse will be problematic. The city is safe, but still, I don’t want the Federation establishing themselves on this planet in any capacity.”

The trip was short. We landed the transports to the south of Base-44, touching down on the shale shore of the lake. Eric was out of his seat ahead of me, ordering everyone to unload with an enthusiasm that made me smile.

Just Eric doing what he does best.

As I exited down the ramp, the teams were already forming up. Jax waited to the left of the ramp, looking like a billboard advertisement for elite military careers. Everything was neatly stowed on his person, and he held the rifle in his hands with textbook technique. His team mirrored his stance, every man and woman alert. 

Of all the people who might have vied for Eva’s affection, Jax was the only person I couldn’t be pissed at.

To Jax’s left stood Marik, who carried an impressive, but random, arsenal that included: two rifles, three handguns, and a grenade launcher, along with several strings of ammunition slung around his neck. It was a wonder he could stand.

Just Marik doing what he did best.

“Maybe you take Marik and I’ll take Jax?” Eric said. 

“Absolutely not. We both know Marik is the least stealthy individual on the planet—on any planet, if we are going to be pedantic about it. If he’s not blasting the hell out of something, he’s not happy, and likely to try blasting the hell out of something for the hell of it. I want myself and the prisoners out alive and in one piece.”

“Fine then,” Eric relented, eyeing Marik with a censorious glare that brought his manic rifle tapping to an abrupt stop.

Marik gave Eric an innocent questioning look that had even Jax biting back a laugh.

Satisfied that Marik was semi-seriously inclined, Eric turned back to me. “We’re ready.”

I switched my communicator to global. “You have your positions and orders. Keep alert and avoid confrontations until I’m in position.”

The team leaders’ confirmations filtered through.

“Right, I’m going in,” I said to Eric. “Keep me updated.”

“I still think this is a stupid idea. But I can’t think of anything better,” Eric muttered. “I hope they don’t suddenly decide to shoot you in the head.”

“Me too,” I agreed. “I’m counting on being too valuable. Let’s hope I’m not suffering delusions of grandeur.”

Around us, teams began mobilizing, and the guard bots shifted to join their allocated units. Two Marines approached me. One held a collar in his hands. “Sorry, sir,” he said as he reached to clip it into place. There was an urge to pull away from the evil device, even knowing it was one of my own people handling it. My recent memories were sharper than I expected.

Feeling for the edge, I found the plate and pressed my thumb to lock it in place. The two men who would escort me in had been administered with a drug to simulate the flu, a potent form of a toxin that would emulate the symptoms for a short time. Their bodies would counteract it, but it only had to last long enough for them to hand me over to real Federation people. “If it’s any consolation, I think I prefer having the collar fitted to having a virus. How are you feeling?” 

“Like shit,” the right-most man said with a roll of his eyes. Red rimmed eyes, snotty noses, and an air of despondence; they definitely looked the part. “But I’ll take the flu, or pretend flu, any day. Touching the collar makes me feel sick.”

Yeah, it was about a hundred times worse having it wrapped around your neck. But I needed to find the prisoners, and to make sure they were safe before we took out the camp. Faking my capture seemed the best idea given we had no intel on the prisoners’ location. Much of Base-44 was hidden within the trees. If the captives had been collared, it could turn nasty in short order. If I couldn’t locate them, then we had no choice but to go in hard.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come down to that.

“I need to test it,” the man on the left said with a grimace. 

“I know.” I was halfway through taking a deep breath to prepare myself when he hit the button. The noise that escaped my lips sounded inhuman, and I staggered forward before the man snapped it off. 

“Sorry,” he said. “I figured it was better to get it over with.” Pulling a binder from his pocket, he locked my wrists together at the front.

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically. “Let’s move.”

“I’ll get you out when you’re ready,” Jax communicated as I headed into the trees. 

“I know you will,” I replied.




We walked toward the Federation camp, formerly known as Base-44, in silence. The area was dense with vegetation, and we followed a rough animal track. It was warm, and the collar felt cloying and heavy against my throat. 

Regular updates came to me via my new internal communicator, which Riley had assured me was not Federation, so its presence would not be expected. 

Everyone else had been reinstated with earbuds except for the two men taking me into the Federation camp since we couldn’t risk the tech being found with them. Most teams would be moving into positions to surround the camp. Eric would wait with Marik until I had the prisoners’ location.

Jax and his team would also be following the shoreline, but as soon as I gave the location, and Eric launched his attack, Jax would be tasked with getting the prisoners, and me, out safely. Once we were out of the way, the other teams surrounding the camp could converge on the base.

As plans went, it was reasonably simple. The best kind of plan in my opinion. Everyone had a part, and everyone understood their part.

“You’re coming into the contact zone,” Riley communicated. “Five hundred to the center. Expect to encounter patrols.”

I shared the information with the two men accompanying me. Although their faces remained stoic, the grip on their weapons tightened.

“Halt!” The call sounded from the trees to our right, and preceded a six-person team emerging into the path before us.

“We have a prisoner to take to base,” one of my men said. 

“What prisoner?” The Federation team leader stepped forward. “You’ve collared him? Who gave you permission to do that?”

“It’s the Commander. He was with a team. We had to act. They had collars with them, so we used one.”

The Federation team leader drew closer. He was a big man with both weight and height over me. His eyes gleamed as he studied me and his lips twisted in a sneer. “There were orders not to engage after the failed attempt.”

“We didn’t have a choice.”

“There were reports he was off on some secret mission… after he went on that killing spree.”

I knew the collar alone wasn’t going to interest this man. A point verified when he punched me in the gut and followed it by a swift uppercut. 

I braced but it didn’t help much. My body might be able to package the pain in a corner of my mind, and my body might repair at an accelerated rate, but a punch was still a punch and damage still occurred. More blows rained down. Sharp, vicious, and full of rage. As I hit the floor, I curled up as best he could until the blows eventually stopped.

“We were told he had to be taken alive,” my team member pointed out. “I’m not taking responsibility for his condition.”

“Yeah? That was before he killed people.” The man spat on me for good measure. 

I thought about telling him how much I’d enjoyed shooting each and every one of his people in the head. Instead, I rolled onto my knees and spat out the blood pooling in my mouth. 

My tormentor chuckled. 

I hoped the bastard died slowly when we got to that part.

“Up!” A boot to my ribs encouraged me to rise.

I stumbled to my feet, making a show of it.

“Your vitals are erratic,” Riley’s voice came through the communicator. “I’m assuming they’ve found you. I will notify Eric and the key team leaders.” 

I kept my eyes lowered. The two men who had accompanied me were both experienced Marines, and although this wasn’t part of their plan, they knew better than to interfere. 

“How did you find him?” the big bastard leader asked.

“We’re late and, given what we’ve discovered, we need to notify the base commander,” another man interrupted the team leader. 

What had they discovered?

“You’re right,” the Federation team leader said. “I’ll take the control.”

I shuddered as that handover took place.

“It’s working, I assume?” the asshole team leader said. “Not had a chance to test one on a live subject yet.”

The sick bastard sounded way too excited about trying it out for my liking.

A second later, he switched it on and cranked it to the maximum. Reacting predictably was hard when I wanted to kill the bastard by the fastest means possible. Instead, I let loose an agonized cry, slumped to my knees, and reached toward the collar like I was trying to rip it off. Above me, the Federation man chuckled.

“Oh yeah, look at him squirm.” He continued to play with the setting, cranking it up and down as he watched me writhe. 

“We need to keep him alive.” I couldn’t tell who that was, tears were streaming down my face. I was fighting the urge to vomit, empty my bowels, or both.

“Well, this won’t kill him,” my tormentor pointed out. “I can do this all day.” He finally turned it off. “Where did you say you found him?”

I rolled onto his hands and knees, breathing deep and even through the residual pain. I could already feel the heat in the points of damage as my body began to repair.

“South, we were patrolling. I already explained. We’re late to check in. Our orders are to take him to the other prisoners.”

“Who told you about the prisoners?”

I stilled, cursing the man for pushing the prisoner angle. If the mission was compromised, they had orders to leave me and get out.

“We need to report,” my man repeated.

“Well, you best run along then. I’ll see our former Commander gets where he’s supposed to.”

There was a pause. I didn’t dare look at either party.

As I was hauled to my feet, my men muttered their acceptance. 

“Move!” A rough thrust between the shoulder blades propelled me forward. I stumbled before regaining my footing. 

They escorted me on, into the camp center. My right eye was swollen shut, which didn’t help my subtle scoping for signs of prisoners. I had a few options at my disposal depending on how this played out. And there was a time limit on how long the remainder of the forces could remain undetected.

As they approached a rough wooden structure with guards on sentry, I realized his destination was not the prisoners. My notion was confirmed when I was shoved inside and found myself facing Calen, the appointed leader of Base-44. 

She was an unfortunate looking woman whose angular face could never pass as attractive. With hindsight, I should have been suspicious, no Aterran could ever be that ugly. Her eyes settled on me with pure delight. I had a bad feeling they would not be taking me to the other prisoners any time soon.

Her attention snapped to the Federation team leader behind me. “Update.” 

“Three teams of Aterrans. It’s possible they are reconnoitering again.”

I internally cursed whoever had compromised the operation. 

“No, not with three teams. Where were they?”

“North-east boundary. Six in each team.”

“We’ve been compromised,” Riley communicated. 

No shit! I wished I could communicate back so I could unleash.

Calen’s focus returned to me. “What do you know about this?”

 “Absolutely nothing.” I gave my locked hands a jingle. “I’d like to think anyone trying to save me might have had the sense to do it before I was brought into the camp. . .” 

Urgent shouts sounded from outside the shack. The collective faces swung in the direction of the rickety door. Calen motioned to a man near the entrance. “See what it is.”

“It isn’t going quite to plan!” Riley communicated.

Life, I reflected. Never, ever goes to plan.




















CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




Eric

AS I WATCHED Landon disappear into the trees with his fake escorts, I put aside concerns and redirected my focus on what needed to be done. We had been through tough operations before. Nammu had been a clusterfuck, and somehow, we’d survived that.

“Right, I’m up.” Jax signaled to his team. He headed off into the trees, leaving me with the twitchy Marik, three six-person teams, and two guard bots. 

We followed at a slower pace, hugging the tree line close to the lake shore. The guard bots gave us an advantage, and if it wasn’t for the prisoners, the operation would’ve been a breeze. Unleash Marik and the bots and watch the decimation unfold.

Instead, I would be keeping a tight rein on Marik and hoping Landon wasn’t about to get himself killed. Unfortunately, Landon was the only one who could function while under the collar. It was training few people went through and fewer still completed. Landon could be stone cold in emotionally charged situations, perhaps that had been either the cause or effect of Landon completing that heinous training.

Variant. No one talked about it, but we all knew that was what he was. Rumors had followed him around long before colonization plans and they followed him here. It was one of the reasons Victor Loire was so keen to enlist him. Bending over backwards to accommodate him by all accounts. Victor was a collector, things and people. It was all fucked up to me. But I knew with certainty that Victor would be only too happy for Landon and Eva to push out a super baby. 

Not that any of this fucking mattered. The next ship might not arrive. 

If it did arrive, it might be bringing more than Victor with them.

I hadn’t even been to the city yet, but I already understood that everything had changed. I’d yet to determine if it was for the better. 

Then there was me and my awkward as fuck relationships I had going on with Reeve and Riley. I’d been sleeping with Reeve on a semi-regular basis long before Riley and her ass entered the picture. I still couldn’t get my head around how I ever thought she was a man. But the fact was, I liked Riley. She was the toughest broken person I knew. 

Then we came here and she got another ton of shit dropped on her again, and she just picked herself up.

But yeah, I liked Reeve as well, and I felt like an asshole for suffering this conflict. It wasn’t like I could have both of them.

Also, I was confident Riley thought I was a dick, and intellectually challenged compared to her.

Not that Reeve spent a great deal of time impressed with me either, now that I thought about it.

“I hate—waiting,” Marik muttered at my side. 

“Yes, I had noticed.” I hated waiting too, I was just better at hiding it than Marik. Our progress was measured, and I stopped to check the positioning of the various teams on my viewer. 

“So,” Marik said in that too conversational voice. “You, Riley, and Reeve. How’s that working out?”

“Don’t fucking go there,” I muttered. “For someone who has spent an unhealthy amount of time mooning over a hot geneticist way out of your league, my love triangle is none of your concern.”

“It’s not technically mooning if you’re in a committed relationship,” Marik said.

I nearly gave myself whiplash, my head swung around so fast.

“You’re fucking with me?” I said.

Marik’s grin was the size of a planet. “She said she’s never laughed as much since she met me. And is totally sold on both my amazing stamina and my prosthetic arm.”

From behind us came an unmistakable chuckle. 

I admit, I cracked a smile even as I shook my head.

We were in the middle of the mother of all tense operations and Marik was just being Marik. I figured Rachel probably had never laughed as much. As for the other stuff, Marik didn’t lack confidence. In truth, they deserved to be happy. So what if they were polar opposites. So what if they probably never would have gotten together anywhere but this crazy colony. 

“You’ve been compromised,” Riley communicated and that quick, we were back in the game. “They have motion detectors around the perimeter.”

“Broad communication.”

Seconds ticked by before Riley replied with, “Done. Camp movement has increased. They’re alert to the danger and are mobilizing to defend or counter-attack.”

“Where the hell did they get motion detectors from?”

“They’re Technologists,” Riley replied. “They probably made them.”

A communication came through from Jax. “What the hell is everyone doing?”

“Someone tripped a motion detector,” I responded. 

“Well, it’s not me! I spotted it and disarmed it before I proceeded.”

Marik, who had been listening in on the four-way conversation, started laughing. “Golden balls for the win,” he mouthed to me. 

I made a neck slicing motion at Marik to shut him up, although I was inclined to agree with him. “Not everyone has your innate capability, Jax.”

“We’ve got bigger problems,” Riley interrupted. “A transport is coming in to land.”

“Transport? What transport? I’ve not requested any transport.”

“It’s not us. It’s the missing transport,” Riley explained. “I’ve picked up its signature. It’s the one that disappeared when we first landed on Serenity. The three hundred military personnel we thought we lost, we can assume they’re Technologists. It will be landing in approximately ten minutes.”

That explains why Base-44 looked so bloated when I was last here. Were the missing military personnel already present in the camp? Or were they about to bolster their numbers further? Were they about to pack up and abandon the camp? “Riley, why the hell are you only telling me this now?” 

Marik motioned to his team, and they formed up ready to move out at my word. 

“I’m controlling ten guard bots single handed as well as monitoring the satellite view of the camp,” Riley replied. “I only have one set of eyes!”

“Can you shoot it down?”

“Other than the Pulse Beam, which would be useless in this instance, there are no weapons within the city,” Riley said. “Investigating further wasn’t a priority.”

“There’s no point in waiting,” Jax communicated. “I’ve picked up Landon’s escorts. They never got to hand him over to the prisoner section. A Federation patrol intercepted them en route. The Technologists had a little fun with Landon before taking him to their base leader. I’d say the chance of him locating the prisoners now is low. The camp activity is increasing. We need to move, now.”

“I agree,” I said. “We can’t let them leave on the transport.” I turned to Marik who wore that unnerving air of calm. “Okay, Marik, you’re up. Let’s go.”

I switched to the global channel and gave the orders for all teams to commence the attack.

Marik grinned. “About time.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




Landon

INSIDE THE WOODEN command shack of Base-44, life was not progressing so well for me. They were giving the collar—and my resistance to it—a work out. In between the intensive bouts of pain, they asked me questions. 

Outside the command tent, a battle was taking place. 

Riley had provided increasingly infrequent updates on the disastrous attack. That there shouldn’t have been any attack yet worried me. That there hadn’t been an update for a while worried me more. 

“Tell me about the attack,” Calen demanded.

I was on the floor. I had spent an extensive amount of time writhing around there in a way that was only partially an act. The dickhead team leader who enjoyed playing with the collar control, also enjoyed using his fists. Luckily, he was too stupid to notice that my left eye was now swollen shut, whereas earlier it had been the right. I was recovering but not fast enough and their attention was pushing me to my limit. “I have no knowledge of the attack. I wish I did. Really, I do. I would sell my soul for you to turn this insane device off permanently. The two men found me a week ago. They killed my patrol—I wish they’d killed me, too.” My words held a certain vehemence that gave my statements a realistic slant. The pain was intense, and while I was able to contain it in a mental compartment and still function in a cognizant way, the intensity remained.

“Where are the two men who brought him?” Calen turned to the team leader who nursed the collar control.

“They left. Said they had to check in.”

“Go and find them. I’m inclined to believe his story. I have extensive experience in using the collar on prisoners. No one can maintain a lie under so many iterations.”

There had been rumors of those within the Federation who were still trained in the art of control collars and of their use to interrogate prisoners. Officially, such acts were illegal, but I wasn’t surprised to learn rules had been bent in the quest to win a war. I wasn’t above bending a few myself.

Her eyes narrowed on me, and she scrutinized every nuance of my flushed face and labored breathing. “Find the two men who brought him in and bring them here. I want to hear everything about his capture. They will accompany us when we leave.” 

Leave? Every nerve in my body was on fire, and my muscles twitched in the echo of the pain. An explosion, loud enough to override the nearby cacophony, snapped all heads up. 

Calen inspected her wrist plate. “Too late. Gather the prisoners. Take him with you. The transport is here. I want them loaded on board. ASAP.”

The team leader tucked the control in his breast pocket before dragging me to my feet. “Come with me.” He motioned to the nearest Marine, and we stepped out the command hovel into chaos. 

I was hauled through the camp to the distant and distinctive sound of pop-bombs, interspersed by bursts of automatic fire and screaming. Which part of don’t attack until I locate the prisoners, did they not understand?

All around were the signs of hurried packing as people and supplies were ferried toward the lakeside. As we hit the tree line, the roar of fighting increased. From first impression, every single person within the Federation camp was armed. Why the hell were we attacking?

We did not progress far into the trees before we came upon rows of tents, each with two guards outside. The prisoners? “What are you waiting for? You have your orders! Move out!” 

I smothered a grin, guessing Riley might be causing a little disruption to the communication. 

“Get the rest moving!” The team leader pushed past the guards standing outside the nearest tent, dragging me with him. “Everyone on your feet now!” 

The dejected faces of fifty or so Aterran prisoners lifted and they shuffled to their feet. 

Time to act. 

Pivoting, I thrust my joined fists into the throat of my collar-controlling friend. His hoarse gasp for air was satisfying. But more satisfying was the crunch that accompanied me grasping a fistful of his hair and smacking his face into my knee. 

Embedded in the skin of my palm was an amazing piece of Jaru technology and, at my command, the control-cuffs dropped from my wrists. In a smooth follow-up motion, I took the legs out from under the second guard, removed his weapon as he fell, and shot both the Federation men in the head. The tent flap was thrust open and the two outer guards rushed in. I shot them both.

Outside, the sounds of mayhem were drawing closer.

I held up a hand—the former Aterran prisoners froze in place.

Another hand gesture opened my communication. “Jax, I need support ASAP.”

“Incoming,” Jax replied. “Marik and his team have taken out most of the guards on the other tents. Riley’s been tracking your movement… among other things. Stay put. It’s messy outside.”

As I pressed my thumb to the collar plate, it popped open and dropped to the floor. Crouching, I relieve the Federation soldiers of their weapons. “Our teams are outside,” I said as I rose, meeting the shocked faces of the room. “We’ll hold here until they’ve cleared the area. Get ready to move.” 

The ground shook as a pop-bomb exploded close, more automatic fire followed. 

“Jax, where the hell are you?” I demanded. We were going to be blown to pieces by friendly fire at this rate. 

“I’m dealing with a problem. Stay put, two bots are incoming.”

A sharp piercing, whoop-whoop reverberated around the area, peppered by terrorized screams. “What is that?”

Jax chuckled. “The guard bots are impressive. I’m here.” The tent flap was thrust open and Jax pushed inside, doing a double take. “What happened to you? Faulty collar or something?” 

“Or something,” I replied. “Is it safe to move out?” The deafening whoop-whoops and resulting screams were grating on my overloaded nervous system. 

“Yes,” Jax confirmed, and turning, addressed the Aterrans in the tent. “As we step outside, proceed directly to the right.” He indicated the way he wanted them to go. “The rest of the prisoners are in transit.”

Nods and rumbles of confirmation filtered from the occupants of the tent. Satisfied, Jax pushed the flap open. I followed him outside.

Bodies littered the ground, while trees and vegetation had been turned to a pulp by the crossfire. In the distance, I could see a guard bot clunking, pausing to shoot as it made its way toward the lakeshore.

“The transport?” I pulled Jax aside as the prisoners rounded the tent and headed toward safety. 

“Yeah, looks like there’s more Federation here than we realized.”

“We can’t let it get away.”

Jax grinned as he accessed his communicator. “Marik, the prisoners are clear.”

“I’m on it,” came Marik’s reply. “Gonna wait for them to load it up for easy pickings!”

Jax shrugged. 

“I want to see,” I said. 

Jax signaled the nearest team member. “Get them out. We’re checking on the transport.”

Giving his confirmation, the soldier followed the last of the Aterrans as they fled the camp.

The camp had been decimated by the attack. They had fled or were dead. As we broke cover, I could see the transport. “Where did they get it?” 

“The missing transport from when we first landed, or so Riley reckons. We’ll need to find out where they parked it in case there’s a second base.” Jax pointed to our left. “Marik is making his move.”

The transport rose, the ramp still closing in their haste to get off the ground. A volley of tiny silver missiles sailed through the air, skimming over the closing ramp door. It juddered, a boom, the closing ramp blew off and smoke poured out. More missiles, flashes, smoke, and then the transport exploded.

We both flattened to the ground as shrapnel peppered the area. Another crash shook the ground and a great spray of water reached all the way back to us as the transport slammed into the lake.

We rose slowly. “It won’t be all of them, but it will be most,” Jax said as he stood and dusted himself off. 

“I’m not sorry if a few escaped,” I said with feeling. “I look forward to hunting them down.”




















CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

50 Serenity-days later…




Landon

GLOBAL MONITORING, A white, light, circular room with four desks facing a huge viewer wall, was located deep in the base complex of Majestic Tower. 

Since the discovery of it several weeks ago, I had been a frequent visitor, but not quite as frequent as Riley, who spent every waking moment here.

 “They are only fifty-four days late,” Eric said, drawing me from my study of the viewer.

“And that means?” I returned my focus to the viewer. The image was both a welcome and unwelcome one. We had survived the tests Serenity had sent our way; had lost many good people, and many not so good ones, too. We were still here and at such great cost. I wasn’t mentally ready for the next round of trials the ship’s arrival heralded. Perhaps they haven’t been infiltrated? But there had been no message and I thought that was a bad sign.

Eric suddenly grinned. “I say we blast them. Keeps it nice and simple.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Just kidding. What happened to your sense of humor? Besides, it’s been way too quiet around here and we both know you thrive on high-tension, pressure-steeped situations.”

My noncommittal grunt earned me a chuckle from Eric. 

“So, you think we’ll—you know—be able to tell if they’re Federation from talking to them?”

“We couldn’t tell before,” I reasoned.

Eric sighed. “Yeah, there is that.”

“They’re hailing us. Well, our old signature,” Riley said. “Are you ready?”

A part of me wanted to follow Eric’s flippant advice and blast the ship out of the sky. Unfortunately, the future colony would benefit from the additions to the gene pool, so I had to try. Still, if I suspected they were Federation, gene pool or not, I would be happy to follow through on that drastic step. I was a Variant after all, and cold practicality was ever my strong suit. “Yes, put them through.”

The huge wall viewer transitioned to bring a ship command center and Victor Loire into view.

I wasn’t expecting to see Victor given he was supposed to be on the last ship.

“Landon,” the business mogul said by way of greeting. There was a wry smile on his face. “I’m tempted to ask where my ship has gone, but losing a ship is a minor infringement, given you found a city.”

I smiled and relaxed by the tiniest amount. At least one person on the ship wasn’t Federation. “It’s been an interesting year and fifty-four days. We never got your message.”

“Yes, it was an interesting year and fifty-four days on the other side of the universe, too. The remaining eight ships will be arriving sooner than planned: imminently, actually. I’ll have my transport prepared. I’m eager to explore the amazing new planet you’ve found.”

My face hardened. Victor wasn’t going to like my approach, but his ego would need to take the hit. “That exploration will need to wait.” We were here courtesy of Victor’s money and grace. The mogul wasn’t someone who took kindly to direction. “Everyone will need to undergo a quarantine.”

“Quarantine?” Victor’s eyes narrowed.

“Bring your immediate team only on the first transport. Once you pass quarantine, we can discuss the schedule for the remainder of your ship face-to-face.”

A lengthy period of silence followed. I suffered Victor’s scrutiny boldly, more than aware of the mogul’s intellectual capability.

Victor was doubtlessly hoping I would fill the silence. I didn’t.

“Would it not be a waste of a transport, bringing so few?”

“Don’t push this, Victor. This city is more than capable of defending itself.” I was bluffing. The mighty PB that had defended his arrival appeared to be an autonomous defense that might take Riley years to understand. But I’d become adept at dealing with authority figures of every kind and flavor over the years, and I could bluff like a pro. “I have my reasons. While I understand you might be concerned about our intent, I assure you it’s in your best interest to comply. You picked me to lead this colonization venture for a reason. I suggest you remember what that means.”

There was the slightest tightening of Victor’s jaw. Had the moment not been so serious, I might have found greater amusement at Victor’s obvious struggle in following orders. 

“You have my offer for arrival. I’m not prepared to converse further until we meet in person. But I would advise you to employ Override Order 4-7-3 ship-wide.”

No reaction came this time, just a steely expression, followed by, “Consider it done. When can I arrive?”

“Now, I’ll have the coordinates and flight path sent through. Please, don’t attempt to deviate. The systems here will be monitoring. Any deviation will be treated as a hostile move and the city will respond.”

Victor’s grin was dark and held a promise of dire retribution. “I won’t.” He ended the communication.

 Eric let out a low whistle. 

“I’ve sent them the details.” Riley glanced back at me. “Do you think he will follow your instructions?”

“Yes,” I said. “Victor may be piqued, but he’s not stupid. That override command is voice activated. Only one person on each ship can implement it. He will know exactly what it means.”

“Trust no one,” Eric said. “You sure he’s not Federation?”

“If he is Federation, it’s the biggest infiltration in the history of the war, given he funded weapons research. No, I trust him, but I won’t trust a single member of his team until they pass Rachel’s test. Twenty hours is all they need. I’m sure it will be the longest period of Victor’s life, but he will get over it once he knows. Anyone who shows signs of infection will be killed.”

“Killed?” Eric raised an eyebrow.

“Eventually,” I elaborated. “Once I’ve had a little chat with them.”

Eric cracked his knuckles. “We both know you and your twig fingers don’t get the job done right.”

I chuckled. “That’s why I like you so much, Eric,” I said. “Now, let’s double check Rachel has everything ready to go and meet our guests. Keep monitoring, Riley. Update me if you see anything suspicious. May as well make the most of this new tech.” 

Eric and I took the elevator to ground level. Riley had embraced the prevalence of technology enthusiastically. Given what she had endured—and the fact she’d saved our lives—I saw no need to restrict her. The genetic level inhibitor had been removed. Riley was no longer doomed to die if anything happened to me. I felt a whole lot better knowing that.

The retinal viewer, and associated internal sound chip, were my new favorite gadgets. I could see a superimposed view of communications and hear the communication privately. It took some getting used to, but it was an impressive piece of integral tech.

Below the soaring towers, the streets were quiet, just the occasional colonist going about their business. We had restricted everyone to Majestic Tower for the time being. There were far too many buildings for our needs, and it would be easy to lose people if they were allowed access to everything. Riley had locked it down to these limited access points, but if eight more ships were about to arrive, it might be time to start opening more. 

Outside was hazy but dry, and we hopped into a buggy for the short distance to the landing site. A dozen guard bots waited under Riley’s command. On the right of the landing area were several rows of quarantine pods. Each pod contained a bed and necessary facilities for each person to await their fate. Fully automated, the candidate would be administered the virus on entry. They could not exit their individual pods without the test. Any who failed the test would be sedated, those who passed would be granted the right to leave. 

I thought the process would work well, and the presence of the guard bots would ensure the future colonists complied.

At the sound of an approaching transport, we climbed out the buggy, looking skyward.

“Not quite as dramatic as our landing day,” Eric said dryly. 

The transport landed with a gentle bump, and the ramp lowered, revealing Victor Loire and his elite security team.

Victor’s face smoothed out as he emerged and noticed the bots. 

Yep, still pissed. And going to be even more so when he realized I was putting him into a cell.

I held up a hand when they were twenty paces away. 

The former mogul’s gaze took in Eric and me, before shifting to encompass the guard bots. Finally, his gaze settled with open distaste on the waiting pods. “Coulter-46 wasn’t quite what I expected, in more ways than one.”

“Serenity,” I corrected.

“Serenity?” There was a subtle raising of Victor’s brow.

Eric grinned. “It’s ironic.” 

“Yes, I’m beginning to get the idea.” Victor indicated the pods. “Our quarantine, I presume. How long will it last?”

“Twenty hours,” I replied.

The briefest smile touched his lips. “Well, then, let us not waste any more time.” With that, he made his way over and entered the nearest pod. Without hesitation, his men also complied.

“Do you think any of them will be Federation?” Eric nodded at the pods as we both turned and left the site.

“Is that a hopeful note I detect?” I raised an eyebrow at Eric.

“Hey, I’m not the one who’s locking up a cranky former business mogul for twenty hours without a word of explanation. You could talk to him while he’s in there instead of letting him stew. I swear, your brain works in the oddest ways sometimes.”

“As you said, Eric. Former being the operative word. We’ve all had to make adjustments. Victor is going to be making a few, too. The same rules will apply to everyone.”

“Ah.” Eric chuckled as we walked back to the buggy. “I’m going to get Riley to record the conversation between you when he gets out. I think it might be one for the history archives. Serenity’s first pissing contest.”

I grinned. “I think it already happened. I’m confident I already won.” 




















EPILOGUE




Eva

I HAD LAST seen Victor Loire prior to leaving for the voyage. That was one standard-year of experienced life ago, and over a century in elapsed time. He appeared the epitome of relaxed, sitting in his plush apartment overlooking the forests blanketed by shadows from the towers. Little warnings had fired off when he had sent for me, but it had been a busy month since the ship’s arrival, and I thought it might simply be a case of being overstimulated with the many colonist interviews. 

The storm god was sleeping today, and brilliant blue skies met the endless forest canopy. “It fits its name, Serenity, today.”

“Yes, you’re right. It doesn’t look so threatening from up here.” Victor’s tall frame looked relaxed in the seating arrangement, and humor shone from his handsome face. “Although, I hear Landon received quite a bit of flak for the name during your trials over the last standard-year. Who knows? Maybe the man is a predictive. It turned out to be the perfect name after all.” His pale eyes closed to speculative slits. “It’s amazing what a man will confess under the influence of sufficient quantities of alcohol. It seems he named it after a vision of you sleeping. Eric thought it was hysterical. I feared he might injure himself, he laughed so hard.”

A little knot settled in my stomach. How did I miss that? A prediction unfurled. It was the repeat of one I’d had long ago back on Ila. A nice kind of prediction that loosened a knot into a flutter that spanned out until I could feel it in the tips of my fingers and to the very roots of my hair.

There had been numerous unsubstantiated rumors about Landon. Many instigated by Eric, although most people observed after a short time around Landon that something wasn’t quite right. He didn’t read like normal people either. I’d read my share of psychopaths and sociopaths, but Landon was something else. While some of his traits might be considered notches on the psychopathy scale, I knew there was more to his behavior than a well-documented mental affliction. His parents were both geneticists, and I had long since retrospectively predicted that they had experimented on their son. Whether this had occurred before or after his birth was academic. 

For all that, Landon wasn’t cold or emotionless, and I thought I might be the only person who understood this. 

“I hear you’ve had quite an adventure while I’ve been in transit.”

“Adventure?” I sipped the wine Riley had configured the room printer to produce, and marveled at how close it was to the real thing. “I was drugged by a Federation saboteur, subsequently discarded as of little use, and spent most of the time half-starved. I suppose some might call it an adventure.” And I have missed the luxuries in life, I realized as I studied the glass of red wine before savoring another sip. I’d had enough adventure for a lifetime!

His grin was all teeth. “Half-starved? Are you sure about that?” He picked up a viewer resting on the low table, and scrolled through it with a thoughtful expression that made me uneasy despite his apparent good humor. “Landon provided me with a long list of your infringements. Lying to a superior, failure to disclose predictive information, disobeying direct orders, inciting others to follow your insubordinations… and the theft of numerous food-supplement bars.” He gave me an innocent questioning look. 

“The circumstances were mitigating!” Except perhaps for the supplement bars. I had suffered a great deal of guilt every time I took one. “I’m still not comfortable with animal meat, although many colonists even prefer it now.” I shuddered, just the thought of eating a dead animal made me nauseous. “I never took to the natural food.”

Placing the wine down on the clear polished table before me with a clatter, I tried to read where Victor was going with this line of questioning. He was unofficially the leader of the colony at present. 

“I could be persuaded to overlook this,” Victor said nonchalantly.

Persuaded? “Are you making a pass?”

“Well, if I am, I’m sure you would know.” He raised an eyebrow. 

I tilted my head and pursed my lips. “You prefer men.”

He grinned. “I prefer beautiful. Gender is less important.”

I reached for my drink and took another gulp. 

“Although I understand the queue is somewhat long where you’re concerned. I’ve never been much for standing in line.” He said this in a completely serious voice. When I looked up, I found him smirking again. “I instructed our heroic Commander to see personally to your correction.”

“This isn’t Aterra,” I scoffed. “And it isn’t a dictatorship.”

“Yes, I am aware. Although, I do believe I will get the vote in our first election. Which won’t be happening for a considerable time since we have another eight ships arriving in rapid succession. Our beautiful city appears ready to receive them, but we never know what might happen next, or indeed what those ships will bring. How do you find the mood among the colonists?”

His serious side reminded me that he was a former businessman who was well versed in the use of power. He seemed to be adapting to the needs of the colony, but how long would that satisfy him? His business empire had spanned many worlds. He was used to complexity and challenge, but above all, he was used to winning. There was nothing for him to win or negotiate here. “I’ve interviewed over three hundred people. They are well, relieved to be safe, and ready to embrace their new life. I see no signs of corruption within the sample I spoke to. Many lost everything. They have a new purpose here. They are like children at their first fair, full of hope and wonder. I see nothing of concern.” 

He smiled again. “What a lovely analogy. Our current state of peace must appeal to your altruistic side. What next, Eva? What does our predictive, predict?”

I smiled. “I don’t know, Victor.” A sudden prediction bloomed. One where Victor took a back seat and someone else, with unique skills, took up the mantle of leading the colony. A man who had demonstrated his capability to the colony in their greatest time of need. Landon had been a leader his entire adult life. Unlike Victor, Landon wasn’t troubled with an ego.

“I think you do,” Victor said wryly.

Raising his glass of wine, he offered a toast. “To tomorrow, and whatever craziness it brings.”

I chinked my glass to his. “To tomorrow.”




After talking to Victor, I felt strangely free. The freest I had been in my short life. 

I remembered the day I packed and left for the colony. My parents were dead by then, and my life journey had never been the kind to develop friendships, and yet now, when I least expected it, I had found a myriad here. 

My fingers pressed against the windowed wall and I gazed out at a verdant land that still made my breath catch and my heart lift with joy. All my life I had moved around, never settling anywhere, and always that cloud hanging over me in the form of my prediction of doom.

There were no horrifying scenarios awaiting me here. Sure, there would likely be bumps in the road.

The selfish part of me wished I had been rendered un-predictive by Brent’s callous act, that I might have spent the rest of my life complaining about stock tagging duties, and that the most stressful component of my day was pilfering supplies. 

Almost.

There had been a war for so many generations that it had become a way of life. There was no war here—there was serenity and peace. Leaving the falling Aterran empire had been the hardest decision of my life. There were so many who needed me, so many I might have saved or at least prolonged the lives of had I chosen to remain. 

Yet, I knew coming here was the right decision. I saved Riley, and Riley led us here. Without Riley, the city would have rejected us. Without Riley, we may have struggled for years to reach this level of security. Eventually, as we expanded, the city might have seen us as a threat. 

“I guess our city creators will return one day,” Landon said as he came to stand beside me. “And they might not be happy about the squatters on their land.”

His hand enclosed mine and gave it a gentle squeeze. He had kept us together in our moments of greatest need. He was an amazing leader, and like Victor, I thought his skills might similarly be underutilized in this time and place. 

The door behind us opened to admit Jax. 

“Hey! Riley’s been calling you,” Jax said. As he neared, he snaked an arm around my waist and planted a kiss on the top of my head. “He’s ready!”

“That was fast,” Landon said, eyes narrowing on Jax’s arm before shaking his head. 

Jax chuckled and stepped back.

Our lives hadn’t exactly been orthodox. But then again, neither was life in this strange futuristic city we were borrowing. 

After a month, I still had no inclining as to when and if the former creators would return.

“Said she couldn’t get hold of you?” Jax said, smirking.

“We were… just taking a moment,” Landon said grinning. 

“Oh yeah?” Jax wiggled his eyebrows. “That the new word for it now?”

“Can we please drop this already?” I said. “I want to be there when he wakes up!”

“I feel strangely nervous about meeting him again,” Landon said as we headed toward the door.

“You? Nervous?” Jax said. “Nothing makes you nervous.”

“I do have my moments,” Landon replied, scowling as the door to our apartment closed and we made our way to the elevator bank. “And I did coerce him into storing his sentience on a data tag in a highly pressurized situation. What if he doesn’t want to wake up?” 

The elevator arrived with a cheery bong. 

“For what it’s worth, I think he will be dramatically happy,” Jax said. “And his new body is pretty slick. He won’t know the difference.”

“He’s going to know,” Landon said dryly.

“How will he know?” Jax grinned. 




They argued about whether Gordon would know the entire elevator journey, along the corridor of the technology center and all the way to the lab. Inside we found Eric, Reeve, and Marik watching on as Rachel and Riley completed the last of their checks. Rachel had been instrumental in the skin meshing technique used to cover the android shell. Riley had covered off the rest of the tech that had gone into the design.

“See?” Jax said grinning. 

There on the cold metallic bed, was a freshly sleeved android. 

I glanced at Landon to find him studying Gordon in wonder. He grinned. “Okay, maybe he won’t know.”

“Looks amazing,” Marik said. “Maybe it’s time I got an upgrade on my arm?”

“You don’t need a damn upgrade on your arm,” Eric muttered. “Just let nature run its course and you’ll blast something else off in no time.”

“He will not be blasting anything off,” Rachel said in her calm, doctor’s voice. “I like Marik just how it is with all his current body parts, thank you.” 

“Yeah, so I heard,” Eric muttered. “Uf!”

Reeve had leaned over and punched Eric on the arm. Riley chuckled—it was so good to see her smile and hear her laugh. Over the last month, the former Technologist had finally begun to relax and shine. 

“There,” Riley said. She turned to Landon. “Are you ready?”

Landon drew a ragged breath in. I slipped my hand into his. 

“Please, don’t hate me, Gordon,” Landon said. He nodded his head at Riley. “Do it.”

The android on the bed blinked… then frowned… then slowly lifted his head. “Eva! Landon? Sir! Where are we?” 

He sat up and looked around at all the people before his face broke out in a grin that told me everything would be okay. I couldn’t read androids as I could humans. They had an oddly innocent facade. Those like Gordon, had an unwavering willingness to do good.

“That’s a long story, Gordon,” Landon said. “How are you feeling?”

“I feel… good. So good. I—” Gordon’s eyes settled on Landon. “The android ship? Did I go there? Did I die?”

Landon’s fingers squeezed over mine. “Yes, you went there. Yes, you destroyed it. But no, as you can see, you didn’t die. You saved us, Gordon. You saved us all. Thank you for trusting me with your sentience. Now, are you ready to see your new world?”

“New world? Are we on the colony?” Gordon asked. 

“We are,” Landon said, smiling. “And let me tell you, it packs quite a surprise.”




The End.
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Punished: A SciFi Alien Romance




Wild, uncivilized, and deadly, he is all these things and more.

Yet it is I who has had power over him.

He calls me his god and creator. 

But they were just words upon a page. 

He says I’m cruel and wicked. 

But I didn’t mean to be. 

None of this matters anymore, for the lines have gotten blurred. 

I need to be punished, and my brutal alien master is going to punish me. 


[image: Image]

Trained For Their Pleasure: A MFM fantasy Omegaverse 

Standalone novel with HEA




I’m a Beta. I’m not supposed to be with an Alpha. 

But he’s taking me anyway.

Both him and his brother. 

A Beta can be trained, he says. 

Trained to satisfy an Alpha. 

And so my training begins. 
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Prey: A Fantasy Reverse Harem 




I am prey.

This is not pity talking, this is an acknowledgment of a fact.

I am small and weak; I am an Omega. I am a prize that men war over.

For a year I have hidden in the distant corner of the Empire.

But I am running out of food, and I am running out of options.

That I must leave soon is not a decision for today, though, but a decision for tomorrow.

Only tomorrow’s choices never come.

For tonight brings strangers who remind me that I am prey.


[image: Image]




Ravished: A Fantasy Romance Short Story 




A princess who must choose a suitor.

A suitor who needs an Omega to secure his inheritance. 

Throw a magical portal into the mix . . . and full Omegaverse HEAT!
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Omega Awakening: A dystopian Cinderella romance

(The Controllers Prequel)

A standalone novel with a HEA




All things must end.

I learned that lesson the day my mother died.

My stepmother was wicked.

My stepsister, cruel.

It was a relief when I revealed as an Omega because it was a chance to escape.

But it wasn’t the end of my troubles.

What happens to Omegas is a secret.

And my troubles had just begun.

“I can save you from one monster, Verity,” Lilly said when she accepted me into the program. “But I cannot save you from them all.”

True to her word, she saved me from my step-mother.

Then Woodrow entered my life.

And I realized he was the other monster Lilly had warned me about.
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Bad Boss: A romantic comedy

A standalone novel with a HEA




Today is the first day of my first job.

I’m nervous, excited, and much too early.

Which is when I meet him for the very first time.

He’s a businessman with a ruthless reputation.

A billionaire and a playboy.

His company sponsored my scholarship.

And I’ve dreamed about him in the kind of detail you can’t even tell your best friend about.

That was before I thought we might meet.

There is something very cliche about accidentally throwing your drink over a god in human flesh. The throwing part is where the cliche ends for me. 

He doesn’t look endeared by the incident, nor amused. He looks mad as freaking hell. 

My brain freezes, mental capability flees, and I look away from his penetrating gaze, 

but that brings my focus to his chest, where coffee drips down onto his doubtless expensive shoes.

I want to die. I have never wanted to die before, but if a magic wish were granted me now, I would happily cease to exist. 

I’ve just thrown a full and very hot cup of coffee all over my very hot new boss.
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