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Chapter 1: Olivia
The palace shook as it passed through a patch of turbulent air; nothing violent, just enough to remind Olivia that her home was airborne. Olivia shifted in her chair. She’d been sitting through her mandatory lessons for the better part of the last two hours. It wouldn’t be so bad if the recordings provided actually had new information to offer. She glanced over at Captain Langley, her bodyguard for the night, and the only other person in the room. He stood, holding his automatic assault rifle dutifully by the entrance. Clad in mechanical body armor from head to toe, he looked more like a machine than a man. If he was bored, Olivia couldn’t tell through his opaque visor.
The recording droned from the volumetric display at the front of the nearly empty classroom. Something about the difference between the standard and beast type Mystic races. Olivia was finding it hard to care at this point.
“End recording,” Olivia ordered. The displayed image of a beast type Mystic with blue fur and a face that looked more like a tiger than a human vanished as the recording ended.
Olivia turned to Captain Langley. “Is learning Mystic culture really the best use of my time right now?” Captain Langley looked stoic in his armor, but appearances could be deceiving. Most of the Valor soldiers in the Palace Guard acted as robotic as they looked, rigidly sticking to every rule and regulation — it was part of what made them one of the best fighting forces in the galaxy — but Captain Langley was young for his rank. Mid-twenties, just a few years older than Olivia. If nobody was looking, she knew she could get him to break.
“What else would you be doing during your Galactic Cultures study time?” Captain Langley turned to face Olivia, though she couldn’t actually see his face through his helmet. “Your dad already scolded me for letting you skip your Governmental Structures class last week. Upsetting the king is not good for my military career.”
Olivia leaned back in her chair. So he’d received a reprimand for that as well? It shouldn’t have been that big of a deal. It was the first class she’d ever skipped, and it wasn’t as if she’d done it for no reason.
“I’m sorry you got in trouble,” Olivia said. “What’s on my schedule after this?”
“A board meeting for Lipstick and Combat Boots,” Captain Langley said.
Olivia pursed her lips in thought. She couldn’t miss that. She was both the public face and the CEO of the fashion and make-up brand. Of course, CEO was more of a vanity title. She’d founded the company, but she only had so much time away from her duties as Princess. Her assistants did most of the real work. But she still had to make final decisions. This meeting couldn’t be skipped.
Olivia sighed. Where would she find the time? She had her military field exam in a week, and she’d never been in real combat before. How could she be expected to command a platoon? She couldn’t waste time on culture and governmental structures when she should be doubly focused on combat training and tactics.
Olivia motioned toward the volumetric projector. “Look, it’s not exactly difficult to tell the difference between a normal and beast-type Mystic. Talk to me about combat.”
Out of the twelve races who adhered to the Mystic religion, ten of them had animal characteristics. They were easy to spot. What interested her more was the Mystic’s access to the power of Vhy’ Rai, and what it would be like to fight against it.
Captain Langley shrugged. The motion was barely detectable with his heavy armor. “You know I can’t do that. You’ve been trained in combat since birth. Do you not feel ready?”
“Of course I’m ready,” Olivia lied, carefully controlling her breathing to keep the emotion from showing on her face. “It’s just the most relevant thing for me to study right now.”
Captain Langley sighed, sounding deflated. “Not that I disagree with you, but since that’s the same argument you made to your dad, I have orders to give a specific response. Give me a second to pull it up so I can read it verbatim.” He stared forward for a moment, presumably pulling up the text on the display inside his helmet.
“Military strategy and the culture of the enemy are inseparable,” Captain Langley read, bouncing his head slightly with each word. Olivia couldn’t see his face, but she could practically hear him rolling his eyes as he read. “Consequences for actions taken in war by the princess of the Human Empire bear stronger consequences than that of a typical soldier. A simple mistake in the heat of battle because you didn’t understand the context of the situation could bring further regulations, or even military action from the Federation. You must be fully prepared. I have full confidence in you. I love you.”
Olivia cocked an eyebrow.
Captain Langley cleared his throat. “From Dad.”
Olivia considered several responses, but thought better of most of them. “I’ll tell my dad you said what you were supposed to. If we spend the rest of my class time talking about actual combat, you can give me a culture test at the end. If I don’t ace it, then I promise I’ll stay up late tonight watching every single culture lesson.
Captain Langley stayed quiet.
“Come on,” Olivia said. “It’s not like we’re in any danger of being interrupted. Everyone is busy with the personnel exchange.”
The Royal Air Palace’s location and path of travel were top secret, so picking up and releasing soldiers from serving there was always a bureaucratic nightmare that threw off routines for days. One of the few benefits of all the chaos was that it meant fewer soldiers were available to do their job of making sure Olivia did exactly as she was told, not that she ever got more rebellious than ditching one class to double up on a different one.
Captain Langley looked forward for a moment, reading information on his helmet display. Then he pulled his helmet off, revealing his dusty blond hair and striking blue eyes.
“If your dad demotes me over this, I expect a double promotion from you the day you’re crowned as queen.”
“Hmmm...” Olivia said, stroking her chin as if in deep thought. “I’ll promote you back to captain, but you have to wait until the week after my coronation.”
Captain Langley grinned. “You drive a hard bargain.” He stepped away from the door, attaching his rifle to the magnetic holster on his hip. He squatted to a seated position in front of Olivia’s desk, locking the gears in his leg armor to allow him to stay seated without a chair, since his heavy armor would likely break the flimsy desk chairs if he tried to use one. Placing his helmet on his lap, he leaned forward and met Olivia’s eyes. “Tell me what you want to know.”
Olivia stared intently at Captain Langley. “Tell me about the Mystic’s powers. I’ve seen every documentary there is to see, and I’ve met their diplomats, but I’ve never seen their powers used in real life.”
Captain Langley sighed. “The Mystics call it Vhy’ Rai. It’s... No matter how many times you see videos of it, it really doesn’t compare to the real thing. There’s no rhyme or reason to what they can and can’t do with it. I’ve seen them create fire, lightning, water, seemingly out of thin air. They can use it to make control stones, grow plants. Almost anything you can come up with. There’s just...”
The room shook.
“It’s turbulent tonight,” Olivia said.
The room shook again. Violently.
The desks and chairs were bolted to the floor, but Olivia didn’t have that luxury. She launched out of her seat, colliding with the adjacent desk before crashing to the floor.
She sat up, rubbing her arm, feeling embarrassed. Years of combat training, and she got an injury from some turbulence? Her upper right arm burned with pain as if she’d taken a hit from her combat trainer’s practice sword.
“Are you alright?” Captain Langley asked, putting his helmet back on, and extending his hand for Olivia to take.
“I’ll be fine.” She let Captain Langley pull her to a standing position.
The room shook again, but not enough to knock Olivia off balance.
The lights shut off.
“What was that?” Olivia asked.
The emergency power kicked on, and a dim, red light filled the room.
Captain Langley stood quietly for a moment, reading the information on his helmet display. “We’re under attack,” he said at last, a slight tremor in his voice. “A bomb just took out engine three.”
Olivia blinked, staring forward as her brain scrambled to process Captain Langley’s words. Under attack? From the Mystics? The latest war reports showed their furthest incursion into the Human Empire on Novalis Six. There was no way they’d moved an undetected attack force across eight systems to reach New Earth.
One of the Unknown Hostiles attacking from the opposite end of the galaxy might have covered the distance. But if one of those monsters had made it past Praesidium Station, the Palace would already have been destroyed.
But if it wasn’t either of their known enemies, who could it be?
Olivia felt her anxiety spike. For Providence’ sake, she thought she was past this. She’d done far too much work to let a panic attack take her now.
“Princess?” Captain Langley shook Olivia’s shoulders. “Where’s your mind at? You’re my commanding officer right now. I need you to be focused.”
“I’m here.” Olivia nodded, slowing her breath as her years of training finally returned to her mind. “Protocol dictates that you take me to the hangar for evacuation.”
Captain Langley nodded, pulling a pistol from his hip. “Captain Brooks Langley,” he said, holding the pistol out for Olivia to take. “Authorization code 7654. Disable biometric lock.”
The lights embedded along the edges of the handle flashed for a moment as the pistol recognized the command.
Olivia took the gun. The weight of it felt comfortable in her hand. Every firearm carried by the palace guard was coded to work only for the guardsman assigned to carry it, but with Captain Langley’s command, this one would now work for anyone.
“Follow me and watch my six.” Captain Langley pulled his automatic rifle against his shoulder and moved toward the door. Olivia cocked the pistol, shut off the safety, and followed the captain.
“I’ll breach first,” Captain Langley said. “Once I’ve cleared the hallway, you follow.”
Olivia nodded, then raised her hand to the keypad, ready to open the door on Captain Langley’s signal.
“Now.”
Olivia pressed on the door panel. The door slid open.
Captain Langley stepped into the hallway, sweeping his rifle quickly back and forth.
“Halt!” he yelled to someone out of Olivia’s view. “Confirm your identity.”
Olivia gripped the pistol tightly, ready to assist Captain Langley the moment he needed it.
“Thank Providence,” Captain Langley said, motioning for Olivia to join him in the hallway.
Olivia stepped through the door.
Two fully armored Valor soldiers stood in front of Captain Langley, assault rifles in hand.
“Lieutenants Braverman and Pereira,” Captain Langley said, pointing to each soldier as he said their names.
Both soldiers offered quick salutes toward Olivia.
“What can you tell us about the attack?” Olivia asked.
“No good intel,” Braverman said. “At least one engine is down, so is the comms relay.”
“I only heard about one aggressor before we went radio silent,” Pereira chimed in. “But he was carrying a sword, so we’re probably dealing with a Mystic attack.”
Olivia nodded. So it was the Mystics. It looked like she was getting her field training a week earlier than expected. She reviewed her memorized war regulations in her mind. Since the Mystics were classified as a technologically insufficient group, the use of advanced technology had to be scaled back in conflicts against them. However, in a defensive situation, those regulations didn’t apply. “Federation regulations are clear; firearms are approved. Otherwise, the situation hasn’t changed. I still need to get to the hangar. Captain Langley, take point with Braverman. I’ll take rear with Pereira.”
“Agreed,” Captain Langley said, turning down the hallway with Braverman by his side.
Olivia followed with Pereira.
It was difficult to see in the dim emergency lights as the group stepped silently through the winding corridors of the Royal Air Palace. They didn’t meet another soul. Presumably the soldiers who would have been occupying these hallways were already at their battle stations. Olivia could hear the distant sounds of gunfire, confirming that fighting was happening somewhere, but she deliberately moved away from it, choosing the path to the hangar that guaranteed the highest chance of safety.
“We’ve got a problem,” Braverman said, breaking the silence as they turned a corner.
The hallway had completely collapsed on itself. Bricks, metal beams, and loose wires formed an impassable wall in front of them. Several uniformed soldiers lay dead, their corpses scattered and bleeding amongst the rubble.
“It looks like engine three wasn’t the only place where a bomb detonated,” Captain Langley added.
It was the first time Olivia had seen a freshly dead body.
With difficulty, she held back her gag reflex.
Stay focused, she told herself while counting out the length of each breath. You cannot panic.
With this hallway closed off, the most direct route to the hangar was completely inaccessible.
“We’ll have to find another way,” she said. “Maybe if we...”
Captain Langley raised a closed fist into the air, prompting Olivia to stop speaking and listen.
She heard it immediately. Footsteps echoing through the corridors.
There was no way the Mystic attackers had successfully bested the Palace Guard, but some may have slipped through and entered the central keep. Was now the time to stand and fight? To score her first kill against the Mystics, and prove herself worthy to lead in the war? Though if the Mystics showed up shooting fireballs — and Providence only knows what else Vhy’ Rai could create — a narrow, dead end hallway was not a good place to be.
“We’re pinned down here,” Olivia said in a hushed voice.
Pereira pointed down the hallway. “If we take the first door on the right, it’ll lead us to the courtyard.”
Olivia tightened her grip on the pistol. Going into the courtyard was the last thing she wanted. Staying in the corridors provided a much more defensible position, but if there was more bomb damage than what they’d already seen, then the structure of this half of the palace could be severely compromised. Besides, cutting across the courtyard might be the fastest way to get to the hangar, since the rubble had rendered this corridor impassible.
“Move toward the courtyard,” Olivia said. “We’ll find a defensible position along the way and deal with any nearby aggressors before moving forward.”
Captain Langley took point, moving quickly but silently down the hallway. The noise dampeners in his boots made his footsteps — and the steps of all Valor soldiers — uncharacteristically quiet. Olivia, in her simple blue top, practical pants, and rubber-soled shoes, was comfortable, but far from silent as she followed Captain Langley. Her quick footsteps echoed down the hallway, joining with the slow, deliberate beat of their pursuer’s steps.
They turned the corner. The hallway leading to the courtyard was lined with doors, each leading to individual rooms. “This place will work. Take cover and get ready.”
Langley and Pereira moved to the forward position, taking cover in the door frames closest to the intersection with the adjacent corridor, while Olivia and Braverman took the rear, bracing in the next closest doorways.
The slow, even footsteps drew closer.
Olivia adjusted her grip on the pistol, taking deep, deliberate breaths like she’d practiced at the shooting range. The panic wouldn’t take over. Not today.
When the enemy turned that corner, she was going to have to shoot at a real, living person. It wouldn’t just be a human-shaped target this time.
You can do this, she told herself, raising her pistol and taking aim.
The footsteps stopped.
Had they been found out?
The palace jerked violently. The sudden motion launched Olivia backwards into the mostly empty briefing room behind her. She skidded to a stop on the hard floor, nearly colliding with the conference table bolted down in the center of the room. Her left hip screamed with pain from the impact. She had no way of truly measuring, but this had felt more powerful than the first explosion. It may have even knocked the Valor soldiers off-balance. She had to get back to cover in case the enemy had braced for that explosion, and now planned to capitalize on the chaos.
Pushing down the pain, Olivia rose to her feet and started toward the door frame.
A screeching siren blared. The high-pitched wail was one she’d heard during several drills, but had hoped never to hear in real life.
Catastrophic engine failure. The palace was about to fall.
Olivia spun around, flipping on the safety and tucking the pistol into the waistband of her pants. She dove under the conference table.
The screech of the siren continued.
Nothing happened. Was it a false alarm?
Olivia slammed into the bottom of the table.
For a moment she felt as if gravity had been reversed, with the bottom of the table acting as the only barrier keeping her from falling to the ceiling.
The palace lurched as the auxiliary engines engaged.
Olivia dropped abruptly, hitting her hip again, as well as her shoulder against the hard floor. Gritting her teeth, she crawled out from under the table and stood. She quickly flexed her fingers, and shook her arms and legs, confirming that she’d kept a usable range of motion in her limbs.
What am I supposed to do now? she thought, flexing her fingers and trying to focus through the pain. Her mind raced, trying to remember her training. The auxiliary engines weren’t strong enough for long term sustained flight; they could only guide the palace down for an emergency landing. The protocol was to take cover and wait until the palace touched down to move again.
Bursts of gunfire rang out in the hallway.
Leave it to Valor soldiers to still have their rifles at the ready, even after a jolt like that.
The gunfire ended as quickly as it began.
Clearly, their opponents hadn’t proven up to the task of taking on three Valor soldiers.
Olivia drew the pistol from her waistband and headed for the doorway. Braverman and Pereira had probably already cleared the hallway. There weren’t likely to be any Mystics left for her to face, but she had to know for sure before she could decide how to proceed.
Taking a deep breath, Olivia leaned out of the doorway, pistol at the ready. 
Braverman and Pereira’s bodies lay on the floor, blood pouring out from under their helmets like water from a burst pipe.
Olivia’s brain buzzed as she tried to process what was happening. It felt as though she wasn’t in her body anymore. She was just a spectator, viewing a grotesque situation from afar.
A single man stood over Olivia’s fallen bodyguards. He silently and methodically used a cloth to wipe the blood from the short sword he’d just rammed through the bottom of their jaws. He wore simple black clothing with no armor. If it wasn’t for the short sword in his hand, and the strange red and black pistol that hung on his hip, he’d hardly even seem like a potential combatant. The emergency lights reflected from his shiny, silver hair as he looked down at his victims. He looked up, locked his blood-red eyes on Olivia, and smiled.
In a rush, Olivia’s mind returned to her body.
She pulled the trigger.
The shot went wild, ricocheting around the hallway.
“Shit!” How had she missed at such close range?
The attacker continued forward, seeming not to care that Olivia was armed.
Keep calm, she told herself, steadying the pistol, and aiming at the attacker’s center of mass.
She pulled her finger back, but the trigger wouldn’t budge.
The shell casing from the previous shot had failed to eject.
The attacker was only a few yards away, with his blood-red eyes still locked onto her like an animal stalking prey.
“Shit. Shit. Shit.” Olivia moved a shaking hand to cock the pistol, but she was too slow. As she rushed to clear the chamber, the attacker effortlessly knocked the pistol from her hands.
Olivia’s breath grew ragged as the attacker stood over her. Despite the cleaning he’d done, drops of Braverman and Pereira’s blood still dripped from his blade. Soon hers would mix with theirs.
The panic seized her. It was hard to breathe, and it felt like the walls were shrinking in around her. She wanted to fight; kick, punch, bite, anything. She couldn’t let her life end like this. She still hadn’t done anything meaningful with it. But her body wouldn’t respond. It just shook; unwilling to obey her commands.
Not now, she thought. Not like this. She tried to slow her breathing, but couldn’t focus long enough to do it. She was about to die. This red-eyed monster was going to kill her.
The attacker narrowed his eyes as he looked her over. Then, seeming to come to a decision, he sheathed his short sword and reached a pale hand toward her.
Incoherent, Olivia stepped backwards. She tripped, falling hard.
The attacker’s expression remained unchanged as he squatted down, never breaking eye contact as he reached toward Olivia once more.
A spray of gunfire erupted into the corridor. The sound was like a splash of cold water to the face, startling Olivia’s mind back to full focus.
The attacker snapped his attention to the adjacent doorway where Captain Langley stood, assault rifle in hand.
“Run to the hangar!” Captain Langley yelled.
The attacker sighed. His expression showed minor irritation, but nothing more. He certainly wasn’t afraid.
Langley released another burst of automatic fire toward the attacker, but every shot went as wild as Olivia’s had.
How was that possible? Olivia had been to the shooting range with Captain Langley before. He could reliably hit a moving target from hundreds of yards away. How was he missing a stationary target from only a half dozen feet?
Was the attacker using Vhy’ Rai to make this happen?
What if all the Mystic attackers were as powerful as this one?
Apparently deeming Captain Langley worthy of his attention, the attacker stood, unsheathing his short sword, and stepped calmly toward Captain Langley, who was trying — and failing — to get his rifle to fire again.
“Go now!” Captain Langley yelled.
Gritting her teeth, Olivia forced herself to her feet.
Captain Langley stepped toward the attacker, swinging his rifle like a club.
Olivia didn’t wait to see the outcome of the fight. She turned and sprinted away.
The palace’s rapid descent made it shake as she ran. She pushed hard on the balls of her feet, trying to move in a straight line. The palace bucked and flung her against the wall. She caught herself this time, pushed off, and kept moving forward. Without looking back, Olivia pressed onward to the end of the hall.
Olivia blinked as she emerged from the red emergency lighting of the narrow corridor into the open air of the courtyard. Mountains of corpses and rubble lay strewn about the stone paved centerpiece of the palace, bathed in the soft light of New Earth’s twin moons.
The palace shifted again, causing several of the corpses to roll over, their blood leaking out and filling the cracks between the elaborately patterned stones
Olivia felt light-headed. She’d expected to see dead bodies in the courtyard, but something was wrong with these.
She could feel bile rising in her stomach as she realized the problem. These corpses were all Valor soldiers.
There wasn’t a single Mystic among them.  
Olivia covered her mouth and looked at the floor, willing the nausea to fade.
Pereira’s short intel report echoed in Olivia’s mind. She’d heard about One aggressor. There were no Mystic casualties because the red-eyed demon she’d met in the corridor had done this alone.
An audio recording joined the screeching alarms sounding throughout the palace.
“All hands brace for impact,” a calm, feminine voice repeated on a loop.
Olivia’s nausea faded instantly, replaced by panic as she realized the meaning of the words. The palace was coming in for a hard landing, and she was standing in an open courtyard with nowhere to shelter herself.
Dashing frantically forward, Olivia stepped over the bodies of the fallen palace guard to cross the courtyard. Moonlight was replaced once again by red emergency lighting as she entered the corridor that would take her to the hangar.
But there was no time to make it all the way there. Not before impact.
Olivia pressed on the panel next to the first door she could find. It didn’t budge. The power loss was significant enough that the palace must have shifted into power conservation level two. Olivia dug her fingers between two sections of the irising door and pulled them apart. The door mechanism groaned as she pushed, coming slowly open. 
“Impact imminent,” the voice warned.
Olivia tightened her grip on the door section.
The palace lurched, lifting her into the air. She held so tightly to the door section that her right palm bled. Letting go, she brought her hands up to protect her head. She hit the wall behind her. G-force kept her pinned to the wall for a few seconds before the palace came to an ungraceful stop and she fell.
After lying still for a moment, Olivia sat up. There weren’t many places on her body that wouldn’t have a bruise the following day, but she was alive and seemingly unbroken.
“Landing complete,” the feminine voice recording sounded through the hallways.
For a brief second, Olivia felt a thrill of success. She’d survived all on her own.
Then she heard the footsteps.
Olivia slowly rose to her feet, peering into the courtyard. Red eyes gleamed in the moonlight.
The attacker looked smug as he stepped calmly over corpse after corpse, his bloody eyes never once moving away from Olivia. 
She turned to run. This corridor was a straight shot to the hangar, where an escape ship awaited her arrival.
She tripped.
Olivia cursed as she hit the floor. Her leg screamed with pain.
The footsteps behind her drew closer. The red-eyed demon had finished crossing the courtyard.
Olivia stood up, wincing as she put weight on her leg. She pushed through it, taking off in a slow limping run down the hallway. The footsteps behind her quickened their pace.
“Let me in!” Olivia screamed, banging on the hangar door as she reached the end of the hallway. 
To her surprise, the door slid open, flooding the hallway with warm, white light. She’d made it. Olivia fell forward into the arms of an armored Valor soldier.
“Get me to a ship,” she panted, closing her eyes and allowing the soldier to hold her up.
The soldier made a muffled, gurgling sound as warm liquid splashed on Olivia’s face.
Olivia opened her eyes to find the red-eyed demon’s sword rammed through the small break in the soldier’s armor, allowing for movement in the neck, just inches in front of her eyes.
The soldier fell, but a strong hand pulled Olivia backwards into the attacker’s arms. Olivia gasped as the cold steel of his sword came free from the soldier’s throat and pressed against hers.
Her mind whirled, searching for options.
None came.
The hangar was right there. She’d made it to the doorway. But it wasn’t good enough.
The walls started closing in again as her breathing sped up. Her head buzzed. The panic was taking over. She couldn’t hold it back anymore.
Dozens of Valor soldiers occupying the hangar trained their rifles on the attacker, who now held Olivia as a hostage.
What was the point of that? Did they know about the field of corpses in the courtyard? This man was unstoppable.
“Release her, and we can negotiate a peaceful end to this.”
Olivia looked up upon hearing the familiar voice.
Her father stood among the Valor soldiers. He was the only one not wearing armor. He only had his military dress uniform, but still he stood at the head of the soldiers with a rifle trained on the attacker.
Tears welled in Olivia’s eyes.
The attacker chuckled softly. “I don’t negotiate.”
He moved his finger to the trigger of his holstered pistol, and pulled the trigger, not even bothering to pull it out. It didn’t shoot anything. It vibrated softly for a moment, and then the world around Olivia vanished, replaced by a torrent of pain.
Chapter 2: Vahn
Vahn felt a little queasy as he stood atop what remained of the palace walls. Looking over the destruction from the previous night was like watching a horror movie. It was disturbing, but completely detached from reality. It felt like a sick prank.
The palace had been impenetrable. A mobile symbol of the might of the Human Empire. Now it was a crash site that happened to still function as a building. This shouldn’t have been possible.
Vahn looked down at the remains of the courtyard. Crews of workers still toiled away in the rubble. They removed more corpses from the debris than Vahn had ever seen in one place. Most of the dead men were strangers to him. Vahn had only joined the guard the previous day. Their deaths disturbed him all the same.
His military time until this point had been on the front lines. He’d mostly fought against the Mystics. Most recently, he’d been deployed in space combat against the Unknown Hostiles. Losing soldiers was never a shock on either front, but those losses were in combat zones. Deaths were expected there. This attack hit differently.
Vahn shook his head slowly. He wished he could rub his temples through his helmet. His lingering headache acted as a constant reminder of how useless he’d been in last night’s battle. Shrapnel from one of the bombs had taken him out of commission in the first five minutes.
He’d spent most of the night getting his skin regenerated in an auto-doctor machine. Now scar-free and functional, he’d been ordered straight back onto guard duty despite feeling like he’d been run over.
The cleanup crew pulled another corpse from the rubble. Vahn narrowed his eyes, and ATLAS — the artificial intelligence that ran his suit display — responded to his eye movement. It zoomed in on the body being removed. A heavily redacted personnel file appeared in the corner of the display the moment the tag number printed on the chest plate of the armor was visible.
Captain Eric Harrison, Vahn read, narrowing his eyes. Vahn had never met him, but according to his file, he’d received dozens of medals for valor in combat. Most of the dead men unearthed had similar ranks and records. Vahn was still a first lieutenant and had little more than a few commendations from former captains. He didn’t deserve to be a member of the palace guard, let alone one of the few who survived.
Vahn turned away. His helmet display adjusted accordingly, zooming out to match his regular vision. ATLAS had been finely tuned to differentiate between Vahn’s regular eye movements and those he used to control the interface. It responded perfectly every time. Such technology was standard in the Human Empire military. It should have given them a clear advantage in this battle, yet they’d lost spectacularly.
It made no sense, no matter how he thought about it. Vahn knew the Mystics well. He’d lived among them until he was nine years old, and fought against their religious empire for most of his adult life. He’d seen every imaginable use of their powers. This wasn’t something they could do.
But if not that, what could have? The rumors flying around suggested everything from an inside job to an army of invisible Mystics. They all sounded ridiculous, but this outcome was ridiculous, so shouldn’t the explanation be as well? Vahn had no way of knowing until further details were released.
If they were released.
A sensor flashed on Vahn’s screen, alerting him to someone approaching from behind.
“A lot of excitement for your first day on the job, huh?”
ATLAS identified the voice and pulled up the name and file for Captain Brooks Langley in the periphery of Vahn’s vision. Vahn locked his eyes on the file, then quickly shifted them to the right to dismiss the information. He didn’t need help from ATLAS to recognize the voice of a man he’d served with in battle.
“Yes, sir.” Vahn offered a rigid salute as he turned to face his superior officer. He wore a dress uniform instead of armor. His arm was in a sling, but he looked healthy otherwise. Apparently, he’d seen some action the night before, and fared better than most.
Brooks returned the salute with his good hand. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard you were transferring here. You, of all people, finally accepted a promotion.”
Vahn felt a pang of regret. He wished he’d never applied for the promotion to the Palace Guard. There was nothing he’d done to deserve it. He was good in a fight, and adept at all skills required of a Valor soldier, but Palace Guards were usually fast tracked for leadership. Vahn wasn’t cut out for a leadership role. He’d just end up getting good soldiers killed. But applying for the promotion was the fastest way off of Praesidium Station. He would have taken any new job to avoid another fight with one of the Unknown Hostiles. He was a coward.
Vahn pulled up his options menu by looking all the way to the left, then focusing his eyes on the transparent option for his visor settings.
“It’s good to see you,” Vahn said once his visor cleared.
“I was going to find you last night when my shift ended,” Brooks said. “But you know...” Brooks motioned to the crew of people busily hauling away the remains of the rampart that lay in pieces in the courtyard.
“Not the best conditions for catching up, are they?” Vahn said. “I’d ask for the story on your arm, but since you’re coming here while I’m on duty, I assume you’re not here to chat.”
“Down to business, it is.” Brooks spoke into a receiver pinned to his collar. “Captain Brooks Langley, authorizing transmission of encoded message for First Lieutenant Vahn Ashbell.”
A line of text appeared on Vahn’s display.
Vahn swallowed hard after reading it.
“The king wants me to appear before his council?” He could feel his throat going dry as the obvious conclusion dawned on him. “They suspect me?” he asked.
“You refused promotion for years only to transfer on the night of a Mystic attack,” Brooks said. “And then there’s the whole thing about who your dad was. I think I might suspect you a bit if I didn’t already know you were too inept to plan something like this.”
Vahn shook his head. He knew Brooks meant it as a joke, but it hit a little too close to the truth. This wasn’t the first time he’d come under suspicion because of his father. Being the bastard child of the former Mystic king didn’t look great in this, or any, situation when serving in the military at war with the Mystics. But it was the first time he would have to deal with the issue in front of the highest military authority in the Human Empire.
“It seems like the king has bigger things to deal with right now,” Vahn said. “Why is he questioning me personally?”
Brooks shrugged. “That’s above my clearance level, but my guess is it’s because he’s got a personal stake in the matter.”
Vahn raised one eyebrow.
“You haven’t heard?” Brooks lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “They took his daughter.”
Vahn let out a heavy sigh. So this was going to be a witch hunt, and the half-Mystic soldier who transferred in on the day of the attack was the perfect target to shoulder the blame. Business as usual. Though, normally it took a few weeks in a new unit before someone made the connection and the harassment started.
He shoved down the anger boiling in his stomach. He’d proved his loyalty to leaders before, and he could do it again. Even if that leader was the king. An emotional reaction at this point would only make this worse. Professional reactions only for now.
“Are you supposed to escort me there?”
Brooks smirked. “Are you thinking of running?”
Vahn shook his head.
“Don’t let the broken arm fool you. I’d catch you,” Brooks said. “But you should try it. If I bring you in, they might give me a medal.”
Vahn rolled his eyes. Sticking to professional reactions wouldn’t be easy if Brooks was going to be around for the whole thing.
“So that’s a no?”
Brooks shrugged. “Someone has to take over your watch, and we’re short-handed today for some reason. So no, I won’t be holding your hand for this one.”
Vahn offered a salute. “I’ll be going then.”
Brooks returned the salute with his good hand. “All joking aside, the king isn’t one to jump to conclusions. You might be a suspect, but we both know you’re innocent. If you cooperate, you’ll come out of this just fine.”
Vahn nodded. “I hope so.”
****
Vahn offered a rigid salute to the entrance guard as he approached the council chamber entrance. “I’m First Lieutenant Vahn Ashbell. My presence was requested.”
He’d never been so grateful for the automatic sweat-wicking feature of his armor as he was on his walk here. He believed Brooks was right — the king had a reputation for keeping a level head in even the worst of situations, and probably wouldn’t sentence him without cause — but Vahn’s body remained unconvinced. Going into combat for the first time had been less nerve-wracking than this.
Shove it down. Keep it professional, he reminded himself.
“Leave your weapons and armor with the clerk.” The guard nodded toward a counter built into the nearby wall where a uniformed officer sat looking over a manifest.
Vahn gave another salute and moved to the counter.
“Step out of the armor, set your side-arm on the counter, and sign this.” The clerk spoke like she was saying that sentence for the hundredth time that morning.
Vahn flicked his eyes around his visor and selected the exit command for the armor. Pneumatic latches hissed and clicked. The back of the body armor split open, allowing Vahn to exit.
Vahn stepped out and adjusted his underclothes. The stretchy synthetic fiber of the undershirt and leggings worn under the armor was tight, but modest enough to still be presentable. Even so, Vahn felt exposed without the armor. He’d have liked to at least put on a dress uniform before meeting the king.
After turning in his weapons and submitting to a lengthy search of his person, Vahn received the all clear to enter. The metal doors hissed open, and Vahn stepped past the guards into the king’s council chamber.
The room was bathed in harsh white light from a floating orb fixture suspended magnetically from the ceiling, and it smelled strongly of stale coffee and body odor. Faux windows capable of displaying any landscape lined the walls, but were all shut off, showing only the bare metal behind them. The only furniture was a table at the center of the room with a series of screens embedded around the edges.
“Thank you for joining us, First Lieutenant Ashbell.” The king’s deep, authoritative voice echoed through the room.
Vahn felt his heart beating in his throat. King Ryker Winterton looked exactly the same in person as he did in his publicity photos. His neatly trimmed gray goatee only partially covered the scar on his jaw, and his dark brown eyes locked onto Vahn like a targeting system. He wore a simple military uniform separated from his general’s uniforms only by the insignia of a lion surrounded by seven stars on his collar.
Vahn offered a stiff salute. Hopefully, the sweat he felt forming on his brow wasn’t visible to the others in the room. “Yes, Sir,” he said.
“At ease.” The king pointed to an empty chair. “Have a seat and let’s get started.”
Vahn dropped his hand and sat in the seat the king had indicated. His stomach churned. How was he supposed to be at ease when he was about to be blamed for bringing down the royal palace?
“Now let’s get back to business.” Ryker sat up in his chair. “As you probably assumed, we’ve been discussing last night’s attack. We’ve reached a point where we’d like to hear your opinion.”
Opinion? That’s a nice way of asking for an alibi.
“Of course, Sir,” Vahn said. His jaw was sore. He hadn’t even realized he’d been clenching it until he spoke.
“I apologize,” he said. “But I was incapacitated in the first five minutes of the attack. I only saw one of the aggressors for a fraction of a second. I don’t know what I can tell you that the security footage can’t, but I’ll offer whatever assistance I can.”
“You misunderstand,” Ryker said. “The attacker you saw was the only one. And you are one of very few soldiers who saw him and survived.”
Vahn blinked. Only one attacker? There were hundreds of dead Valor soldiers outside. Most Valor soldiers could win a fight against five or six Mystics at a time without much trouble, but the Palace Guard weren’t regular Valor soldiers. They were the best. What kind of monster could kill hundreds of them? Was the king just testing him? This information couldn’t be real.
Vahn tensed his shoulders. Being one of the very few survivors only made him look worse. Why couldn’t they just accuse him already? This couldn’t be about anything else.
“You’ve spent a lot of time fighting Mystics on the front lines.” Ryker’s piercing eyes locked onto Vahn. “That, combined with your... unique circumstances for gaining citizenship, leads me to believe that you have a better understanding of the Mystic’s power than most. Is that fair to say?”
“Yes, Sir.” Vahn held back from elaborating further. Unique was a kind way of putting it. After his father’s death, his uncle had been positioned to seize the Mystic throne. Unfortunately, though Vahn was a bastard with no claim to the throne, his Uncle still saw him as a threat. Vahn had contacted the Human Empire and turned his uncle in to save his own life. When they offered him citizenship, he took it and never looked back. The Human Empire had proven to be better for him than the Mystic Empire ever could have been, but making his superiors believe that was always going to be a battle.
Ryker nodded. “Let’s review the footage and see if anything about the attacker stands out to you.”
The screen embedded in the table in front of Vahn flipped into viewing position and flashed to life. The security video of the previous night’s attack replayed before Vahn’s eyes. Vahn watched warily as the attacker cut his way effortlessly through scores of soldiers.
He felt a lump in his throat. It was true. There really had been only one enemy.
Bile rose in his stomach. In all his years of war, he’d never seen such a slaughter. He wished he didn’t have to watch this. The men dying on screen were strangers to him, but they wore the same uniform.
The video continued.
The attacker raised the red pistol he’d carried on his hip and pulled the trigger. The wall in front of him exploded. What kind of shell could do that? The barrel was large for a pistol. It could’ve been a .50 caliber, but the damage to the wall was more like he’d hit it with an explosive. He had to be using Vhy’ Rai, but why channel that through a gun?
The video paused.
“What are you seeing?” Ryker asked.
Vahn hesitated. Was this just a trap to get him to incriminate himself by showing a knowledge of the Mystics? Ryker’s reputation would suggest otherwise. Plus, he’d already let Vahn know that he was aware of who his family was. It was best not to come across as if he had something to hide. He’d need to play this straight.
“It’s very strange, Sir.” Vahn looked up from the screen. “He must be using the power of the Mystics, but I don’t recognize his race as one capable of wielding that power. In fact, I can’t identify his race at all. Nor have I ever seen a Mystic channel their power through a gun the way he does. That’s more like what’s done in the Church of Delpha, but the attacker clearly isn’t a Delphine, and we have no quarrel with the Delphines that I’m aware of, anyway.”
A gray-haired man seated across from Vahn spoke up. “Reports from the front lines indicate that many Mystics channel their power through objects. I’ve seen them do it with my own eyes on a few occasions.” The badge on his uniform identified him as a Grand Admiral.
Vahn nodded, biting back his reply. It wasn’t his place to disagree with a higher-ranking officer. “You would know better than me, Sir,” he said slowly.
Ryker leaned forward in his chair. “We didn’t call you here to stroke our egos, lieutenant. Please tell us what you think.”
Vahn looked back and forth between the Grand Admiral and the king. This was a no-win situation. He’d be offending a superior officer no matter what he said. But he supposed it was better to offend a grand admiral than a king.
“It’s true that some Mystics channel Vhy’ Rai through objects, but they use small trinkets; rings, and things like that. Not guns. Major sects of the Mystic religion refuse to use anything mechanical at all, and those that allow it are still often wary of technology. It’s not impossible, but it’s very odd.”
“So he chose a strange object,” the grand admiral replied. “What does that matter?”
Vahn kept his posture rigid and pushed back against the irritation growing inside him. “I wouldn’t know, Sir.”
Ryker sighed, then met Vahn’s eyes. “Lieutenant Ashbell, everyone in this room is aware of your relation to the late King Tiberius Ashbell of the Mystics. We know you spent the first nine years of your life in his palace. We also know that you gained citizenship in the Human Empire by turning over your uncle, the war criminal, Elias Ashbell. I personally reviewed and approved your request for citizenship fifteen years ago, and I reviewed your vetting process both before you joined the military, and before you received your promotion to palace guard. As the son of the former Mystic king, you are possibly the most well watched soldier in the entire army. If a spy was indeed required for last night’s attack, you would be by far the worst candidate for the job. As far as I’m concerned, your loyalty is beyond question, and that makes you useful to me. So please, let go of whatever fear is preventing you from speaking your mind, and start telling us the truth. Why does it matter that he’s using a gun to conjure the Mystic power?”
Vahn felt the blood drain from his face. The king had seen right through him. “Yes, Sir.” Vahn had to force himself to maintain eye contact instead of staring at his own feet. “I um... I don’t think the attacker was a Mystic.”
Ryker smiled. “Finally, some honesty. I’ll return the favor. What I’m about to tell you is classified information, and is not to be shared without my express permission. Failure to guard this information will be regarded as treason against the Empire, and will be punishable by execution. Do you understand?”
Vahn had never wished to be in his armor more than he did at that moment. He could feel the sweat pouring off of him and soaking through his clothes.
“Yes, Sir,” he said.
“Good.” Ryker settled back in his seat. “Your observation is correct. Our attacker was not a Mystic. In fact, he’s not a member of any race you’ll find registered in any of the territories of the Federation. He’s a member of a synthetic race created by our own government a little over sixteen years ago.”
Vahn stared back at Ryker, his mouth slightly agape. He didn’t know how to process that information.
Ryker cleared his throat.
“You were fortunate as a child to not be present on Rabbit’s Foot for the Fortunatus extermination, but I assume you’re familiar with the publicly available details.”
Too familiar.
Sixteen years ago, a full assault was launched on the Fortunatus homeworld — Vahn’s homeworld — and nearly every member of the race was killed, including his father. Vahn had only survived because his father had sent him away days before the invasion with a coded message for his uncle. If not for that, he’d certainly have died there.
“Yes, Sir,” Vahn said.
Ryker stood up, squaring his broad shoulders. “Here’s the part you don’t know. The ability of the Fortunatus to manipulate chance in their favor offered them a decisive advantage on the battlefield. If not for the sanctions put on us by our membership in the Federation of Neutral Territories, our technology could have overcome the gap, but as things were, we were losing the war to them. In order to even the playing field, my father launched a secret program code named Project Diritas.”
Vahn leaned forward ever so slightly, unable to take his eyes off the king. He’d never heard anything about this.
“Experiments were conducted to create an entirely new race. One with access to the power of the Mystics. More specifically, the Fortunatus’ ability to manipulate chance. Those experiments were more successful than my father could ever have hoped.”
Vahn’s eyes widened involuntarily. How had he never heard of this? The government could keep a lot of things secret, but an entire synthetic race powerful enough to subdue the Fortunatus? How could such a thing be kept under wraps?
“You...” Vahn cut off his words as he remembered who he was speaking to. Interrupting any superior officer was asking for trouble, but interrupting the king was begging for a demotion, or maybe even worse.
“You have my permission to speak, Lieutenant.” Ryker let his broad shoulders slacken ever so slightly as he leveled his gaze toward Vahn.
Vahn stiffened, fighting the urge to squirm in his chair. “I apologize for speaking out of turn, Sir.” Vahn took in a quick breath. “It’s just hard to believe that the power of the Mystics was successfully replicated sixteen years ago. If that’s true, then where is the race that was created, and why haven’t we been using their power for the good of the Empire all this time? If we figured out how to do that, why haven’t we done it again?”
Ryker kept his face still as stone. “All but a few things having to do with Project Diritas were destroyed the moment it was completed. Documents were deleted, evidence was burned. All the researchers took their own lives. No official orders were given to do so, but they did it all the same.” Ryker paused before exhaling a heavy sigh. “We had no way of repeating its success, nor did we have the desire. Whatever my father did to ensure the success of that project, it was clearly in violation of Federation law. I thank Providence every day he had the foresight to destroy it. Unfortunately, it seems he wasn’t completely successful in cleaning up his mess.”
Vahn’s eyes widened as he realized what the king was saying. “The attacker from last night was created by Project Diritas.” He said it more to himself than to anyone else.
The black-haired man across from Vahn spoke. “His pale skin, red eyes, and silver hair are consistent with the information available to us about the Anti-Lucks. That, combined with his obvious display of chance manipulation, solidifies his identity.”
Anti-Luck? Vahn thought. The name fit. All the professional soldiers tripping on rubble and struggling with jammed rifles suddenly made a lot more sense. The Anti-Luck was manipulating chance.
“Unfortunately,” Ryker said. “The attacker’s identity raises more questions than it answers. Our theories for his motivation range from revenge to psychosis, but we have no concrete answers. We also have no idea how he survived the battle on Rabbit’s Foot or where he’s been for the last sixteen years. Our previous intelligence showed that the Anti-Luck and Fortunatus armies destroyed each other quite thoroughly. It’s unclear how many Anti-Lucks are still alive today. Until last night, they were all thought to be dead. Yet despite our lack of actionable intelligence, the fact remains that this Anti-Luck has proven to be powerful, and hostile toward the Human Empire.” Ryker swallowed hard, his stony veneer breaking ever so slightly. “And he has also taken my daughter... Finding and defeating this new enemy, and rescuing our princess, are now our priority. That’s why we’ve called you here today, Lieutenant Ashbell.”
Vahn felt a drop of sweat run down his temple as the eyes of the king’s Council fell upon him. They wanted him to defeat the Anti-Luck?
“I’m sorry, Sir,” Vahn said, his voice wavering slightly. “I am, of course, willing to serve, but I... I don’t understand how I can help with that. My father was a Fortunatus, but my mother wasn’t the queen. She was a human concubine. I didn’t inherit his gift or any other Mystic abilities. I wasn’t any use in the battle last night.”
“Yes, your rather short performance was noted before inviting you here,” Ryker said. “However, we believe you still have something to offer.”
Ryker swiped his finger across the screen in front of him. “What little information we were able to find regarding Project Diritas has given us some insight into the powers of the Anti-Lucks. They were designed to be equal and opposite to the Fortunatus. While the Fortunatus subconsciously manipulate chance in their own favor, the Anti-Lucks manipulate chance to be unfavorable for their opponents. After seeing the Anti-Luck in action, it’s clear that any operation against him will have a high likelihood of failure unless that power is neutralized.”
Ryker swiped across the screen again.
“We’ve discussed hiring a crew of Draco-Hominis since they have the ability to cancel the Mystic’s power, but our research indicates that the Anti-Luck’s power comes from a different source than the power of the Mystics, and therefore cannot be canceled out by a Draco. This leaves us with only one proven option.”
Ryker kept his eyes locked on Vahn as he spoke.
“The power of the Fortunatus and the power of the Anti-Lucks nullify one another,” Ryker said. “There are only three full-blooded Fortunatus confirmed to have survived the extermination. Elias Ashbell is locked away in a Federation prison. Clearly, he isn’t an option. Your other uncle, Dathan Ashbell, the current king of the Mystics, isn’t likely to offer aid, given the war he’s waging against us.”
Ryker flicked his finger, running it across his screen, and then pointing it toward Vahn. Vahn’s screen filled with an arrest photo of a young man with the tanned skin and pale gray eyes, typical of the Fortunatus. He had a defiant grin on his face. Vahn hadn’t seen him since childhood, but he still recognized him immediately. So he was alive, after all.
Ryker leaned forward. “The other Fortunatus shows more promise. So tell us, when was the last time you spoke with your half-brother?”
Chapter 3: Drake
Drake sprinted down the castle hallway. Armored guards followed closely behind. He took a sharp corner, then stopped short. Damnit. It was a dead end. Nothing down this hallway but locked doors, and a pompous stained glass window depicting Dathan — King of the Mystics — sitting on a throne.
“We’ve got him cornered!” One of the guards stepped forward and held out his hand threateningly. A fireball ignited in the air above it. He had a smug look on his face, like he’d done something impressive.
Drake snorted derisively. Technically, any member of one of the twelve Mystic races could do the same thing as this soldier using Vhy’ Rai — the power gifted to them by their god, Knune.
The power was limitless in theory. They could command the matter around them to do whatever they wanted it to do. However, The power was contingent on the worthiness of the user, and required knowledge of the physical laws at play in the command. Those two restrictions ensured that the power was rarely used for much more than hurling a fireball at an enemy.
Still, it was hard to dodge a fireball in a narrow hallway, and they hurt like hell. There was nothing else for it. Drake charged through the window.
Shattered remnants of the castle window whizzed through the air behind Drake as he fell.
Damn. He did not think this through.
Spinning awkwardly, he rolled when he hit the soft grass, ending up flat on his back. Shards of brightly colored glass rained down around him. Drake patted his chest and sides. No injuries. Not even a cut from the shattered glass. His luck held.
“I can’t believe that actually worked.” Drake laid his head back and looked up at the window. Two stories up. Not bad. Though, when he told the story later, he’d make sure to say it was six.
A foot soldier in plated mail leaned out the now empty window frame of the castle turret. He was a Feline Hominus — a beast type Mystic with features like a cat. This one must have had mixed blood with a standard type Mystic, since aside from his furry ears and slitted pupils, he looked basically human.
“He’s outside!” the soldier called.
A horn sounded from somewhere inside the castle, followed by shouts from other soldiers.
So much for a quick getaway.
The soldier pointed a crossbow toward Drake and pulled the trigger.
Drake rolled. The bolt stuck in the ground where his head had been.
This guy was more hostile than most soldiers he’d robbed. He must have really liked that window.
Drake stood up and cupped his hand next to his mouth. “What’s with all the hostility?” he yelled to the soldier.
“You’re a thief!” The soldier punctuated his sentence with another crossbow bolt, which whizzed past Drake’s ear. It was pure luck the shot had missed.
Drake looked down at the bolt stuck in the ground behind him. “Why do you keep aiming at my face?”
“That window you destroyed was priceless art!” The soldier struggled to reload his crossbow.
“Well, you’re the one who stopped me from using the door.” Drake reached down and grabbed the red revolver that hung on his hip. Despite its look, it wasn’t a gun. Not really. This was a caster. While Drake had lost his ability to use Vhy’ Rai unaided quite some time ago — that worthiness requirement was a real bitch — he could get around that with this. The revolver, and each bullet in its chamber, was made from hemoignisium. It was an exceptionally rare material that could cast Vhy’ Rai so long as it had a proper command inscribed into it. All it cost was a little blood.
“Let’s see what we get.” Drake spun the chamber to select a bullet at random. He pointed it toward the soldier and took his shot.
A little ball of red light burst from the barrel, whizzing toward the soldier. It heated rapidly as it flew, perfectly obeying the Vhy’ Rai command Drake had inscribed on the bullet. The ball erupted into flames as it streaked angrily forward, taking the enemy soldier in the chest. He cried out and stumbled backwards into the tower.
Drake pumped his fist in triumph. He hadn’t killed the soldier. Vhy’ Rai couldn’t kill, not even with a fireball to the chest. It was one of the quirks of the power. That made Drake’s revolver less effective than the guns the Human Empire used, but Drake didn’t mind. He loved fighting, but hated killing, though he’d done his fair share of it. With his revolver, he could let his enemies live and still shoot as many people as he wanted. That, combined with the fact that his bullets were nearly infinitely reusable, made this weapon perfect for him.
The castle’s heavy main gate creaked and groaned before swinging open. A troop of twelve soldiers charged forward, each one clad in full plate armor.
Drake groaned. These soldiers were so dramatic. He was the only intruder. Did they send out their heavy hitters for every little disturbance? Of course, a cliff-top fortress like this one probably didn’t get attacked often. Maybe these guys were just bored and itching for a fight. Drake didn’t mind giving them one.
He used his thumb to twist the chamber to the proper command and took quick aim at the center of the soldier’s formation. He pulled the trigger. A ball of yellow light shot out.
Tendrils of electricity zigzagged out of the ball in every direction, striking against the soldiers with wicked cracking sounds.
Seven of the soldiers extended their hands, using their own Vhy’ Rai, to deflect the lightning. But five of them were either too slow or unable. They collapsed, writhing on the grass.
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed. Seven of the soldiers were worthy enough to use Vhy’ Rai like that? Mystic soldiers were notorious for their debauchery. The worthiness requirement attached to the power rendered the majority of them incapable of using it at all. Had he broken into a monastery by mistake?
“He’s using Vhy’ Rai,” one of them said. “Fire back!”
“Well, shit.” Drake spun, frantically looking for cover. There was a grove of trees several dozen yards away, but nothing he could reach in time.
The seven remaining soldiers lifted their hands, summoning a conglomeration of fireballs, icicles, and sharp rocks careening through the air toward him.
Drake braced for impact. Cool dirt hit against his face, flung up from the soldiers’ attacks colliding with the ground around him. None of them hit their mark.
Drake looked himself up and down. Not a scratch. For anyone else, it would have been a miracle, but if there was one thing Drake could always count on, it was being lucky.
“Did they not teach you to aim in basic training?!” He doubted the soldiers could hear his taunt at this distance, but it was better to say it, just in case. Never let an enemy go un-taunted.
Drake fired his revolver again, this time shooting a fireball. It smashed into the soldier at the front of the group, bowling him over, and knocking over the soldier behind him.
A horn blew from atop one of the castle towers. More soldiers would be on their way.
Time to run.
Drake raised his middle finger toward the soldiers, then sprinted toward the road leading down the mountain.
This escape route was far from ideal. A spike of regret ran through Drake as he approached the first of many long switchbacks that stood between him and the road to freedom. He probably should have made a plan before trying to infiltrate this castle. It seemed like it’d be more fun to wing it, but trying to outrun a troop of soldiers along the single road that led to the bottom of the mountain was nothing but prolonged cardio. The exact opposite of fun.
“Backcountry it is,” Drake said. He changed direction, sprinting away from the road and into the nearby cover of trees.
A slew of new Vhy’ Rai attacks exploded against the tree line as Drake entered the forest.
“Learn to aim!” he yelled back, before charging forward.
The thicket of trees ended abruptly at the edge of a sheer cliff, extending thousands of feet down the side of the mountain. Drake whistled softly as he peered over the edge. Hundreds of carriages and carts pulled by a whole array of work animals bustled along the road that ran through the valley below. A steam-powered train followed a track in the center of the road. Thanks to the Federation War Equality Declaration, the Human Empire could only attack with technology equivalent to the level of the people being attacked. So although the Mystics were free to embrace technology that was much more impressive than steam engines, a religious edict born of political necessity kept them from doing so. Only embrace technologies that you can stand being used against you. It was stupid, but in a smart way. it had kept them alive for this long. After all, a war fought with swords and spears could drag on a lot longer than one fought with lasers and tactical warheads.
Drake ran his eyes along the track. It looked like the train was bound for Hyras City. He could see the edges of the Mystic capital from here. Aside from the towering palace on the mountain side of the city, the buildings along its periphery were short, and constructed from bricks and mud with tile or thatch roofs. The buildings closer to the center were built from increasingly modern material. The center of the city was filled with enormous metal spires and exhaust pipes surrounded by steel scaffolding, all towering above a series of concrete landing pads that made up the spaceport. That’s where his crew was waiting for him.
The train whistled, belching puffs of steam into the air. From this height it looked like a toy, but he could see enough to tell that several of the cars had no roof, just tarps stretched over their top. That was promising.
Drake opened the chamber of his revolver, carefully examining the command bullets he’d brought along.
Thank Knune. He’d brought something for wind manipulation. If he did this just right…
A ball of fire whizzed past his head so close that it singed his hair.
Damn. He’d thought he’d have a little more time before they caught up.
“Are you guys really that mad about the window?” Drake asked, turning slowly to find the trees behind him crawling with armored soldiers. “I can pay to replace it. You don’t have to murder me over it. I mean…I’m a little strapped for cash right now, but maybe we could work out some kind of payment schedule?”
“Surrender or die.” A guard stepped closer to Drake, his hand raised, ready to summon a Vhy’ Rai attack.
Drake shifted his gaze around the trees. There were at least five soldiers surrounding him, with even more likely approaching. Luck wouldn’t be enough; it would take an act of Knune for him to defeat all of them in this situation.
“You know, I’m really not a big fan of binary decisions like that.” Drake tightened his grip on his revolver. “There’s a whole range of things I could do right now that don’t involve surrendering or dying. I think the problem here may be a lack of imagination on your part.”
Drake took a cautious step backwards. He just needed to stall until he could find a decent exit.
“I hear a poor imagination stems from an unhappy childhood.” Drake focused on the nearest soldier, who was stepping steadily closer. At this range, even Drake’s exceptional luck wouldn’t be enough to stop him from landing a hit.
“Did your mom and dad stifle your creativity as a kid? That could explain your binary thinking, and maybe even your weird obsession with ugly windows. We can chat about that if you’d like. It might help to let those feelings out.”
The soldier’s posture slackened ever so slightly as he tried to process what Drake was saying. Not as much as Drake would have liked, but hopefully, it would be enough.
Drake raised his revolver, taking quick aim at the soldier. The soldier was faster. A gust of hurricane force wind spiraled from his outstretched hand, smashing against Drake and launching him over the edge of the cliff.
Drake screeched, flailing like a fish as he plummeted downward. After a moment, he twisted around, examining the parade of passing carriages on the road below. None made for a promising target, but the tarp covered train cars had potential.
Drake tightened his grip on his revolver and fixed his eyes on his target.
Please be carrying something soft.
****
Angela pulled at her manacles.
This attempt, like all the others, proved futile. The iron cuffs held firm. Her pushing only served to further aggravate the chafed skin of her wrists. Just one of many injuries she’d accrued over this last hellish week.
She still had bruises on her forearms and thighs where the jackal faced Mystic had pressed his weight down on her that first night.
Her chest tightened at the memory, so she shoved it down. There was no use dwelling on that. That damn jackal was dead now, anyway. Her father’s shotgun had seen to that. Seeing that monster’s blood and brains splattered against her bedroom wall was the only good memory she carried from that night of horrors. Of course, even that had been for nothing. More soldiers had come. They’d killed her father in front of her. If it was up to her, every one of these damn creatures would meet the same fate as the jackal.
The train car shook, aggravating her sore back. She shifted on the wooden bench, trying and failing to get into a more comfortable position. The six other women, captured from the same town as Angela, looked just as uncomfortable as her. Though, with no chains to hold him in place, their guard seemed perfectly comfortable walking up and down the aisle, inspecting the women like they were cattle.
Angela gritted her teeth. She set her eyes on their Mystic captor, a beast type Mystic with bluish green scales covering his face that made him look like he had a skin disease. He was the only guard in the car with them. Perhaps he’d drawn the short straw to be in this position, but the smile on his reptilian face as he looked over the girls indicated otherwise.
He stopped as he passed Miriam and Jennika, both of whom had been in Angela’s graduating high school class two years prior. They’d both talked about getting off of Novalis Six once they had the money. Miriam had wanted to leave the Human Empire altogether and live on Eleutheria — the mobile capital of the Federation. The Mystics had killed those dreams.
Their guard flicked out his forked tongue as he looked between the two women and settled on Jennika. He moved his eyes up and down with a hungry expression. His lips curled up into the smug smile only worn by those who had complete power over another person. She’d met many Mystic soldiers and slave dealers since her capture. So many of them had worn this same expression, though none had worn it quite so fully as the jackal faced Mystic who had broken into her room the night they’d invaded her home.
Seeming to thrill from her unease, the guard leaned in closer, gently caressing Jennika’s knee.
Angela couldn’t stay quiet.
“Don’t touch her!” Angela clenched her fists and rattled her manacles.
The guard shifted his slitted pupils to focus on Angela. “What are you on about?”
Angela met his eyes with her own fiery stare. “I said don’t touch her, shithead.”
The guard stood, irritation spreading across his scaly face. He placed his hand on a knife that hung on his belt. Angela felt her hands shake, but she stilled them and kept eye contact. She wouldn’t let him see her fear.
The guard walked forward. He flicked out his forked tongue as he looked Angela up and down.
Angela said nothing.
“Do you have a problem with me, human?” He hissed Angela’s race as if it were an insult.
Angela spat in his face. Not an easy feat considering how little water she’d had over the previous days, but it was worth it.
The lizard man stepped back, wiping the sticky spit from his face. He looked at his hand, smirked, then licked it clean.
Angela might have gagged had there been any food in her stomach.
The guard leaned uncomfortably close before running his scaly hand along her cheek. “You should be more careful. It’d be a shame to have to kill you and waste such fine merchandise.” He traced his finger along Angela’s jaw-line. “Then again, your spirited nature might make you an entertaining concubine. Perhaps I should take you as my payment for this job.”
Angela shivered at the unwanted touch. At least the guard seemed to have forgotten Jennika.
With an amused expression, he flicked his tongue again, almost touching Angela’s face with it. His breath smelled like rotting fish.
Angela glanced down. The guard was leaning in close, but the knife on his belt was too far away for her to reach with her hands chained to the bench. There was nothing she could do against him.
“Perhaps I should take a little sample to make sure you’re worth it.” The guard leaned closer, moving his mouth toward Angela’s.
Angela rammed her forehead into his nose.
Pain coursed through her head, but she still smiled savagely as the guard stumbled backward unceremoniously, grabbing his now bleeding nose.
Angela felt a thrill run up her spine as she took in his shocked expression. The pain in her head was dizzying, and pulsed through her with every beat of her heart, but with it came satisfaction. She’d hurt this monster. If she died now, at least she’d die with that knowledge.
“You little bitch.” The guard’s eyes flashed with rage. He drew the knife from his belt and snorted blood back into his nostrils. He spun the knife with his fingers for a moment before tossing it in the air and catching it in a back-handed grip.
Angela kept her eye on the knife. She’d rather get stabbed than allow this Mystic to take any sort of pleasure from her body. Still, it may not come to that. Her brother had taught her some basic self defense skills the last time he’d visited on military leave. If she could get that knife, she was sure she could kill this bastard. If he killed her first, then she’d be released from this hell. Either way, she won.
She clenched her jaw and braced for the guard to charge her.
The canvas that served as the ceiling of the train car shook as if they were in a hurricane. The guard raised an eyebrow in confusion, breaking eye contact with Angela and looking around the train car.
As abruptly as it had started, the wind stopped. The guard returned his attention to Angela. His slitted eyes filled with bloodlust.
The wind returned before he could charge at her. It shook the canvas even more violently than it had before. The guard shook his head for a moment. “What the hell is going on out there?”
The canvas roof ripped loudly, and a screaming man crashed through it, landing hard on top of the guard. He collapsed immediately.
Angela flinched back, but then stared in disbelief as she took in the scene before her. Their guard lay completely incapacitated underneath the young man who had torn through the roof. The guard’s ankle had snapped, and he seemed to have hit his head on the floor. He wasn’t moving. The other women looked equally shocked as Angela.
“Not my best landing.” The man slowly rose to a crouched position, groaning and rubbing his back. He looked close to Angela’s age; in his early twenties, maybe. He had tan skin, messy brown hair, and shining gray eyes. It didn’t seem like he’d noticed any of the women chained to the sides of the train car.
“Not your best either.” The man looked at the unconscious guard on the floor for a moment, placed two fingers on the creature’s neck, then sighed in relief. “Looks like you survived it, though. You know, at least for now.”
Angela blinked, trying to understand what had just happened. Who was this man? His clothes were rough and cheaply made. He wore a sheathed sword on his waist. In his right hand, he held the strangest looking gun Angela had ever seen. The metal had an almost supernatural reddish tint, and it looked like it had something etched into it. But despite its strange appearance, it was unmistakably a gun. As far as Angela knew, Mystics didn’t use those. He had to be human.
The young man looked around the train car, surprise filling his face as he finally noticed the startled women around him. “Well, you lot aren’t the cargo I was expecting.”
The women in the train car stared in shock. Nobody spoke until Angela broke the silence.
“Who are you?” she asked.
The man turned, noticing her for the first time.
“Wow, you’re gorgeous,” he mumbled, running his eyes over her body.
Damn it all. He was as bad as every other man she’d encountered on this Providence forsaken planet.
Angela scooted back on the bench. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Did I say that out loud?” he asked.
Angela narrowed her eyes. “Did you hit your head when you fell?”
“No, but your concern is touching.” The man stared at her for a moment, biting his lip and nodding pensively. “Have you been marked yet?”
“I’m sorry, I don’t…”
The man leaned forward and snatched Angela’s right hand.
Angela balled her left hand into a fist and slammed it into the stranger’s cheek. The adrenaline that had just started abating from her confrontation with the guard returned in a violent burst.
He reeled backwards, landing hard on his ass. “Why would you do that? That hurt!”
“Why would you just grab me like that?!” Angela kept both hands balled into fists.
He rubbed his swollen cheek. “To check for a slave mark. If you have one, I can’t help you.”
Angela looked down at her unmarked right hand. She’d heard about the witchcraft the Mystics used to mark their human slaves. Supposedly, once a human was marked, they would experience excruciating pain if they ever disobeyed their masters.
Thank Providence she hadn’t received one yet.
She shook out the pain in her left hand. “We’re not marked. And don’t touch me again.”
The man continued rubbing his cheek. “Trust me, I’ll think twice.”
Angela considered apologizing, then thought better of it. He’d deserved a fist to the face. “How are you going to help us?” she asked.
He stood back up, glancing at the other women before returning his gaze to Angela. “You mean besides referring you to a good anger management counselor?” He chuckled at his own joke. He was the only one who did.
“Providence,” Angela cursed under her breath. “If you think it’s perfectly acceptable to touch a woman without asking first, then you’re the one who needs counseling.”
He opened his mouth to speak, then bit back whatever response he’d come up with. “Yeah, alright. I shouldn’t have done that,” he said. “Can we start over?”
Angela narrowed her eyes, looking the man up and down, fully taking him in for the first time. He was a bit disheveled, but otherwise handsome. His tan skin was smooth and contrasted nicely with his silvery eyes. Though she couldn’t make out the design, the edge of a tattoo poked out from under his sleeve. If he wasn’t such an ass, he might actually be her type. Personality aside, the fact remained that he was unchained, and she wasn’t. He was no knight in shining armor, but there was no sense in continuing to antagonize him. 
“If we do, will you get me out of these damn chains?” Angela held up her cuffed wrists.
He nodded.
“I’m Angela Fisher,” she said. “And you are?”
The man grinned, putting his hands on his hips in what looked to be some kind of power pose. “Well Angela, you and all the other women here.” He turned slowly, nodding to each of the six other women in the cart. “Are about to have the pleasure of being saved by the great Drake Ashbell.”
Drake paused.
What was he waiting for, a cheer? Angela looked sideways at the other women. They all seemed just as confused as she was.
“Is that name supposed to mean something to us?” Angela asked.
Drake deflated. “Drake Ashbell? I broke into the unbreakable vault on Actarian Four.” He spun in a tight circle, looking at each woman before returning to Angela. “I’m very famous.”
Angela shook her head slowly. She vaguely remembered hearing something about that break-in a few years back, but it was oddly satisfying to see Drake squirm with the lack of recognition.
Drake shook his head. “I stole King Dathan’s holy crown and mailed it back to him in a manure sack.”
Nobody responded.
Drake sighed. “I hate the name myself, but you must have all heard of the Traitor Prince.”
Angela had had enough. “Drake,” she said. “I don’t care if you’re the prince of this goddamn planet. At some point, are you going to do something useful, like maybe unlock us?”
Drake let out an exasperated sigh. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a caustic personality?”
Angela bit back the urge to ask if anyone had told him that he was a moron. She did need his help, after all. Instead, she shook her head. “Will you please unlock us?”
“Fine.” Drake bent down, shaking his head as he rifled through the pockets of the unconscious guard. He cocked an eyebrow, then looked up at Angela. “Your guard doesn’t have the keys.”
Angela glared. “If that’s a joke, it’s not funny.”
Drake stood up. “If that was a joke, it would have been hilarious. Unfortunately, it’s not.”
Angela felt a pit opening in her stomach. He was going to leave them here. Handing over the keys from an unconscious guard would be one thing, but why would he do more than that for them? She should’ve been more kind to him, flattered him, done anything other than what she’d done. If he left now, it would be her fault.
Angela met his eyes. “You can’t just leave us here.”
“What kind of dick do you think I am?” Drake paused, seeming thoughtful for a second. “Don’t answer that. There are way too many ways to classify types of dicks. Going down that rabbit hole would waste hours. For now, let’s focus on where those keys might be.” He turned in a small circle, motioning to the other women in the train car. “Did anyone happen to see which guard has the keys, and which train car they might be in?”
Nobody spoke.
Angela wracked her brain, trying to recall. There had been so much chaos in the train yard where they’d boarded. She hadn’t noticed much beyond the lizard man who had boarded the train car with them.
Drake rolled his eyes. “Come on, are you all mute except for Angela?”
“I saw him,” Jennika spoke up. “He had a head like a cow, and I think he had some ear rings in one ear. I remember seeing some keys on his belt.”
Drake turned toward Jennika. “Well, that’s a start. Any idea which train car he’s riding in?”
Jennika shook her head.
“Three cars up,” Miriam said. “That’s where most of the guards went.”
Drake nodded, then stepped to the metal door at the end of the car.
“I’ll be right back, so don’t go anywhere.” He unlatched the door, then turned back to Angela. “That one actually was a joke, so feel free to laugh.”
Angela just stared back.
“Tough crowd.” Drake pulled the door open, flooding the train car with light, and amplifying the rumble of the wheels against the rails. Then he stepped through and pulled the door closed behind him.
Angela felt a swirl of emotions running back and forth, competing for dominance in her chest. Did she dare to hope that Drake would actually return with the keys? What would even happen from there? They were still a group of defenseless humans on a Mystic world. Everything that had happened over the last few weeks had beaten her down so thoroughly. Did she even have the ability to hope anymore?
Jennika looked at Angela. “Do you have any idea what just happened?”
Angela shook her head. “Not a clue, but I sure hope that guy knows what he’s doing.”
Chapter 4: Drake
I have no idea what I’m doing, Drake thought as he stepped into the adjacent car. This one was a little nicer than the slave car he’d just left. It was carrying a group of muntaris — Mystic livestock that looked something like pigs, but much fatter, and with significantly more hair — which apparently merited better accommodations than the human captives bound for slavery.
Drake put his hand on his revolver. Touching it always brought him a sense of comfort. He tended to grab at it without thinking anytime he got worried.
What he was doing right now wasn’t a good idea. He didn’t have time to waste rescuing slaves, especially Humans. But a slave group composed entirely of young women left little room to wonder which market they’d end up in. The fate awaiting them would be worse than the slaughterhouse that awaited these muntaris. At least it would without his help. He couldn’t just leave them to that.
Still, there was a limit to what he could do right now. The soldiers of the mountain fortress would have alerted spaceport security to his presence on Klade Hyras. Getting through alone was already going to be a trick. He couldn’t drag a dozen Human women along behind him.
He’d have to leave them somewhere in the city. But where?
He had to figure out this train’s destination. Then he’d have a better grasp on what his options were.
Drake pushed past the muntaris. They snorted, but otherwise paid him no mind. He crossed the car and pulled open the next door. He stepped out onto the platform and hopped across the couplings to the next car. This one had a roof instead of a tarp. It must have been for passengers instead of cargo.
Drake pulled open the door. He found a carpeted floor inside, with benches and tables lining the walls. Mystics sat scattered throughout the car. A few looked up as Drake entered, but most seemed not to care.
“Excuse me.” Drake leaned over a Talpidus Hominus with a furry, mouselike face who sat near the back of the car. “What’s the next stop?”
The mouse man eyed him, then shook his head. “It’s non-stop to the spaceport.”
Drake sighed. He was heading to the spaceport anyway, so that was nice. But nonstop meant he’d be helping the girls jump from a moving train before they reached their destination. Angela would have a few choice words for him about that. “Which line are we on?” he asked.
The mouse man sat up, his beady black eyes narrowed in irritation. “Are you some kind of idiot? How did you get on this train without knowing all of this?”
Drake shrugged. “What do you want? My life’s story? Just tell me which line we’re on.”
The mouse man fidgeted with his whiskers. “It’s the Naro Line.”
“Was that so hard?” Drake moved down the car and plopped down on an empty bench. The Naro Line went through the Waras district. It was a nasty slum. He’d had more than a few run-ins with the gangster who controlled it, Rugo Kresh. Sometimes Drake had worked for him, sometimes against him, sometimes a mix of the two. He honestly wasn’t sure where he stood with Rugo at the moment. But if anyone could hide a group of runaway slaves in Hyras City for a few days, it was Rugo. It couldn’t hurt to ask.
Glancing around to make sure nobody would listen in, he pulled a small black box from his pocket. Line Transceivers were usually a technology reserved for the rich. The communication device connected to a central hub via a microscopic wormhole. It allowed for instantaneous communication anywhere in the galaxy, but creating one was not a cheap proposition.
Drake had stolen one several years ago. Luckily, Rugo was rich enough to have one too. Drake selected the connection and waited.
“Drake?” a distorted voice answered. Pushing data across the microscopic cable that connected the line transceiver to the central hub required a compression and decompression process that made instant voice calls sound like the other person was speaking through a filter.
“Who else would it be?” Drake asked.
Rugo huffed. “I thought I’d have to hire a bounty hunter before I’d hear from you.
Oh, shit! I forgot I owe him money.
“Rugo! You know you don’t have to go to such lengths for me to pay you back,” Drake lied. “I never double deal.”
“You always double deal,” Rugo grumbled. “So let’s just get to the part where you tell me what you’re calling for.”
“I can’t call just to say hi?”
“Is that what you’re doing right now?”
“How’s the slum lord business treating you?”
“I’m hanging up.”
“Okay fine.” Drake lowered his voice to a whisper. “Listen, I’ve got some people who need to stay in your smuggling house for a few days. When I come to pick them up, I’ll pay you what I owe, plus a little extra for your troubles.”
Rugo sat in silence.
“Rugo? Buddy? You there?”
“I’m not feeding them,” Rugo said. “All I’m providing is a place to hide, and I want sixty golden grahrs for my troubles, not just the thirty you already owe me.”
Drake bit back the urge to swear. For sixty golden grahrs, he could just buy these girls and set them free that way. But he didn’t have the time or the money, and it wasn’t like he was actually going to pay Rugo, anyway.
“Deal,” Drake said. “They’re going to be jumping off a train as it slows down on the Naro Line near the spaceport. I’ll need one of your guys to get on the frontage road and pull up along the second cargo car back in like...” Drake looked out the window, trying to gauge the distance to the spaceport. “I don’t know. Ten, fifteen minutes.”
“Are you kidding me? I can’t just drop everything for your idiotic requests.”
“Oh, come on, I’m sure you’ve got some goon with a cart who isn’t doing anything right now. Besides, for sixty golden grahrs, you can prioritize my requests.”
“It’s eighty now.”
“Screw you,” Drake said, causing a few passengers to shoot him dirty looks. “You want eighty for ten minutes of work?”
“For ten minutes of working with you, you’re lucky it’s not a hundred.”
“Fine, eighty,” Drake said. It’s not like there was much difference between not paying Rugo sixty and not paying him eighty, anyway.
“If you don’t pay me, I’m going to have you skinned alive, and then I’ll sell the hemoignisium in that caster of yours to pay the bounty hunters.”
Drake dropped his free hand to the revolver hanging on his belt, feeling its comforting warmth wash into him. He’d never let that happen.
“I’ll see your guy in a few minutes.” Drake ended the call and stuffed the Line Transceiver back into his pocket.
He stood up and headed for the front of the car. That was one problem solved, at least for now. Now there was just the matter of finding those keys in the next few minutes. That human girl had said three cars up, right? That meant there should be an Ungulate Hominus in the next car. Drake pulled the door open and made the crossing into the next car.
A few heads turned as he entered, but most passengers didn’t even look up. Drake surveyed the train car. Ten passengers, three beast type Mystics, seven standard types. All of them were armed. The Ungulate Hominus with a head like a cow was easy to spot. Just like the human girl had said, a set of keys jangled on his hip. He sat on a bench between two bulky Feline Hominus.
It was far from ideal. The slave traders were probably unworthy to use Vhy’ Rai, but their racial gifts wouldn’t depend on worthiness. The Feline Hominus gift of enhanced strength would be a problem, especially in an enclosed space like this. They’d be hard to dodge. He needed a plan, but he was running out of time.
Screw it.
Drake stepped up to the bench where the three beast-types sat. “Hi.” he whipped out his revolver and pulled the trigger.
****
Angela fidgeted with her manacles. It was more out of anxiety than an actual attempt to escape them.
She was dependent on some random man who had fallen from the sky. If he didn’t return with the keys, there was nothing she could do to help herself.
It pissed her off.
The door opened, and Drake stepped into the car. He looked like hell. There was soot on his face, and his singed clothing reeked of smoke. He slammed the door behind him and hurriedly looked around the shaking train car.
Angela leaned forward on the bench. “What the hell happened to you out there?”
Angry voices shouted outside of the door, and someone tried to push it open.
“Oh, shit.” Drake shoved the door closed and braced himself against it.
Jennika — who sat closest to the door — pushed against her manacles as if to help, but couldn’t reach the door. “What’s going on out there?” she asked.
Drake grunted and pushed back against the door. “They didn’t want to give me the keys. Can someone give me something to brace this door?”
Angela narrowed her eyes. “How are we supposed to do that? We’re still chained to the wall.”
“Oh, right.” Keeping his back pressed against the door, Drake fished a keyring from his pocket and handed it over to Jennika. She snatched them up and started trying keys on her manacles.
A solid hit against the door pushed it open enough for Angela to glimpse a black-furred beast type Mystic with feline features pushing on the other the end. A large patch of the fur on his face had clearly been burned away. Holy shit. If Drake did that to slave trading Mystics, maybe he wasn’t half bad.
Drake slammed the door and braced again.
Jennika unlocked her cuffs and passed the keys to the next girl.
“Get me his belt.” Drake pointed his chin toward their guard, who still lay unconscious on the floor from when Drake had landed on him earlier.
Jennika shuffled across the floor and worked the guard’s leather belt free. Angela eyed the guard’s knife. It was still stuck into the wooden floor less than a foot out of her reach. If there were Mystics coming in here, she wanted to have that when they did.
Jennika ran the belt up to Drake.
Drake grunted and pushed harder against the door. “Run it between the door handle and that hook on the frame as tightly as you can.”
Jennika did as she was told. Drake helped her to cinch the belt tight, then stepped back from the door. It came open, but only a few inches before the belt stopped it.
“That’ll have to do.” Drake pulled on the cords that held the torn tarp roof in place.
Why remove the tarp? Angela almost called out to him to ask, but the girl next to her handed over the key ring. Thank Providence. She grabbed the keys and started trying them on her manacles. It took her three tries, but the shackles fell free. An instant sensation of relief washed over her. They were off. This wasn’t some fantasy in her head. She was unchained. A tingle ran up and down her spine.
She took in a deep breath. It felt like freedom. Then she handed the keys to the next girl and snatched the knife up from the floor. She had to keep her guard up. She wasn’t out of this yet.
Drake yanked hard on the cords, and they came free. The tarp blew away. The sound of the wind that rushed in was deafening.
“Why remove the tarp?” Angela had to yell to be heard.
Drake shrugged. “It’ll be hard to climb out with it still on there.”
Angela balked. “Climb out? This train is still moving.”
Drake opened his mouth to answer, but stopped. The clawed hand of the feline Mystic shot through the crack in the door and seized Drake’s arm. It yanked him back with surprising force.
Drake yelped and reached for the gun on his hip. Angela was faster. She rammed the knife through the beast Mystic’s wrist. She heard a pained squeal from behind the door as the hand yanked away, taking the knife with it. A thrill of pleasure coursed through her. Providence, it felt good to do that to a Mystic.
Drake stepped away from the door, inspecting the scrapes on his arm. “Dammit. You got his blood on my shirt.”
Angela folded her arms. “You’re welcome.”
Drake rolled his eyes. “Right, because you’ve said thank you so many times while I’ve been helping you.”
Angela resisted the urge to punch him.
Drake backed up, then ran at the wall. He jumped and grabbed the edge.
“What the hell are you doing?” Angela yelled at him.
He pulled himself up and straddled the edge of the car. He started waving to someone outside the car.
Angela clenched her teeth. She wanted to throttle him. He completely ignored her questions just to go to... Angela’s jaw loosened. Someone was outside of the car, and they clearly weren’t trying to kill Drake. He had a plan, after all.
Drake reached his hand down. “Come on, we need to move!” Miriam grabbed his hand, and he pulled her up. With a little help from Drake, she perched on the edge of the car. Then she jumped.
One by one, each of the women climbed up and then jumped until only Angela remained.
“You coming?” Drake reached his hand down to her. “Or did you decide you prefer slavery?”
Angela felt an involuntary scowl form on her face. Why did he piss her off so much? She ignored his hand. Instead, she ran and jumped, grabbing the edge. Every muscle in her body screamed at her from the exertion, but she didn’t care. She pulled herself up and straddled the train car next to Drake.
“Way to waste your energy.” Drake gave her a thumbs up. “You’ve still got to make the jump.”
Angela looked down. A large cart packed with soft hay, and the other five women pulled up alongside them. It was only a few feet away, but they were moving so fast. Angela’s heart beat so fast she could hear the blood pounding through her ears. Could she actually make the jump? She’d never done anything like this.
The train shook slightly, and Angela felt panic rise in her chest. Still, the other women had made the jump, hadn’t they? Freedom was just a few feet away. She had to do it. Angela shifted, getting ready to jump. Reluctantly, she allowed Drake to hold her steady as she moved.
She looked down at the other women in the cart. They’d cleared a spot for her to land right behind the driver. Angela blinked in surprise, then clenched her jaw in rage. The driver was a furry beast type Mystic with a canine head, different, and yet all too similar to the jackal who had come into her bedroom that night. Drake expected her to jump into a cart with a damn beast Mystic in the driver’s seat?
“What kind of trick is this?” Angela snapped at Drake.
Drake screwed up his face in confusion. “What are you talking about?” Drake was yelling, but Angela could still barely hear him over the sound of the wind and the rage that flooded her mind.
“You’re giving us to that Mystic bastard?!” she screamed. “How is that any better than where we’re at now?”
Drake looked down at the driver. “He’s not a slave trader... Well, probably not.”
“He’s a Mystic!” Angela screamed. “They’re all monsters. You can’t trust them!”
Drake leaned in close. “They’re not all monsters.”
He said it so calmly and assuredly that Angela wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t. She’d seen too much of them as anything else. “How can you know that?” she asked.
“Because I’m a Mystic,” Drake said.
Angela almost lost her balance. Her mind was reeling. Drake was a Mystic? But... he didn’t look like a beast, and he carried a gun. Was that all the evidence she’d gone off of? How stupid could she be? She’d actually started to trust Drake, but he was a Mystic.
The train car shook, and voices yelled from below.
“The guards are here,” Drake said.
Angela looked at the jackal driving the cart, and the rage flared up anew. “I’m not jumping.”
Drake shook his head, looking exasperated. “I’m sorry about this.”
Angela felt something press against her back. The barrel of Drake’s gun.
A wave of fear washed over her. Why would he do this? She met his eyes, pleading for him to change his mind.
A burst of wind rocketed her forward, sailing through the air. The sky and other surroundings whirled together in a blur in her vision until she crashed down, suddenly enveloped by soft and scratchy hay. What the hell had just happened?
“Angie, are you okay?” Jennika’s face filled Angela’s view. Angela sat upright, feeling dazed. She felt at her back. No bullet hole. Had Drake shot her with wind? Had he been trying to hurt her, or just push her into the cart?
Drake’s voice came to her ears, muffled by the sound of the wind and the train. “I’ll find you in a few days.”
Angela turned, but Drake was already gone.
Angela clenched her fist as the wagon pulled off the frontage road, leaving the train and Drake behind.
****
Drake screamed as he jumped from the roof of the train. It hadn’t come to a full stop yet, but he had no time to wait. He rolled as he hit the platform, then dashed toward the spaceport gate. The crowds of Mystics gave him strange looks as he ran past, but quickly lost interest once they noticed the smoke pouring out of several of the train cars. That was a lot of collateral damage just to get some damn keys. Those girls had better be grateful.
Drake meshed in with the crowd and started making his way toward the security booth. It should be smooth sailing from here as long as he hurried. All he had to do was walk to the private docks where the Vagabond’s Lullaby — his ship — waited for his arrival.
“Show your ID.” the guard at the gate  — a muscular man with a thick beard — held out his hand as Drake approached.
“I’m headed for the private docks.” Drake waved his hand dismissively.
The guard shook his head. “It’s required for everyone. We’ve got news of a criminal loose in the area.”
Knune’s fire. That plan failed faster than normal. Somebody inside the mountain fortress must have had a Line Transceiver.
“Alright,” Drake mumbled. “Why should anything be easy today?” He drew out his revolver and blew the guard back with a gust of wind.
Drake dashed through the gate. He fired gusts of wind into the crowds to clear the way as he sprinted toward the private platforms. Uniformed guards gave chase as Drake navigated his way through the busy spaceport. A few no-look shots behind him were enough to slow them considerably. Drake took the final required turn and ran out onto a large, empty platform.
“Knune’s fire,” he cursed. “I could have sworn this is where we parked.”
He stepped up to peer over the edge of the platform into the chasm below. He smiled at what he saw. Apparently, his crew had expected the need for a speedy lift-off.
“Stop! We have you surrounded!” A dark-haired man with a pig snout stepped forward from the group of guards. He wore a badge identifying him as the captain of the spaceport security team, and had a crossbow aimed at Drake.
“Good work.” Drake holstered his revolver and clapped his hands slowly. “Make sure you tell your boss how easily you caught me. You may get a promotion.”
He paused, glancing over the edge, eyeballing the distance. “Or maybe you won’t.” 
He jumped.
His aim was a little off, and he only barely grabbed onto the railing next to the port entrance of the Vagabond’s Lullaby as it rose from the chasm.
“Better luck next time on the promotion!” Drake yelled as the access hatch opened, allowing him to step inside.
The engine power increased the moment the hatch closed. G-force pinned Drake to the floor as they rocketed away to the safety of space.
The engines cut out once they cleared the gravity of Klade Hyras. Drake floated up into the air for just a moment before the artificial gravity kicked on. He dropped, landing on his feet.
“That was really stupid,” a familiar voice came from a nearby doorway.
“Nice to see you too, Al.” Drake turned to look his first mate in the eye, which wasn’t easy given how tall Al was — a little over seven and a half feet. He was a full-blooded Beast Type Mystic with a head that looked more like a wolf’s than a man’s. Thick brown hair covered his muscular body, and great leathery wings sprouted from his back. He took a step toward Drake, his clawed feet somehow hitting the ground without making a sound. He dragged his long, spike-tipped tail along the ground with each step he took toward Drake.
“If you had taken more than five seconds to plan, or even just bothered to ask for my help ahead of time, we could have infiltrated that castle with no one knowing we’d even been there. At the very least, we could have landed a ship on the mountain for a faster getaway instead of parking at the spaceport.” Al spoke in an upper class accent that was at odds with his appearance; the words formed perfectly, despite him only making slight movements with his wolf-like snout.
“I made it back, didn’t I?” Drake said defensively. “Can you not just be happy instead of getting on my case about everything?”
Five years they’d run the Vagabond’s Lullaby together, and not even once had Al showed the slightest bit of enjoyment while engaging in acts of piracy. It was the funnest thing they did, and he acted like he’d rather be cleaning toilets. He owed Drake a life debt and made it clear that it was the only reason he led the life he did. Drake knew better, though. Al would be here with or without the debt. That’s the kind of friend he was, even if he showed it through nagging.
Al scowled. “Did you even get what you were after? I can’t help noticing that your hands are empty.”
“My hands maybe, but not my pockets.” Drake removed a folded piece of paper from his front pocket and held it up for Al to see. “I got exactly what we came for.”
Chapter 5: Olivia
Olivia’s eyes snapped open.
Where am I? she thought. The room was poorly lit, and her head throbbed as she tried to take in her surroundings. She attempted to sit up, but thick leather restraints on her wrists, ankles, and waist held her to the chair.
“Somebody help me!” she yelled, struggling against her restraints. Her headache grew worse with every beat of her heart, and her left arm stung when she tried to move it. She widened her eyes and drew in several ragged breaths in quick succession when she identified the source of the pain in her arm.
A needle and tubing protruded from the vein in her upper forearm, drawing out her blood and depositing it in a bag that hung on a pole nearby.
She felt faint. This couldn’t be a hospital. Blood draws like this were archaic. And at any rate, they wouldn’t be taking her blood without putting something back in. So where was she?
She strained to remember how she’d arrived here.
The image of her kidnapper’s soulless, blood-red eyes flashed through her mind. She remembered it all; the attack, all the dead soldiers, and her complete inability to stop any of it. After all the death, the attacker had teleported away with her.
She felt the panic rising. Her chest tightened.
How had he done that? Faster than light travel without a tachyon drive wasn’t something she’d heard of anyone doing. But what else could it have been? They’d been one place, and then suddenly in another. Was it some kind of new technology, or something Mystics could do with their power? It even felt like making a tachyon jump in a ship, except that this version was painful. Olivia remembered the typical nothingness of a tachyon jump, followed by searing pain, blinding light, and a torrent of other overwhelming sensations. She’d passed out from the painful sensory overload before she could figure out exactly where she’d been taken.
She breathed in. The panic would overtake her if she didn’t calm down. She counted the seconds, then exhaled. This was an unprecedented situation, but that was even more reason not to lose her head. Her father wouldn’t panic in this situation, so neither would she.
Sufficiently calmed, she settled into the chair. Time to review facts. She didn’t know where she was, or how she’d come to be here except that a savage murderer had taken her here against her will. He’d tied her down and start drawing her blood. Reviewing the facts was not helping. She felt her chest constricting again. For Providence’ sake.
“Calm down.” She closed her eyes and breathed in again. “You’ve had trainings on this. You know what to do.” Her headache faded to a dull throbbing and her heartbeat slowed to a regular pace.
It may be disconcerting, but information gathering was the priority for survival in a situation like this. The best thing she could do to ensure she got through this would be to stay calm and gather as much information about the situation as she could.
Perhaps a look around the room would be more helpful than reviewing her memories. Olivia opened her eyes.
There wasn’t much to see. She was in a small room that looked to be made mostly of metal. There was no furnishing aside from the chair she was sitting in. There were two doors, though it was unclear if they were locked or not. Her eyes widened as they returned to the needle and tubing protruding from her arm. She had to close her eyes and breathe deeply again.
The panic had never been this strong before. Could she really handle this? She’d had panic attacks before meeting with the board of her company, and that was nothing compared to the stress of having a kidnapper taking her blood. There was no way she was ready for this.
She clenched her fists. Focus on facts. Keep your thoughts coherent.
Why would he be taking her blood? What possible use could that be? A million options ran through Olivia’s mind. None of them were good. That was not a helpful thought at all. But what else was there to think about?
“Think of something productive,” she said to herself. “You can’t panic.”
This was so much easier when it was just practice.
“Stop talking to yourself,” a voice came from the doorway of the room. “I find it quite irritating.” Olivia turned to find the source of the voice. Her hand trembled. The assailant from the night before stood ominously in the doorway, staring at her with unfeeling, red eyes.
Fear comes from the unknown. She repeated her instructor’s words in her mind. Gather information.
“Where am I? What do you want with me?” Olivia choked out.
“You’re on my ship, and all I want from you is silence while I take your blood,” he said in a smooth, uncaring tone.
Olivia’s heart rate nearly doubled. “Why do you want my blood?”
“That’s my business,” the man cut her off mid-sentence. “Now, before you irritate me any further, you should know that murder has never weighed down my conscience, and my temper has been rather short of late. So staying silent would be in your best interest.”
Olivia swallowed hard. She had to take some control of this situation. “There are Federation regulations about handling hostages and prisoners,” she said. “You can’t just do what you want with me.”
Her captor moved over to inspect the bag of her blood hung on the pole nearby. “Those regulations are for nations to follow. I’m a private contractor with no citizenship in any of the Federation’s territories. So I’m afraid you’ll need to adjust your expectations a little.”
Olivia tried and failed to stop her hands from shaking. Still, this information was useful. He was a free agent. If he was doing this for money, then he could be bought.
“I’m the princess of the Human Empire,” she said, choking back her fear. “I have access to a lot of money. How much will it take for you to end this now and send me home?”
Her kidnapper moved so fast that Olivia didn’t even see him pull the knife from his belt. He pressed it against her throat.
“I don’t care about your money.” He pressed the tip of the knife against her skin just hard enough to draw blood. “All I want from you is silence.”
Olivia nodded slowly, stifling a scream. The panic was winning now. There would be no controlling this situation. Survival was the best she could hope for, and if she said the wrong thing, that may not even be an option. This man had total power over her.
“Good.” Her captor stepped back, re-sheathing the knife on his belt. “My employer would prefer to keep you alive, but you are not our only option. So don’t test my patience again.” 
Olivia took a ragged breath, feeling the blood drip slowly down her neck. She clenched her shaking hands into fists and tried to focus. It didn’t help. Her thoughts spiraled out of her control, latching onto all the different ways this man could abuse, torture, or kill her on a whim.
“You’ve made the right choice.” Her captor removed the bag containing her drawn blood. He unclipped the restraints that had been holding her down.        
“Don’t try to escape. I’ll bring you food and water twice a day,” he said with no emotion. He turned to leave the room.
“Thank you…” Olivia said.
He left through the large sliding door at the front of the room. Olivia heard the heavy metal locks click into place.
She was alone again.
She laid back in the chair and sobbed.
Chapter 6: Vahn
Vahn stepped into his office. It wasn’t anything impressive: just a desk and chair in an otherwise empty room. A bright overhead light cast long shadows across the floor. Still, he couldn’t believe it was his. His task to find Drake had come with a double promotion, a clearance level that rivaled most generals, and, of course, this office. It was more than he deserved or wanted. His new rank of captain came with leadership responsibilities that far outpaced his ability to lead. The whole thing was a recipe for disaster, but what else could he do? He had to try.
“Will you be needing anything else?” Vahn’s new assistant, first lieutenant Nguyen — an attractive, muscular woman with jet black hair who held the same rank Vahn had until a few hours ago — asked from outside the door.
Vahn shook his head. “No, you’ve done more than enough. I’ll just get to work now. You can wait at your desk.”
“Yes, sir.” Nguyen put her hand rigidly against her brow in a salute.
Vahn returned the gesture, then dropped his hand. Nguyen turned away and took a seat at her desk. The doorway slid shut, leaving Vahn alone in his new office.
He let out a sigh of relief. The last few hours had been a whirlwind of emotion that had left him no room to breathe — let alone time to consider everything that was going on.
He took a seat in the ergonomic chair provided for him. Doubts niggled at the back of his mind. He shoved them down. He wasn’t the best man for this job, but he was the man appointed to do it, so he had to get to work.
“ATLAS,” Vahn said. A volumetric display glowed to life above his desk, showing the same ATLAS interface used in the visor of his armor. He shifted his eyes around the display, then cursed under his breath when it didn’t respond to his eye movement. He sat up in his chair and tapped the database connection icon. Without the dozens of cameras inside a Valor helmet, the system had no chance of reading his eye movements. He’d be reduced to tactile and verbal commands.
“First Liu... Er...” Vahn stopped and cleared his throat. “Captain Vahn Ashbell. Authorization code GX473-B.”
The words Welcome, Captain Asbell appeared in the display, along with a 3D file library made up of various glowing cubes.
“Show me all files available on Drake Ashbell.”
Most of the cubes vanished, while those containing relevant information opened up to pour out more cubes and file icons in a holographic dance until ATLAS finished searching and compiling relevant data. A projected rectangle appeared in the center of the volumetric display with Drake’s photo — the same arrest photo Ryker had shown him before — along with blocks of text.
Vahn scanned over it. Name: Drake Ashbell, Race: Fortunatus, Sex: Male, Age: 21
Not exactly groundbreaking. Of course, until Ryker had said otherwise, Vahn had assumed Drake was dead, so it was more information than he’d had before.
Vahn continued reading through the data. He stopped when he came to the orders and protocols section. Holy Providence, Drake had a KOS order. Vahn had expected there may be standing orders in place regarding Drake. He was a member of the Mystic royal family, after all. But he’d never expected it would be to kill on sight.
Vahn leaned forward. “ATLAS, we need to remove the kill on sight order.”
“You do not have sufficient clearance to remove an existing order from a general,” ATLAS replied in its even, mechanical voice.
Vahn shook his head. “Then send a request to remove it. And mark it as urgent.”
“Request sent,’ ATLAS said. “If approved, it may take up to seventy-two hours for the order to be removed from all Human Empire military databases.”
Vahn nodded, more to himself than the machine. That was all the more reason to get this removed now. There wouldn’t be anything worse than to send soldiers to find Drake, only to have ATLAS command them to execute the KOS the moment they saw him. “Can I attach another order to Drake’s file, or do I have to wait for the other to be removed?”
“You may add another so long as it doesn’t contradict the existing order,” ATLAS said.
“Then add this,” Vahn leaned forward. “If found, contact Captain Vahn Ashbell of the Palace Guard as soon as possible.”
“Order added,” ATLAS said.
“Good.” Vahn started looking over the other data in Drake’s file. “Can you tell me the reason for the KOS order on Drake?” he asked after a moment.
“Information is redacted. Please reconfirm credentials.”
Vahn blinked. He hadn’t expected any information on Drake to be classified. “Captain Vahn Ashbell, authorization code GX473-B.”
The fact sheet on the screen expanded, displaying a long list of crimes.
Vahn rested his chin on his hand and started reading.
Theft: 37 counts confirmed - 48 counts suspected
Smuggling: 17 counts confirmed - 12 counts suspected
Public Indecency: 4 counts confirmed - 14 counts suspected
Arson: 4 counts confirmed - 1 count suspected
Assault: 27 counts confirmed - 38 counts suspected
Murder: 648 counts confirmed - 1287 counts suspected
Vahn sat up straight. Had he misread that? He checked again and felt his jaw going slack with shock. Six-hundred forty-eight confirmed murders? And if even half of the suspected murders were actually Drake’s doing, then his kill count would be well over a thousand. How was that even possible? Had Drake participated in some kind of mass terror event that Vahn somehow hadn’t heard about? There was no single person he was aware of with that kind of kill count.
Vahn closed his eyes for a moment, remembering the five-year-old boy he’d play hide and seek with in the royal palace on Rabbit’s Foot back when they were kids. Drake had been kind then. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t reconcile this absurd number of murders with the kid he’d known.
“Show me details on the murder charges,” Vahn said.
The file expanded, showing the names of victims, times of death, and photos of the crime scenes. Vahn felt bile rise in his stomach. It wasn’t a single mass murder event. There were dozens of separate crime scenes. The photos were the most brutal he’d ever seen. Image after image of mutilated corpses filled the display. Each one more savagely dismembered than the next. Heads, arms, legs, all ripped free, and scattered about. Several of the photos contained coroner’s notes stating that no tools had been used to sever the limbs. The notes didn’t bother to speculate on how someone had torn apart a body without tools.
Drake had done this? This didn’t seem like the work of a person.
The words Incoming Call appeared in bold letters over the open documents.
“Accept call.” Vahn shook his head and dismissed the crime scene photos.
“Captain Langley is here to see you, sir,” Nguyen’s face appeared in the volumetric display
“Send him in.” Vahn relaxed his posture. A visit from Brooks was inevitable. He was sure to have a million questions for Vahn. Unfortunately, the answers to those questions were all classified.
“Yes, sir,” Nguyen said. The display vanished, leaving an empty desk. Moments later, the doors opened and the familiar figure of Brooks, wearing his dress uniform, strode in. He no longer had his arm in a sling. Apparently, he’d been able to make it to an auto-doctor since the last time they’d met. By reflex, Vahn snapped to attention and gave Brooks a rigid salute.
Brooks returned the salute. “Pretty sure I’m supposed to offer the first salute. You’re on the king’s council now.” Brooks pulled the spare chair away from the wall and took a seat. “But we both know that’s not going to happen unless a superior officer happens to be looking.”
“Feeling a little bitter about my promotion?” Vahn asked, his lips curving upward as he dropped his salute.
“Me? Bitter?” Brooks put his feet up on Vahn’s desk. “This way, we’ll both get the same captain’s salary, but you’ll do twice as much work. If anybody should be bitter, it should be you.”
“Members of the Council get a 25% pay raise above the standard salary for their rank.” Vahn shoved Brooks’s feet off his desk.
“Only 25%?” Brooks cocked an eyebrow. “For doing more than twice the work? You’re still getting the short end of that deal.”
Vahn forced a laugh. The images of Drake’s victims still flashed in his mind every time he closed his eyes. “What brings you by, anyway?” he asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Brooks sat up in his chair. “I want to know what I can do to help you out. Do you have any idea how you’re going to do... whatever it is the king wants you to do?”
“So…” Vahn leaned over his desk. “You came here to pump me for information about what we talked about in the Council meeting then?”
“Can you blame me?” Brooks asked. “I assumed you were going to be put on trial in there, and you came out with a promotion. I’m dying to know what happened.”
Vahn bit his lip. The king had warned him that sharing the information from that meeting without permission was tantamount to treason. Brooks should have known better than to ask him about it, but there were a lot of things Brooks should have known better than to do that he did, anyway. It was a wonder he’d made the rank he had.
Vahn’s display blared to life once again. It was another call.
Vahn held up a finger to Brooks. “Accept call,” he said.
Nguyen’s face appeared above the desk.
“Captain Ashbell,” she said. “The king has called an emergency meeting. He requests your presence immediately.”
“I’ll leave now.” Vahn gave Brooks an apologetic look and shut off the call. “We’ll talk later.”
****
The generals already seemed accustomed to Vahn’s presence despite this only being the second meeting he’d attended. He was just grateful to be wearing his dress uniform instead of the valor armor rash guard he’d been forced to wear last time.
“Take a seat, Captain,” Ryker said curtly as Vahn looked around the room.
“Yes, Sir.” Vahn saluted before sliding into his seat.
“Let’s begin,” Ryker boomed.
Nobody else spoke. The stony expression on Ryker’s face made it clear he didn’t wish to be interrupted. “Euphodine,” the king said. “That’s what I’ve called you here to discuss.”
Every other man in the room sat glass faced and calm, but Vahn felt as if he had missed a very important detail. Why was the king talking about an illegal drug? And an old one at that. Euphodine hadn’t even been a problem on the streets for nearly ten years. Though it’d caused a tremendous amount of death at the height of its popularity. It was certainly interesting, but was this really an important topic to be discussing in the wake of the palace bombing and kidnapping?
The king continued. “Euphodine is incredibly difficult to manufacture. Almost all that is currently in existence was made by our own government, and until two days ago, was being stored in a warehouse on this very planet.”
That was new information to Vahn. Why would the Human Empire have manufactured a deadly drug? 
Vahn bit down softly on his tongue to prevent emotion from spreading across his face. Whether it was because they already knew the information, or simply because they had a better poker face than Vahn, the other generals showed no reaction at all to the king’s words.
“Nearly all euphodine confirmed to currently exist was placed on a freighter called the Caetus last week, bound for the planet Niflheim to be re-manufactured into useful medicines.” The king paused for a moment and looked around the room before continuing. “Every Anti-Luck was created with a dependency on euphodine. Without regular doses, they’ll die.”
Despite his best efforts, Vahn couldn’t help but allow his eyes to widen at the statement. It certainly explained why the Empire had felt they could control an army of soldiers as individually powerful as the Anti-Lucks.
Ryker continued. “Our Anti-Luck attacker has been getting it from somewhere up until now. Most likely, he, or someone working with him, has been robbing the warehouse where it was stored. It’s a safe bet that he’ll be after the Caetus. I want a battle cruiser sent to escort the Caetus back to New Earth immediately. That euphodine could be the bargaining chip that will ensure the safety of the Empire, as well as my daughter. General West will take point on this assignment. Gentlemen, I trust you to get this done. You are all dismissed.”
The king stood and turned to leave.
He stopped in the exit doorway. “Captain Ashbell, come with me.”
Vahn stood up, nearly knocking over his chair. He quickly followed the king into the hallway.
“How is your search going? Any results?” Ryker asked as the door shut behind them.
“None yet, sir,” Vahn said. “I haven’t had much time to look into it. I’ve sent out an order to military and police forces to contact me if he’s seen; but since he’s probably in Mystic space or maybe some other nation’s space at the moment, I don’t know how much good it will do. I’m considering submitting a proposal to offer a reward for his capture. That should attract some Draco mercenaries who may be able to search more effectively outside of Empire space than we can.”
“Consider your proposal granted,” the king said. “That’s all you’ve done?”
“Yes, Sir.” Vahn swallowed hard. He’d come up short.
“You seem uneasy,” Ryker said, continuing down the hallway. “It won’t do for a member of my council to be nervous around me.”
“I’m sorry, Sir,” Vahn said rigidly. “I’m still adjusting to reporting to you.”
“Do you feel like you deserve the promotion you’ve received?” Ryker asked.
Vahn felt the sweat bead up on his forehead. Was it that obvious? Or was Ryker just that perceptive?
“Permission to speak freely, Sir?”
“Granted.” Ryker nodded, turning down another hallway and beckoning Vahn to follow.
“My promotion was based on my relation to an important asset. It had nothing to do with my merit as a soldier. I’m quite certain I’ve done nothing valuable enough for the Empire in my military career to justify my current rank. I’m not well suited for leadership.”
Ryker pressed his hand against a plate on the wall and a door slid open.
“Step into my office, Captain.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Vahn followed Ryker into a sparsely decorated room with a simple desk, and several framed pictures of the princess and Ryker’s late wife.
“Have a seat,” Ryker said.
Vahn sat down, and the king did the same.
“What can you tell me about the value of gold, Captain?” Ryker put one elbow on his desk and rested his chin on his hand.
“I’m sorry, Sir. I don’t… I don’t think I understand the question,” Vahn said.
“I’m talking about gold, Captain,” Ryker said. “It’s a soft metal, atomic number seventy-nine. The current markets value it at somewhere around sixty denarius per ounce in its raw form. Do you have any idea why it’s valued so highly?”
Vahn shifted uncomfortably. Had the king lost his mind? His daughter was missing. Vahn had made no progress in his search for Drake, and he was here calmly talking about precious metal prices? Still, it wasn’t like he could say that to the king.
“Well...” Vahn said, blinking. “I’m no expert, but I think because it’s useful. They use it for jewelry and electronics, right?”
“I’m not talking about refined gold,” Ryker said. “I’m talking about a lump of raw metal pulled from the earth. The only immediately useful things you can do with it are bludgeoning, and weighing things down, so why does it sell for sixty denarius per ounce?”
Vahn resisted the urge to roll his eyes at the inane nature of the conversation. “I suppose raw gold is valuable because it can become refined gold.”
Ryker raised his eyebrows, meeting Vahn’s eyes without saying a word.
The realization dawned on him. “We’re not really talking about gold, are we?”
Ryker smiled, his countenance softening.
“The value of a person, much like the value of gold, is not determined by what they are right now, or what they have been in the past, but by what they can become.
“Do not think of your promotion as any kind of reward. Think of it as a refining process, and as a sign of my trust in your potential to serve as an effective Captain.”
Vahn met Ryker’s eyes. He wasn’t sure how to feel about what Ryker said. Did he have potential? With his family history, he was lucky to even be allowed in the military. He shouldn’t be a leader in it.
Ryker kept eye contact with Vahn. “I understand the baggage that comes with the childhood you were given, and the life you’ve had to lead, but it does not define your value. You need to do whatever’s required to square those feelings away; because if you spend all your time fixated on your current and past states, then you will never meet your potential. And that would be a shame, because the Human Empire needs the kind of captain that you can be.”
“Yes, Sir,” Vahn nodded slowly. The way Ryker said it, it sounded so obvious. Was the only thing holding Vahn back the fact that he didn’t see his own potential?
“Now that’s sorted out.” Ryker leaned back in his chair. “I have one more question about a completely unrelated matter, and I require your absolute honesty in answering it.”
“Of course, Sir,” Vahn said. “Nothing but the truth.”
“Your records say you were serving under the command of General Faust Murdock before you transferred here onboard Praesidium Station.”
“That’s correct, Sir,” Vahn said. He’d served under the general’s command while defending against the unidentified Hostiles on the far side of the Empire’s territory. He’d been there for only a short time before transferring to the palace. Though he suspected the nightmares about it would be with him for quite some time.
“Did he show any abnormal behavior during your interactions with him?” Ryker asked.
Vahn wasn’t sure how to answer that. General Murdock was an eccentric genius. Everything he did was strange, but it always worked.
“Everything about his behavior was abnormal, Sir,” Vahn said. “But to have developed a method of repulsing an enemy as unconventional as the Hostiles, I suspect it requires an abnormal mind. I would never have thought to take his approach, but it keeps us safe. For that, he holds my respect.”
Ryker narrowed his eyes, looking Vahn up and down. “So you’ve seen the Hostiles first-hand?” he asked.
“Yes, Sir.” Vahn nodded. “At least as close to first-hand as a person can without dying. I saw them through video monitors and worked to dodge their long distance attacks.”
“You know, my father was killed sixteen years ago by the first wave of Hostiles we faced,” Ryker said. “I’d hoped to spend my reign avenging him by ridding the galaxy of those monsters. Instead, I’m cleaning up his mess.”
Vahn nodded, unsure what to say.
“Thank you for your time, Captain,” Ryker said after a moment. “After we’re done with this Anti-Luck business, I may ask you more. For now, just focus on finding your brother. You’re dismissed.”
Vahn saluted and turned away.
It was time to find his brother.
It was time to live up to his potential.
Chapter 7: Drake
Drake examined the ship displayed on the main nav-screen.
It was about as standard of a cargo hauler as a ship could be; an oversized hull, undersized cockpit, and small ionizing engines to prioritize fuel efficiency over speed. The thing probably wasn’t carrying anything high-value. If it was, it would have kinetic shielding or hull-mounted rail-guns, but this had neither.
Al had burned through several of his informants to confirm this score. Whatever this was, Dathan wanted it badly. Naturally, if Drake’s traitorous bastard of an uncle wanted it, then Drake wanted him not to have it. But what could this ship be carrying that Dathan would want?
“We’re nearly in boarding range,” his ship’s navigator — a scrawny Insectus Hominus with domed eyes and a creepy, pincered mouth — reported loudly so all the crew could hear.
“Thank you, um…” Drake paused for a moment, trying and failing to remember the navigator’s name.
It was something really on the nose, wasn’t it? Like Buggy, or… Buggo? Buggo can’t be a real name, can it? Drake only took on crew for weeks, or sometimes months, at a time. Not-for-profit piracy wasn’t a gig that attracted many long-term workers. He didn’t waste a lot of time memorizing names. He’d considered increasing the number of lucrative jobs in order to keep some of the more skilled crew on, but this had never been about money. No, this was far more noble. He had to screw over his corrupt throne stealing uncle Dathan. He couldn’t let money distract him from that.
“Captain?” the navigator asked.
Drake blinked and made his best attempt to meet the bug-man’s eyes. Without pupils to line up with, eye contact was a difficult task.
“How long before we’re in range?” Drake asked.
“Contact in two minutes.”
“Scan them.” Drake shifted his eyes to gauge the reaction to the order from the rest of the crew.
It wasn’t great.
The five crew members in the ship control room stared at him as if he’d just ordered them to fly into a star.
“If we scan them, they’ll know we’re coming.” The navigator spoke slowly, as if he was speaking to a child.
Drake shook his head. “Their engines aren’t powerful enough to outrun us. Why does everybody think I don’t know what I’m doing?”
The crew looked back and forth at each other.
The comms operator — a Feline Hominus woman wearing an impressive jeweled eye-patch — slowly raised her hand. “Do you…Do you want us to answer that?”
Drake shook his head.
This happened with every new crew. The only people willing to take on the work Drake had to offer were the newbies looking to make a name for themselves by doing a job with the Traitor Prince. They all thought they were the best, and they all wanted to lead. Once they found out just how little money Drake brought in on these capers, they’d leave before they could be broken of that attitude. Still, it was better than working alone.
“Just do what I asked and display the results on my screen,” Drake said.
“You’re the captain.” The comms operator nodded, then turned back to her station, pressing a few buttons to initiate the scan.
Drake narrowed his eyes as he watched her work. What was her name?
Maybe I need to institute a name tag policy.
The results of the scan populated his screen. Drake’s eyes narrowed even further as he read.
A chemical waste hauler called the Caetus. What does Dathan want with the human’s chemical waste? Had the information he’d stolen been a plant? Or was there more to the Caetus than there seemed?
The doors to the control room slid open, and Al squeezed through. His hulking body barely fit through the opening. Though he kept his expansive leathery wings tucked around him like a cloak in order to make himself smaller, he was still roughly twice Drake’s size.
“The boarding party is ready.” His canine snout barely moved as he spoke.
“That’s great.” Drake waved his hand in a beckoning motion. “Come tell me what you think of this.”
Al stepped up to Drake’s seat and quickly examined his screen.
“I think it’s a trap,” he said.
“Or it’s a decoy for something really great.”
“Yes,” Al said. “Or it’s a trap. We should gather more information before we proceed.”
“And miss this opportunity?” Drake said. “If it’s not a trap and we wait, then Dathan will steal whatever they’re carrying before we can. And if Dathan wants it…”
“Then you want him to not have it. Yes, I’m familiar with your mission statement. I still think this could be a mistake. You’ve been getting more reckless, unfocused. Last time you got like this...” Al looked down at Drake’s revolver.
He clutched it defensively, then made a show of rolling his eyes. “You’re going to lecture me right now? We’re about to board another ship. Don’t you think this can wait?”
“Can it?” Al asked. “Your luck only works if you know what you want. With how erratic you’ve been lately, I’m not certain that’s the case. We’ve barely had time to plan this job. It could go badly.”
Drake shook his head. “We’re not stopping.” Drake turned to a dark-haired young man he’d hired to act as this job’s gunner. “Fire the boarding harpoons.”
“Firing harpoons,” the crewman said with a grin on his face. He started pushing buttons on his control panel.
The cannons fired their payloads toward the awaiting Caetus. The sound of small explosions rang through the hallways of the ship as each one launched. Drake watched on the screen as the giant harpoons — each one significantly larger than he was — sailed through space until their pointed tips pierced the thick hull of the cargo ship. Each harpoon was hollow, with a hatch built into the tip. After penetrating the outside of the Caetus, the head of the harpoon would expand to fill the hole it had created and prevent the insides of the ship from being sucked into vacuum. Once the harpoon had broken through and sealed the air in, the hatch in the tip would open. That was when Drake and his crew could come through the long tube that trailed from the back.
“We got ‘em.” The crewman didn’t look away from the screen.
“Good,” Drake replied. “You ready to head on with the rest of the crew?” Drake turned to face Al.
“Do I have a choice?” Al asked.
Drake shrugged. “You can do what you want, but I’m going.”
Al sighed. “I’ll follow you, Captain.”
****
Drake marched down the boarding tube with Al and a line of crewmembers trailing behind.
“Who’s ready to steal some stuff?” Drake called back, pretending he wasn’t feeling claustrophobic in the narrow tube. They approached the newly made doorway into the Caetus. He drummed his fingers on the handle of his revolver. Al’s words niggled in the back of his mind. 
The crew all cheered, except for Al. Drake glanced back. Al’s face held no expression.
Damn. He hated it when Al got like this. Why couldn’t he just get angry? It would be so much easier that way.
“Come on,” Drake nudged Al, hoping to lighten the mood. “You’ve got to admit, this is more fun than that stuffy medical college I pulled you out of.”
Al gave him a sideways glance. “Yes, I’m so thrilled I get to be a pirate instead of a healer.”
“As you should.” Drake ignored Al’s sarcasm and forced a joke. “Pirate is easily in the top five sexiest careers. I did you a favor.”
Al remained expressionless.
The doors hissed open. Finally. It was time to fight. Drake had never felt so much like hitting someone. He charged in to find a line of security officers, each one wielding swords and shields.
Thank Knune for the Federation and their idiotic weapons regulations. A row of marksmen with rifles would mow down his crew like grass, but rented security officers with limited martial training and no access to Vhy’ Rai? That was a different story.
“Your stuff is ours!” Drake charged forward and swung his saber at the nearest security officer.
Most of the men paid no attention to him. Their attention was reserved for Al, who came barreling from the door behind Drake with a steel ax in each of his clawed hands. His pointed teeth were bared. It wasn’t fair that Al, of all people, got to be so intimidating when he wanted to be.
Security officers fell as Al hacked through their ranks. He delivered expert blows to their arms and knees. Damn, for a pacifist who dedicated his life to healing, Al sure was good with an ax. Every guard he passed collapsed, moaning in pain. Not a single one of them was dead. Drake knew Al’s aim could be deadly if he wanted it to be, but he never wanted that, and he never would.
Drake disarmed his opponent and kicked the man over. He looked over at Al, who had completely incapacitated four men already. Drake sighed. He could see it in Al’s eyes. He was going to put an end to this fight. Damn it. Drake had only taken down one guy. Hardly the stress relief he’d been craving.
“This has gone on long enough!” Al dropped his axes. He raised both hands toward the line of guards. He breathed in deeply, then exhaled sharply. Two great balls of fire — five or six times as large as what Drake could do with his revolver — erupted from each of his outstretched hands, rocketing through the air into the group of unfortunate men. They didn’t have the slightest chance of moving away in time. Their bodies flew through the air like leaves in the wind, tossed in all directions by the force of the impact.
Drake felt a pang of jealousy. Unlike Drake, Al was capable of using Vhy’ Rai without a caster. His power came from inside himself. He was still worthy of it. There was a time that was true of Drake as well, but it was long past.
Drake sheathed his saber and gripped the handle of his revolver, relishing the feeling of security it brought. Thank Knune, he at least had this.
White foam erupted from spigots in the ceiling, dousing Al’s flames. Ships from the Human Empire had automatic precautions against anything that threatened to remove oxygen. The security guards writhed on the foam covered floor, each one likely in too much pain to fully appreciate the fact that they were no longer on fire.
Under normal circumstances, being engulfed by flames like that would have cooked those men alive in minutes. Not so with flames conjured through Vhy’ Rai. The men would still be horribly burned, but not dead. And since Al had the Canine Hominus gift of healing with his Vhy’ Rai — and was a big emotional teddy bear — the burns and scars wouldn’t be much of an issue for these men, either. Al would have them all healed in a matter of minutes once they were properly bound.
“Surrender now or die!” Drake bellowed out in his most commanding voice. It probably would have been better coming from Al, but Drake couldn’t let him have all the glory. The hallways echoed with the sounds of clanging metal as the remaining security officers dropped their swords. They each raised their hands toward the ceiling.
Damn. He’d hoped at least one of them would resist. He still wanted to hit someone.
“Tie them up!” Drake yelled to the rest of the crew and strode over to Al.
“You almost looked like you enjoyed that.” He forced a grin.
“Hardly,” Al replied. “Where’s the cargo we’re supposed to be taking?”
Drake gestured toward a large metal sliding door. “Should be through there. And don’t worry. I won’t let your single-handed victory today tarnish your sterling record as a pacifist sissy. You’ll always be a wuss in my book.”
Al didn’t answer. He just walked over and opened the door to the Caetus’ cargo hold. One day, Drake would get a rise out of him.
Drake let Al go, then walked over to the nearest burn victim. Part of him still wanted to punch the guy, but part of him saw what Al saw. An innocent man who got hurt while trying to do his job. Drake sighed, then dragged the injured man to the wall and propped him up in a sitting position. He squatted down to meet the man’s eye. “Don’t worry.” He kept his voice at a whisper to make sure Al wouldn’t hear. “We’ll take care of your wounds before we leave. I’m sorry we had to hurt you.”
“Drake,” Al called from the cargo hold.
Kune’s fire. Al had good hearing, but he was in the other room, and Drake had whispered. Had he really heard that?
“What?” Drake yelled back.
“We’re in a hurry,” he said. “Get over here and open this.”
Drake sighed with relief and headed for the door.
Al raised his large, furry hand as Drake entered the cargo hold. He pointed one claw toward the massive safe that sat imposingly in the center of the spacious room.
Drake strode calmly to the digital lock on the front and pulled a piece of paper — the one he’d stolen from Dathan’s mountain fortress — from his pocket.
He glanced over at Al. He had that look in his eye, like he was gearing up to give Drake another lecture. “There’s something I wanted to ask you,” Drake said, speaking quickly before Al could. “What’s the name of the navigation officer we hired for this job? You know, the bug guy? Was his name Buggo?” He began punching the first series of numbers into the keypad of the 3 stage digital lock.
“Thomas,” Al said without missing a beat. “Buggo is a very derogatory term for describing his race.”
Drake dropped his hands and turned to face Al. “Thomas? Are you sure? I could have sworn one of the operational crew members we hired had one of those names that just matched their description perfectly.”
“Keep punching in numbers,” Al said. “I don’t want to be here all day.”
“Fine.” Drake started in on the second input for the lock.
“There is Miss Patch,” Al said after sitting in silence for a moment.
“Who’s that?”
“She’s our comms operator. Her name is Catherine Patch.”
Drake paused. “The cat girl with the eye patch is called Cat Patch? How did I forget that?”
“Well, you haven’t been the most focused lately.”
Drake shook his head, then began putting in the third series of numbers. “Do you have to circle back to this while we’re in the middle of a job?”
“I’m just concerned.” Al kept his tone calm, even, and free of judgment, like always. Which only made it harder.
“Well, can you stop?” Drake glanced down at the revolver hanging from his waist, then back to the keypad. “I’m not in the mood for another sermon.”
Al sighed. “I just want you to forgive yourself. It’s the only thing holding you back.”
Drake shoved down the memories flooding his mind. The blood, the severed limbs, and the horrified faces. He punched in the final number, and a loud clicking sound came from the locking mechanism inside the door.
“Some things can’t be forgiven.” Drake pulled the door open and examined the contents. What was in here that Dathan had wanted so badly? A stack of transparent 50- gallon plastic barrels filled the safe, each one full of a thick, red liquid. There must have been thousands of gallons in total.
“Al,” Drake said slowly. “Are they hauling… blood?”
Chapter 8: Drake
Al’s pointed ears perked up in surprise. “Did you say blood?”
Drake shook his head in disbelief. “Look in the safe.”
They’d boarded and taken over this ship to get at the contents of this safe, but what Drake was seeing now made no sense at all.
Al walked around the open door that had been obscuring his view to see what Drake had been referring to.
Drake scratched his head. “This is a chemical waste transport, right? Does blood count as chemical waste? You think it’s got some crazy disease in it or something?”
“That’s not the kind of thing you have to haul off-world to dispose of.” Al stepped into the safe to examine the barrels more closely. He furrowed his brow as he read the label of the nearest barrel.
“What does it say?” Drake asked.
Al scowled. “Euphodine.”
“The drug?” Drake asked.
“I treated a few patients who got hooked on this stuff back before we met,” Al said. “Chemical waste is a good description for it. We ought to release the crew and let them take this to be destroyed.”
“We could do that.” Drake knocked on one of the barrels. “But then whoever Dathan hired to steal this stuff will just show up and take it.”
“Are you sure Dathan is even after this?” Al asked.
“It’s a drug, right? It’s got to be worth some money.”
Al nodded. “It’s been years since I’ve heard of anyone using euphodine, but I think it was going for about three golden grhars on the black market.”
“Per gallon?” Drake asked.
“Per ounce. The withdrawal symptoms are almost always fatal, so addicts have a strong motivation to keep buying.”
Drake’s eyes went wide. “Three golden grhars per ounce?” he whispered. “With how much is in there, we could buy our own private moon.” He’d never been in this for the money, but holy shit, that was a lot of money.
Al crossed his arms. “Most people who try that stuff end up dead by the end of the week,” He said. “It needs to be destroyed.”
Drake examined the label on one of the barrels. “If it’s that bad, what do you think Dathan will do with it?”
Al sighed, then stepped out of the vault and began walking back the way they’d come.
“Where are you going?” Drake called out.
“To heal the people we hurt,” Al said. “Get the crew to load that garbage on the ship, and then let’s leave.”
It took a little over half an hour of hauling large tanks of the blood-red euphodine before the vault was empty.
“Let’s do one more check over the ship for anything else of value, and we’ll get out of here.” Drake took a step forward, catching his foot on the doorjamb of the vault. His face hit the floor with an unpleasant thud that echoed down the Caetus’ metallic hallways.
The crew burst into laughter. Even Al was suppressing a chuckle as he listened to Drake moan on the floor.
“That wasn’t funny!” Drake stood up, pinching his bleeding nose.
“Are you sure you don’t want to have that conversation? I warned you, your luck doesn’t work right when you’re conflicted about what you want.” Al stepped up and placed the tip of his furry finger against Drake’s nose. A sensation of warmth filled Drake’s entire face. Al’s healing Vhy’ Rai instantly repaired the damage.
“You think I’ve been suppressing a desire to hurt myself in stupid ways? My luck didn’t make this happen. It had to have been... Oh, damn it all.” Drake met Al’s eyes.
Al’s countenance fell. “Dracos?”
The Draco Hominus had a unique Vhy’ Rai racial gift that gave them the ability to dampen, or even cancel out Vhy’ Rai, including gifts like Drake’s luck.
Drake nodded. “And they’re close too. Dathan must have hired them.”
“Everybody back to the ship!” Al yelled. “It’s time to…”
Before Al could finish his sentence, a series of large, dull thuds emanated through the walls of the Caetus.
“A boarding ship,” Drake said. “Get to our ship and disconnect. I’ll distract them and get to an escape pod. Pick me up after I launch.”
The crew all obeyed without question; except for Al.
“You’ll need my help,” he said.
“No. You know their armor is too thick for either of us to get through,” Drake said. “They’ll cancel out your Vhy’ Rai, but hemoignisium. My revolver will still work. And anyway, we need somebody who’s quick enough to avoid them and annoying enough to distract them. We both know nobody’s better at those things than me.”
Al seemed to mull it over.
Drake glanced back at their retreating crew. “Besides, I need you to lead the crew until I get back. They’ll probably go sell the euphodine on the streets without a second thought.”
Al nodded. “I’ll pick you up soon. Try not to die. My life debt obliges me to kill myself if you do.”
“If you off yourself because I die, I’m going to find you in the afterlife and kill you again. Now get on the ship!”
Al turned and ran. He tucked his leathery wings against his body as he navigated the narrow hallways to catch up with the rest of the evacuating crew.
Drake drew out his revolver, then ran in the opposite direction toward the sounds of drilling.
He turned a corner, moving down a narrow hallway that ran along the outer edge of the ship. He was greeted by the sight of a nine-foot tall Draco Hominus stepping through a huge hole where there used to be a wall.
The monstrosity had a scale-covered reptilian head and ivory horns protruding from his scalp. A long and powerful tail with artificial metal spikes attached to the end of it dragged on the floor. It distracted only slightly from the four large wings protruding from his back, and sharp claws on his hands and feet. He barely fit in the cramped hallway.
Drake had heard stories of men who died from heart failure at the sight of a fully armored and hostile Draco Hominus.
Those men wouldn’t last long in Drake’s line of work.
As the Draco stepped out of the hole, Drake raised his revolver. Although they could cancel Vhy’ Rai, for some reason, the Draco’s racial gift didn’t cancel out the use of casters. Thank Knune for that. Drake pulled the trigger.
A blue ball shot out toward the Draco, forming into a pointed icicle as it rocketed forward.
It shattered brilliantly as it smashed into the thick armor covering the Draco’s body. The Draco turned to face Drake. A smile came to his reptilian face. Or at least something that looked like a smile. It was hard to tell due to the thing’s gnarled snout.
“Drake Ashbell! The last time I laid eyes on your ugly face, you were running away with my share and leaving me for dead.” The Draco spoke in an almost excited tone. “I came here for a quick payout, but I’ve stumbled on something so much better.”
Drake ground his teeth. Of all the Dracos in the galaxy, it had to be the one with a personal grudge against him.
“Is that you, Titus?” Drake fired another icicle that shattered brilliantly against the Draco’s armor. “Are you still mad about that? That artifact turned out to be a fake anyway, so there shouldn’t be any hard feelings; unless you’re just bitter about being number two.”
“You are as impetuous as I remember.” Titus snarled and stepped toward him. He placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Killing you will be a true pleasure.”
“Good luck.” Drake raised his revolver and unloaded another four icicles into Titus’s armor. He’d been trying for the exposed bits of skin at Titus’s neck. Without his luck, Drake wasn’t as good a shot as he normally liked to think.
“You think that hurts me?” Titus stepped toward Drake, drawing out his massive sword. The blade was nearly as long as Drake was tall. It barely fit in the hallways of the Caetus.
Drake shook his head. “Nope. I just think it pisses you off. And you’re so much more fun when you’re angry.”
Drake took another shot, exploding an icicle against Titus’s armored forehead.
Titus bellowed and swung his gigantic sword in rage. It was, fortunately, too large for the hallway. The tip dug into the edge of the metal wall. It actually tore through several feet of it before it stopped just short of touching Drake. The damage done was testament to just how freakishly strong the Dracos were. Drake was starting to question his decision to face them alone. All well. It was too late to back out now. All he could do was double down on pissing Titus off.
Drake looked at the sword embedded in the wall, then back toward Titus.
“So do you think you’re only second best because you’re too awkwardly large to be effective in these narrow halls, or just because you’re too stupid to realize it?”
Titus growled, allowing small amounts of fire to escape from his clenched teeth. Puffs of acrid black smoke wafted out of his nostrils.
Ok, he’s mad enough. It’s time to go.
Drake fired another icicle. He missed the mark yet again, then turned to run.
For Knune’s sake. Am I really that bad of a shot?
Drake tore down the narrow hallway. Titus let out another roar as he gave chase.
Drake swiveled his head back and forth frantically, looking for an escape pod as he ran. He took sudden sharp corners in hopes of confusing Titus.
His face smashed into a sealed door.
“Damn it, that hurt!” he cursed and rubbed his face. He shook his head, then tried to sniff back in some of the blood that was now running out of his nose. Even a complete moron should know to look where they’re going. He was relying too heavily on luck that he no longer had. Was Al right to be concerned this time? The thought pissed Drake off.
He shook his head, then looked around, trying to decide where to go. This was the wide hallway where his crew had boarded. He could see the singed marks on the floor from Al’s Vhy’ Rai attack. The ship must have sealed the area off to keep the atmosphere in once the boarding harpoons pulled out. At least that meant the Vagabond’s Lullaby had disconnected. His crew had escaped. Now he had to do the same. But where the hell were the escape pods?
“Nowhere to run now.” Titus’s deep voice echoed around the spacious corridor.
This was not a good place to be cornered. Titus would actually have room to swing his ridiculous sword in here. But with the airlock doors sealed, the only way out of here was back the way Drake had come. Back toward Titus.
Titus slowed to a walk with a twisted grin on his reptilian face. “You betrayed me and took my share of the pay-out last time I worked with you. You won’t live to do that again.”
Drake raised his hands disarmingly. “That’s really not a fair assessment. Like I said, the artifact turned out to be a fake, so your share of that payout was zero. You’re mad at me for taking nothing from you. But since I’m so generous, you can have my share of the nothing that we got.”
He looked frantically around the hallway, searching for anything useful. His eyes settled on the scorch marks on the floor. That might work.
“How generous.” Titus snorted, and puffs of smoke exited his nostrils. He was close enough now that Drake could detect the stench of festering meat from his breath wafting down the hallway.
Drake tightened his grip on his revolver to keep his hand from shaking. “Glad we’re square. I’m just going to get out of here, then.”
Titus widened his stance and held out his sword. “All this means is that now I get to kill you for fun.”
Drake readied his revolver, but he didn’t move. A loud clicking sound echoed throughout the hall. It was instantly recognizable. Docking clamps. But that meant someone with docking codes had arrived. Since this ship was owned by the Human Empire, that meant a support ship that had eluded scans, and decided to stay quiet until now, or...
“Valor soldiers.” A transceiver on Titus’s belt blared to life, and a deep, draconic voice growled through it. “They mean business. They already disabled our engines with rail-gun fire.”
Titus looked down at the transceiver, hesitating for a moment. “Damnit.”
Drake pointed his revolver at the ceiling and took three shots in quick succession.
Fireballs erupted from the barrel, exploding against the ceiling.
Titus shot Drake a confused look. “What the hell are you doing?”
White fire suppressing foam shot from the ceiling, engulfing Titus.
Drake charged forward, dropping into a slide as he reached the slick foam. The bewildered Draco slashed with his claws, but came nowhere close to his target as Drake slid past him on the floor. He was back up in moments and dashing down the hallway. He had to find the escape pods now. A squad of Valor soldiers would mean jail time, and jail time would end in... Drake pushed the thought from his mind. He wouldn’t let that happen. Never again.
Titus erupted from the foam, ready to give chase, but Drake had too much of a head start.
“I hope you enjoy staying number two!” Drake yelled. He looked back at Titus while he continued his mad dash down the hallway. Never leave an enemy un-taunted. Drake slammed into the now open docking port door. Pain shot through his body, and a dull metallic ping rang through the hallways. With his head turned back, he hadn’t even seen the damn thing.
Drake fell backwards, groaning in pain. This was the second time he’d failed because he was too stupid to look where he was going.
Men in full plated mechanical body armor came pouring in through the open doorway. They had fully automatic assault rifles at the ready. In his current state, Drake had no chance against them.
One of Titus’s Dracos stepped into the hallway, rifle at the ready. He took quick aim, but the Valor soldier standing next to Drake was faster. He shot a single bullet through the Draco’s eye.
The opposing Draco stood for a few seconds, then crashed down in the hallway, bleeding out on the floor.
This squad was authorized to shoot to kill. Not even a crew of Dracos was going to mess with Valor soldiers who weren’t held back by Federation war regulations.
Titus dropped his weapons and put his hands behind his head. He dropped to his knees.
“You live another day, Drake,” Titus hissed. “But rest assured; I will kill you.”
Drake wanted to respond, to say something pithy before making a miraculous escape, but he just couldn’t. His whole body hurt. He laid there moaning in pain as the Valor soldiers flipped him over and handcuffed him.
He felt one of them grab his revolver and pull it away. It was like they were tearing his heart out. Honestly, given the choice between the two, he’d rather they take his heart than his revolver.
Drake groaned. “Please, you can take the bullets out, but just let me hang on to my gun.”
“Keep quiet.” The Valor soldier hauled Drake to his feet. “Your actions are in violation of Federation Law, and you are accordingly being taken into custody. You have the right to legal representation after the arrest proceedings are completed. You have the right...”
Drake stopped listening. He didn’t want to hear about his rights. Getting his revolver back wasn’t one of them, so the rest didn’t matter. He kept his eyes closed and pulled in calming, deep breaths. The Valor soldiers escorted him to a cell aboard their ship. The breathing didn’t do him much good. He could feel the anger threatening to overtake him already. It was so strong. Al was right. Drake had been too reckless, and now the price would be paid. But he wasn’t the one who would pay it.
Chapter 9: Drake
Rough hands pushed Drake’s back. He stumbled forward, not resisting at all. A soldier ripped the scratchy cloth sack from his head. Drake blinked, trying to adjust to the sudden light that flooded his eyes. His temples pulsed in pain with every beat of his heart, and his body felt as though his blood had turned to liquid fire.
He couldn’t fight this much longer. Why was nobody running away?
He stood chained to a platform in front of a line of men. Each wore military uniforms bearing both the lion crest of the Human Empire and a patch displaying the fire ball insignia of Hades Lunar Prison.
Each one held a rifle trained on Drake.
Drake clenched his fists and stared out at his captors. Blood dripped down his hands from where his fingernails dug into the flesh. The pain kept him lucid, but it was a losing battle.
He clenched them harder.
Don’t let the anger in. Drake glared at the prison guards. He couldn’t stop himself from imagining their bodies torn up and twisted. He’d make it a reality before long. A sick thrill ran through him. He loved it. He hated how much he loved it.
No matter what happens next, they’re just doing their jobs. I can’t hate them.
Drake glanced from the courtyard to the metal walls of the building that surrounded them. Somewhere inside the prison compound, his revolver sat in a lockup with his other personal possessions. He felt its absence as a hole in his chest; a hole filling with deep fear and hatred. Hatred for anything and everything, and fear of what that hatred was about to make him do.
“Drake Ashbell,” a deep voice crackled over an intercom. “You’ve been found guilty of piracy, impersonation of an officer, escaping from legal holding, and the mass murders of hundreds of military personnel. For this, and other crimes too numerous to list here, you are sentenced to death by firing squad without rights to a trial. Do you have any last words to put on record before your death?”
“Yeah, I do,” Drake said, his bleeding hands shaking. “I’m sorry for what’s about to happen.”
The guards took aim and fired.
****
Vahn leaned back in his office chair, staring at the projected list of Drake’s crimes hovering above his desk.
What was the pattern? There had to be something here that could help him predict where Drake would be next. Unfortunately, it seemed that Drake as a criminal was as spontaneous and random as Vahn remembered him being as a child. Last month, he’d robbed a bank and then gave the money to an orphanage. As part of the getaway, he’d stolen a rundown ship from an elderly man, only to return it a few days later after making a few repairs. But just when Vahn thought some twisted sense of altruism had motivated the crimes, he would come across crimes with no obvious motive at all. Or worse, he’d find yet another instance of mass murder; always groups, never individuals. Most of them were soldiers, but not all.
Vahn lifted his finger and scrolled the screen to the first crime on the list. What was the pattern?
Five years earlier, Drake slaughtered an entire occupied Mystic village. Not just the occupying soldiers; everyone in the village.
Vahn almost gagged remembering the photos he’d reviewed from the scene. Five years ago, Drake would only have been sixteen. How could he have done something so gruesome?
A notification appeared over the list.
Incoming Transmission
Colonel John Erikson
Warden of Hades Lunar Prison
Vahn sat up. “Accept transmission.”
The crime list minimized, and the display filled with the face of an older gentleman. He wore a gray suit and sat in a small office decorated with family photos and asteroid golf tournament trophies.
“Hello,” the man said. “Am I speaking with Captain Ashbell?”
“Yes,” Vahn replied.
“I’m calling about Drake Ashbell. We have him in our custody.”
Vahn kept his face neutral, though a triumphant grin threatened to expose itself. They’d found him faster than he could have hoped.
“Thank you,” Vahn said. “I’ll take a ship immediately to come and speak with him. Please hold off any sentencing until my arrival.”
“There’s a problem with that,” Erikson said, straightening his tie. “The soldiers who brought him in mentioned him exhibiting a lot of erratic behavior, irrational anger, and an obsession with a gun they’d confiscated from him. So I looked at his rap sheet to see what I was dealing with. Do you know how many people he’s killed? How many prison guards he’s killed? He has a kill on sight order for a reason. I followed the order to call you, but keeping him alive is a danger to the men under my command.”
Vahn narrowed his eyes. “I’m aware. The order still stands. Hold off any sentencing until I arrive.”
Erikson shook his head. “I couldn’t help but notice you have the same last name as the criminal in my custody, Captain Ashbell. I have a family too. Obviously, I understand the desire to use your position to help a wayward loved one, but my guards also have families. I outrank you, and I have field authority to execute a standing KOS ordered by a general. I can’t risk my men’s lives just because some captain at the palace made the right political connections.” Erikson leaned in closer. “His execution is being carried out as we speak.”
Vahn slammed a fist on the desk. Any sense of triumph he’d felt was now replaced by anger and panic. Had he failed so easily? Perhaps not. He could stop this, but only if he looped Ryker in fast enough.
“You idiot,” he hissed. “I sent out that directive under direct orders from the king. Stop the execution now!”
“Your bluffs don’t fool me.” Erikson smirked. “I’ve been around long enough to tell when…”
Vahn tapped the options menu on the display. “Add Ryker Winterton to this transmission and mark the request as urgent.”
Erikson’s face went as pale as fresh snow. The king’s face filled the other half of the screen.
“Captain Ashbell?” he asked. “I’m meeting with my generals. Is this more important than what I’m doing right now?”
“I found Drake,” Vahn said. “And this man is having him executed.”
“Stay the execution.” Ryker’s face hardened, his eyes sending daggers through the screen.
“Yes, sir!” Erikson offered a clumsy salute before grabbing a line transceiver from his desk. “Cancel the execution, cancel the execution!” he yelled into the device.
No response came.
“I’m just…” He stood up shakily. “I’ll be right back.” He turned and sprinted out of view, not even bothering to put the call on hold, leaving Vahn and Ryker staring at his empty office.
“As soon as he confirms that Drake is alive,” Ryker said. “I want you to take a squad of Valor soldiers to that prison and set up a secure transmission with me.” Ryker turned to speak to someone off-screen. “Inform the Federation that Captain Ashbell will be making a tachyon jump between New Earth and Hades Lunar Prison immediately. This is top priority.”
Ryker turned back to face the camera. “Excellent work in locating him. It seems I chose the right man for the job.”
“Thank you, Sir.” Vahn said. All he’d done was answer a transmission, and even then he’d had to call Ryker to get Erikson to listen. It still remained to be seen if even that had been helpful. For all he knew, the execution had already been carried out. So much for living up to his potential.
“Captain Ashbell,” Ryker said, but then paused.
A scream came from Erikson’s end of the transmission. But it wasn’t fearful. It sounded angry in a primal way, unlike anything Vahn had ever heard before.
A popping sound followed the scream. One that was all-too familiar to Vahn. Automatic rifle fire.
“What in Providence is…”
The window of Erikson’s office shattered. A round object burst through it, leaving a trail of red as it thudded against the opposite wall, then fell and rolled to the center of the room.
It was a human head.
John Erikson’s head.
Bile rose in Vahn’s stomach.
“Leave now,” Ryker ordered. “Take Lieutenant Nguyen with you. I’ll have a Valor unit meet you in the hangar.”
“Yes, Sir.” Vahn tapped the end transmission button, and ran out of his office.
“Come on,” he said to Nguyen as he passed. “We’re deploying now.”
“Yes, Sir.” Nguyen shut off the display on her desk and followed without wasting a second.
It took Vahn less than ten minutes to make it to the hangar, but the Valor unit still beat him there.
Vahn counted four of them, each in full plated armor except for their helmets, which they each held in one hand while saluting Vahn with the other. Three of them Vahn had never met, but the fourth he was happy to see.
“Captain Ashbell.” Brooks dropped his salute as Vahn came near. “We have your armor loaded on the ship.” Brooks motioned toward a nearby Stingray — a modified standard troop transport. It was a winged ship with a two-seat cockpit in the nose, and a cabin large enough to carry six additional Valor soldiers and their gear. It was designed to fly both in and out of atmosphere. This one also had a rail gun mounted on top, and an expanded tail to house a tachyon drive.
“We’re combat ready,” Brooks continued after Vahn nodded and returned his salute. “We’ve also plotted and received clearance for a tachyon jump to Hades Lunar Prison, but that’s all the information we’ve received.”
“I’ll give you the details in transit.” Vahn nodded to the other soldiers. “Let’s load up and launch.”
The soldiers followed Vahn onboard the ship. The two pilots moved into the cockpit. Vahn stepped into the cabin where he found his armor waiting for him, suspended from an equipment rack attached to the wall at the back of the cabin, along with an array of weaponry.
The remaining soldiers strapped into the seats on each side of the front of the cabin. Vahn pressed the button on the cargo rack, and the automated system dropped the main body of his valor armor. It stood on its own in front of him.
The pilot’s voice came through a speaker in the ceiling. “We have clearance for immediate take-off. Waiting on your signal, Captain.”
Vahn pressed his thumb to the plate on the back of the right shoulder blade of his armor. Pneumatic latches hissed as the back plate pulled apart, allowing Vahn to step in.
“Clear for take-off.” Vahn pulled his helmet from the rack. He pulled it over his head and joined the others seated at the front of the cabin.
The Stingray engines roared to life. The doors hissed shut as the pilot pulled the ship out of the hangar. They launched into the sky. With the equalizing pressure of his armor, Vahn couldn’t even feel the g-force while they accelerated toward space, but the weapons in the racks all shifted slightly in response to the sudden increase in speed.
“So, are you going to brief us now?” Brooks asked, his voice coming in from the comm link in Vahn’s helmet.
Vahn blinked, trying to banish the image of Erikson’s head rolling across his office floor.
What were they going to face when they got there? Should Vahn be leading this mission? He wished Ryker had put Brooks in charge.
“An unknown number of unknown aggressors have attacked Hades Lunar Prison,” Vahn said, shifting his gaze around his command screen to transmit his voice to every soldier on the ship. “We have no intelligence about who they are, why they’re attacking, or what weapons they’re using. We’ll defeat them if we can, but our actual mission is extracting a priority asset; a prisoner named Drake Ashbell.”
Vahn shifted his eyes to pull open the menu of his display and sent an image of Drake to the other soldiers.
“We’ll enter the prison, retrieve the asset, and exit as quickly and cleanly as possible. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Sir!” the voices of the other soldiers all came through together.
“His last name is Ashbell?” Brooks asked. “Is he a relative of yours?” Vahn noted on his display that Brooks had switched over to a private radio channel to ask his question.
Vahn switched over to the private channel to reply. “Yeah.”
“In a good way or a bad way?”
“I won’t know until I talk to him.”
“That’s not the answer you’d give if it was good.”
Vahn sighed. How could he explain his relationship with Drake? They’d grown up simultaneously as best friends and worst enemies. His favorite childhood memories were of playing with his younger half-brother, while some of his worst memories were of trying to square away the feelings of jealousy that came from Drake’s status as the oldest male heir to the throne. At least the oldest full-blooded heir. And then there was the fact that Vahn had assumed he was dead for the last sixteen years. There was no predicting Drake’s reaction at all.
The engines cut off, and Vahn floated up in his seat, only to be stopped by the safety straps.
“Orbit achieved,” the pilot said through the comm system. Vahn’s display identified his name as Sergeant Ramirez. “Permission to engage tachyon jump?”
“Granted,” Vahn said through the main channel, slumping his shoulders and wishing there was any effective way to prepare for what was coming.
The tachyon drive whirled to life.
“Preparing to breach into Membrane Space,” Ramirez said. “We’ll be dark for twenty-five seconds.”
Vahn felt a lurch in his chest despite the stabilizing influence of his armor as everything went black.
Though Vahn had done dozens of tachyon jumps before this one, the sensation was something he would never get used to.
His eyes were open and ears were unimpaired, but he was blind and deaf during the jump. In Membrane Space, the laws of physics ran differently. At home, nothing could accelerate past the speed of light, but in Membrane Space, nothing could decelerate to go slower than it. This resulted in faster than light travel that didn’t burn up fuel, but it also meant that stimuli like light and sound were too slow to reach a person’s eyes or ears during the journey along with a whole host of less than desirable consequences.
Vahn felt nothing at all for twenty-five seconds while Membrane Space accelerated them to a speed several times the speed of light.
A collision in Membrane Space would kill them without them ever knowing they’d died. Fortunately, if there was any matter native to Membrane Space, it had accelerated its way to the outer edge of the universe a long time before any life form had found its way there. That, combined with the Federation’s strict rules for the use of the travel method, meant that collisions were almost non-occurring. And since the tachyon drive protected them from the other physical dangers of simply existing in Membrane Space, it was one of the safest forms of travel. Unfortunately, the tachyon drive did nothing to ease the uncomfortable sensation of oblivion.
Lights and sounds flooded Vahn’s mind in a disorienting onslaught of sensation.
“The tachyon jump was successful.” Ramirez’s voice broke through the cacophony of tiny sounds to catch Vahn’s attention. “Resetting clocks, and notifying the Federation.”
Vahn watched as the clock on his view screen rolled back sixteen minutes. Backwards time dilation was yet another disorienting quirk of Membrane Space.
“No response from ground control at Hades Lunar Prison,” Ramirez said through the comm link. “What are your orders, Captain?”
Vahn blinked several times, refocusing on the mission.
“Share visual with the squad,” he ordered. His display filled with a direct feed from Ramirez’s helmet.
Vahn blinked again, adjusting to the sudden brilliance of the image in front of him.
The rocky moon Hades hovered in front of them, orbiting a bright green and blue gas giant. ATLAS labeled it as Persephone. The information filling the periphery of Vahn’s display confirmed that Hades was nearly the size of New Earth, with .87 Gs of gravitational force, but its lack of magnetic field and proximity to Persephone had stripped it of all but the last vestiges of its atmosphere long ago. It was a dead rock, and according to the records in Vahn’s display, the prison was the only structure on it.
“Zoom in on the prison,” Vahn said.
Ramirez complied, zooming until a domed metal structure the size of a sports arena filled Vahn’s display.
“No breaches to the prison,” Brooks said. “I can’t see even a hint of external damage.”
“There are no ships either,” Vahn said. “Not even a service transport for personnel exchanges.”
“Still no response from ground,” Ramirez added. “It’s like nobody’s even there.”
“Stop sharing visual,” Vahn said. “And take us in for a landing. We won’t find anything out until we go inside.”
Vahn’s display returned to the inside of the Stingray as the ship descended.
“Arm yourselves.” Vahn unbuckled his restraints and engaged the magnets in his boots. They would be necessary to avoid floating away as he walked to the back of the cabin to examine the weapons.
“Standard operating procedure upon breach.” Vahn pulled his assault rifle from the rack, quickly checking the barrel and clips before magnetizing it to his hip, and then doing the same for his sidearm.
Shifting his eyes around his display, Vahn pulled up the name, rank, and specialty of each member of his squad.
“Nguyen and Schultz’s priority will be to scale and clear the guard towers and provide any necessary cover fire,” Vahn said after identifying them as the two on the team who were most suited for sniping. With Schultz as the back-up pilot, it also made sense to keep him off the front-lines.
“Ramirez, Banks, and Langley, stick with me in Theta Formation. I’ll take point, Ramirez takes rear. Maintain constant radio contact.” Ramirez, Banks, and Langley all had specialized certifications in close quarters tactical, and hand to hand combat which made them ideal for their assigned positions in a cramped space like a prison. ATLAS signaled its agreement with Vahn’s order, but he still couldn’t help second guessing himself. Was he missing something that an experienced commander wouldn’t?
“Yes, Sir!” The voices of the entire squad came through as the soldiers in the cabin selected their armaments.
“We’re touching down now,” Ramirez’s voice came through Vahn’s helmet. The Stingray rumbled almost imperceptibly for a moment before landing smoothly on the lunar surface.
“On my mark.” Vahn readied his rifle and stood in front of the cabin door. He waited for Ramirez and Schultz to come back from the cockpit, retrieve their weaponry, and join the formation.
“Now.”
The door hissed open, dropping to form a ramp down to the lunar surface. Vahn stepped out, rifle at the ready, swiveling back and forth in search of enemy combatants.
None appeared.
The image of Erikson’s head smashing through his office window returned unbidden to Vahn’s mind.
There had to be something here. With the backwards time dilation of the tachyon jump factored in, it had taken them less than fifteen minutes to arrive after Erikson’s death. What could have done that kind of damage, and then left within that time frame? Even the Anti-Luck’s attack on the Air Palace had taken the better part of twenty minutes. Whatever was responsible for that carnage had to still be here.
Vahn motioned for his squad to follow him to the exterior door of the prison’s air lock.
“Langley, get it open,” Vahn commanded. Brooks complied immediately. He moved to the small screen built into the wall to the side of the airlock door.
“The prison is under lock-down procedures,” he said. “I can’t get clearance to open it. Permission to breach?”
“Granted.” It felt wrong for Vahn to be granting permission to Brooks, who had served as his commanding officer in the past, but he kept that to himself. He had to stay focused on the mission.
Brooks stepped back, moving his head to observe the edges of the airlock door. He was allowing ATLAS to target the weak points for him. He lifted his arm, pointing a fist toward the door. A volley of small metal discs shot from the tiny slits of his forearm plate. They attached themselves along the perimeter of the exterior airlock, then glowed red for a moment. The lasers contained inside of them did their work. The door creaked and moaned. After a moment, the discs returned to Brooks’s extended wrist.
“Get in formation,” Vahn ordered.
The squad moved without question. The door groaned for a moment longer while they formed up on either side of it. Then its weakened frame gave way to the pressure of the air behind it. It exploded forward, flying about five feet before crashing to the dusty lunar surface.
Vahn looked toward the newly made point of entry. Inside of this prison, he would either face his half-brother again for the first time in sixteen years, or find him dead.
He wasn’t sure which he was hoping for.
“Move in.” 
Chapter 10: Drake
Drake wiped the blood away from his eyes. It dripped from his hand in heavy, coagulating drops. It made his stomach churn.
He looked around the prison yard. The gray walls were stained red and pocked with bullet holes. Corpses — or at least pieces of them — lay strewn about the walled-in yard. He’d done this. He’d loved every second of it.
Drake dropped to his hands and knees and retched. The bile from his stomach mixed with blood on the floor. He continued dry-heaving long after his stomach was empty. This was hell. Why did he have to remember it when it was over? He recalled every single second of what had happened here. It was burned into his brain where it could play on a loop every time he tried to sleep. The anger, the pain, and the sickening ecstasy of murder. After the all-consuming thrill had left him, he had to sit here in the aftermath and look at what he’d done. He was a monster. There was no other word to describe him. No matter how he justified it to himself, told himself he was sorry, he would always remember how much he’d enjoyed it.
Drake felt like vomiting again, but held it back. He stood up and took a deep breath, hoping his self hatred would dissipate. It didn’t. The stench of death and entrails exposed to the air filled his nostrils. It only reminded him of what he’d just done. He gripped his revolver. That helped a little. If only they’d never taken it from him. He never would have done any of this.
He stepped over a mutilated torso. He couldn’t tell which guard it had originally belonged to. 
Blood dripped off of his hand and onto his revolver. He let go and tried to wipe the blood on the shredded remains of his pants. If anything, it made it worse.
Knune, he hated blood; the smell, the color, and worst of all, the way it felt like it would never wash off of his skin. 
It had taken him less than twenty minutes to kill everyone in the prison; everyone aside from the one or two who had escaped on Hades’ single service transport. Those who hadn’t made it out were now a single collective mass of blood and body parts smeared on the floor and walls.
Nobody here deserved to die. Nobody except for Drake.
Drake pushed the thought back. He knew he didn’t have the courage to do it. He thought about ending it every time this happened, but couldn’t ever go through with it.
Drake pulled the revolver from his holster. All he’d have to do was put it in his mouth and pull the trigger. The Vhy’ Rai wouldn’t kill him directly, but it would do enough damage that it wouldn’t take much work to finish the job. It was the only penance he could offer. If he was a halfway decent person, he’d go through it.
Drake eyed the revolver. 
“Shit.” He put it back in the holster.
He was a coward, after all. 
Drake stomped his foot, splashing blood into the air. “Why did you take it from me?! None of this had to happen. I never wanted this!”
His voice echoed around the yard. 
The corpses made no response.
Screw them. This wasn’t his fault.
“You can’t blame me for this.” Drake drew out his revolver and clutched it to his chest, wishing it could truly make him feel whole again. “This isn’t...” His voice wavered. He dropped to his knees. “I’m sorry.” Hot tears streaked down his face. “I’m so sorry.”
Drake opened his eyes and met the lifeless gaze of a prison guard’s decapitated head. He remembered tearing the man’s head free from his body. He’d done it with his bare hands as the man begged Providence to save him. 
Drake’s stomach churned as he remembered the feeling that had pulsed through him with every kill. It was the emptiest he’d ever felt, and yet it was so…satisfying.
The grief gave way to anger. Maybe he really was a killer. He hadn’t chosen it, but it was the hand he’d been dealt. These prison guards had died as part of Knune’s grand plan. Drake couldn’t be blamed for that. He wasn’t the one who needed to pay. Dathan, the Human Empire; they’d forced him to become what he was. This was on their heads.
Drake pulled the line transceiver he’d recovered from the evidence lockup from what was left of his pant pocket. He had to contact Al and get out of here.
A loud metallic clang echoed through the prison.
Drake put the line transceiver back into his pocket and drew his revolver. 
Who else was here?
The idea of there being a survivor didn’t seem likely. Drake never left those. And unless the Human Empire had deemed a security alarm on a tiny backwater prison worthy of an unscheduled tachyon jump, their investigatory unit wouldn’t arrive for weeks.
It couldn’t be Al. There was no way he’d found Drake so fast. But who the hell else could it be? Drake kept his revolver aimed at the nearest door. He stepped forward, careful not to step on any of the scattered corpses. It wouldn’t have been the first time Al had picked him up without him needing to call for help, but the timeline didn’t add up. The Vagabond’s Lullaby couldn’t go fast enough at sub-light speeds to have made it here by now, and Al was far too cautious to use their stolen tachyon drive without Drake forcing the issue.
The door to the prison courtyard slid open.
Drake pulled back on the trigger. A fireball shot out of his revolver, exploding spectacularly, but harmlessly against the chest of the Valor Soldier who stood there.
Knune’s fire. He was not in the mood for this.
The doors on the other sides of the courtyard opened as well, allowing four additional Valor Soldiers to enter. Two of them stepped toward Drake. They kept their rifles trained on him, forming a triangle around Drake with the soldier he’d had just shot, acting as the third point. The other two soldiers — each one carrying an impressively long rifle — used the boosters built into their armor to launch themselves into nearby guard towers.
Drake considered making a break for it, but the odds were against him here. With Titus gone, Drake’s luck would help him if this turned into a fight, but even that might not be enough to get him out of a confrontation with a full squad of Valor Soldiers.
The soldier Drake had shot stepped forward. He attached his rifle to his hip and raised his hands disarmingly. “Drake? What happened here?”
None of the other soldiers lowered their rifles, so Drake kept his revolver up. “You know my name? Am I that famous in the Human Empire?”
“Drake, it’s me. It’s Vahn.” The soldier pulled his helmet off.
Drake stared in disbelief. That was the last thing he would have expected. It couldn’t be Vahn. But the dark hair and brown eyes were unmistakable. It was uncanny how much Vahn looked like Drake’s father. Aside from the eye-color they could have been twins. Though apparently, that didn’t carry over to their ideals.
Drake tightened his grip on the revolver. If he wasn’t pissed off enough before, he certainly was now. Vahn was a Valor Soldier. Drake had assumed his half-brother was either dead, or a coward in hiding, but a soldier for the army who destroyed their home? He was a traitor. The anger boiling in Drake’s stomach rose, consuming his thoughts. 
“I just want to talk to you.” Vahn glanced around at the armada of severed limbs adrift in an ocean of blood, looking slightly nauseous. “Did you do this?”
Drake fired. Another fireball spiraled toward Vahn’s unprotected face.
Vahn dropped his helmet, sidestepped, and pulled a pistol from his waist in one fluid motion. He aimed it at Drake. Drake’s fireball exploded against the wall behind him.
“For Providence’ sake,” Vahn said, taking another step closer while raising his free hand to stop the other soldiers from firing. “I said I want to talk, and you decide to shoot me?”
“Providence?” Drake asked, keeping his aim on Vahn’s face. “Don’t tell me you believe in that human crap.” Drake could feel the heat rising in his cheeks as he stared at his half-brother. Unlike before, the anger burning in Drake’s chest was completely his own. 
He’d spent so many years trapped in the ruins of their old home, waiting for his brother to send a rescue that never came. He’d hoped that Vahn was dead. It was the only explanation where his brother hadn’t betrayed him. But the fears that had taken residence in the back of his mind were now front and center, confirmed after all this time. Vahn had joined the enemy.
“It’s what my mother believed in,” Vahn said calmly. “But we haven’t seen each other in years. Is religion really what you want to talk about right now?” 
“Maybe it is what I want to talk about.” Drake shook his head, trying desperately to keep his voice even. “What about what Dad believed? Doesn’t that matter? He was good to you.”
“Nobody’s saying he wasn’t.”
“Then why didn’t you do what he asked?!” Drake’s voice broke and he could feel his eyes welling up.
“I tried.” Vahn raised his free hand patronizingly.
Drake tightened his grip on the revolver. “Did you? Dad sent you to get help from Uncle Elias, but then he ended up in prison. I knew someone turned him in, but I never wanted to think it was you.”
Vahn took a step closer. “I didn’t have any other choice.”
Drake felt like he’d taken a punch to the stomach. It was true. Damnit. Why couldn’t Vahn have denied it? He’d turned Elias in to the humans. It was Vahn’s fault that Elias never came through. All the suffering from his childhood, everything he’d done to escape it, was Vahn’s fault. Drake yanked back on the trigger, launching another fireball toward his half-brother. 
Vahn sidestepped easily, keeping his pistol aimed at Drake while motioning once again with his free hand to stop the other soldiers from firing.
“I hate you,” Drake hissed between clenched teeth. Breathing heavily, he unloaded another seven fireballs, all of which Vahn deftly avoided.
“Drake, can we just…”
“I was stuck there for nine years!” Drake screamed as the last of his fiery barrage impacted uselessly against the wall. “That’s how long I waited for you. Nine years! You were supposed to be my big brother! You were supposed to save me!” Drake inhaled sharply before lowering his voice to a growl. “But you left me for dead while you went off to play soldier with the empire that massacred our people.”
Drake gritted his teeth, firing again, this time hitting Vahn’s leg. His half-brother’s impressive armor absorbed the hit.
“Stop shooting at me, you entitled brat!” Vahn yelled back, his calm demeanor vanishing. “I can explain if you just let me talk!”
Drake pulled back on the trigger again. This time, Vahn fired back. A single shot from his pistol hit Drake’s revolver, knocking it from his shaking hand and sending it skittering across the blood-soaked floor.
It felt as if Vahn’s bullet had yanked Drake’s heart from his chest. Without that revolver in his hands, this Valor unit was as good as dead. With the rage already filling him, it would only take a matter of minutes for him to lose control.
Drake clenched his jaw. This would be justified. If Vahn had saved him like he was supposed to, he never would have become a monster. All these people would be alive. It wouldn’t be murder, it would be justice.
“What happened to the people here?” Vahn kept his pistol aimed at Drake.
“I killed them,” Drake growled. The fire was spreading from his heart through his veins.
“How did you kill them?” Vahn asked.
“With my hands, mostly. But some with my teeth.” Drake imagined tearing Vahn’s head free from his neck. It would feel so good.
He could feel it coming. The build-up of anger was almost complete. He felt the need for violence, like it was some kind of drug. This would prove to be the best fix he’d ever had.
Vahn looked ready to vomit. 
Drake smiled. “Keep pissing me off and I’ll show you.”
It was close now. He was almost angry enough to attack.
“You’re bragging about this?” Vahn motioned to the surrounding carnage. “I may not worship Knune, but you’re the one who’s forgotten what Dad believed in.”
It was as if someone had injected ice water into Drake’s veins.
Shit. What would his Dad think if he saw this? What would he think the second he finished with it? The thought of tearing Vahn’s head from his shoulders still filled him with glee, but now it came mixed with a sense of dread.
Drake’s breathing was ragged and shallow. The missing piece inside of him felt larger than ever. 
He had to get it back.
Drake spun around and dove, snatching up his fallen revolver. He felt rage simmer down as he clutched it to his chest. He was still angry, but the anger was his.
He was whole again.
*****
“Hold!” Vahn yelled. “We need him alive.”
The moment Drake had made a move to retrieve his gun, the other soldiers in the unit had moved to fire. 
True to their training, the Valor unit obeyed Vahn’s order.
“Drake, there’s nothing that gun of yours can fire that’s going to get through our armor,” Vahn kept his pistol aimed at Drake’s huddled form. “So why don’t you just listen to what I have to say?”
Drake rose slowly and holstered his revolver. Color had returned to his face. Only moments ago, he’d looked sickly, pale, and the expression on his face had been ravenous, like a predator ready to strike against a wounded animal. Now he looked healthy with a defiant smirk on his face. If not for his shredded and blood-drenched clothing, he would have looked perfectly normal. What would cause a change like that?
“Not that I’m not enjoying this little family reunion,” Drake paced back and forth between Brooks and Nguyen, who had him flanked on either side. He seemed to gauge their reactions to his movements. “But if you really want to reconcile, you’re about sixteen years too late.” 
Vahn nodded, trying to process what had happened. Drake’s demeanor had shifted so rapidly, it was almost like he was talking with an entirely different person. Drake was clearly unwell. Vahn should have expected that from the moment he saw Drake’s murder count, but he’d been holding out hope that it would be proven wrong. Still, he seemed lucid now. Perhaps he could be reasoned with. 
“You don’t have to forgive me.” Vahn attached his pistol to his hip, hoping the gesture would calm Drake further. “But will you please just listen?”
“Are you going to say something worth listening to?”
“I’m not here for myself.”
“Is that supposed to surprise me? Soldiers don’t do anything useful unless someone else orders it. They’re like dogs that way.”
Vahn ignored the quip. “King Ryker of the Human Empire would like to hire you for a job.”
Drake cocked his head to the side, his mouth opening slightly. “Okay, I’m actually a bit surprised.” 
Vahn pulled a Line Transceiver from the thigh compartment of his armor. “I have orders to call him so that he can make the offer directly.”
Drake narrowed his eyes. “Well, Knune forbid I stop you from following your orders. At least you do what this king tells you to do.” 
Vahn clenched his teeth. Though Drake had calmed, he clearly hadn’t worked through his anger. Talking to Drake was getting him nowhere. He’d expected anger, but not to this level. He didn’t think Drake would somehow blame him for everything that happened on Rabbit’s Foot. For Providence’ sake, he’d been nine years old when that had happened. What did Drake expect? Still, he had to deal with the situation at hand.
“Call Ryker Winterton,” Vahn said. “On volumetric display mode.” Vahn tossed the line transceiver on the ground half-way between him and Drake. A 3D image of Ryker appeared above the line transceiver, floating in the air. It had some distortion from the line data transfer, but it was enough to project a recognizable image.
“Captain Ashbell.” Ryker turned to take in his surroundings before fixing his eyes on Drake. “I see you’ve found him.”
“He’s ready to hear your offer,” Vahn said, never breaking eye contact with his brother.
“What has Captain Ashbell already told you about the situation?” Ryker asked.
“What I’ve gathered so far,” Drake said. “Is that Vahn is an asshole, and he’s not sorry about it.” 
Ryker glanced back, eying Vahn before returning to Drake. “I’m sorry if my soldiers have mistreated you in any way.”
“Yeah, these guys have been pretty bad.” Drake shifted his gaze from Vahn to Ryker. “Though they weren’t near as bad as the soldiers who, you know, slaughtered my entire race. Are you sorry for that too, or does genocide not count as mistreatment? It’s hard to keep track of all the Human Empire’s double standards.”
Vahn inched his hand closer to the gun on his hip as he noticed Drake running his finger over the trigger of his revolver.
Ryker sighed. “What happened to your people was nothing short of a tragedy. It was an unforgivable mistake made by my father. But as the current king of the Human Empire, I bear the responsibility for my predecessor’s actions. You have every right to hate me.”
“A right which I will be exercising liberally.”
“That’s your prerogative.” Ryker softened his voice. “But in my experience, hatred is nothing more than a chain holding us back from happiness. Forgiveness is the key that unlocks it.”
“Did you read that in a fortune cookie?” Drake asked. “You know, Chinese food is probably the only good thing the Human Empire has introduced to this galaxy.”
Vahn looked toward Brooks, who had withdrawn a pair of magnetic cuffs from his armor, and was stepping quietly toward Drake. Clearly, he’d noticed Drake’s slow movements with his revolver.
Vahn shook his head slowly, and Brooks pulled back half-way.
“So, are you going to get to the point?” Drake asked. “Or do you have a few more quotes of the day for me?”
Ryker cleared his throat. “Two days ago, a single aggressor attacked our Air Palace. He killed hundreds of Valor soldiers and…he took my daughter.”
Drake looked at the ground for a moment, biting his lip. Did he actually care?
Drake looked back at Ryker. “So you have bad security. What does that have to do with me?”
“The man who attacked was an Anti-Luck,” Ryker said. “One of the soldiers who destroyed the Fortunatus.”
Drake’s face tightened. “Anti-Luck, huh?” 
Drake shrugged in a failed attempt at feigning nonchalance. “I’d never heard what they were called. It’s not a very creative name, is it?”
“Creativity aside,” Ryker said. “I’ve never seen a more powerful fighter.”
“Yeah, I know.” Drake paced slowly back and forth, eying Brooks, Nguyen and Vahn in an alternating pattern. “Unlike you, I was on the wrong end of an entire army of them. So the point you were supposed to have gotten to by now is that you want me to fight him, right? To save your daughter? What do I get out of that?”
“You’ve cut straight to the core of it,” Ryker said. “I don’t expect you to do it for free. I’m happy to pay you for your work, and I’m also offering you full forgiveness for your crimes, even citizenship in the Human Empire if you want it.”
“Forgiveness?” Drake rolled his eyes. “The key that unlocks my chains of hatred, right?” 
Drake shook his head. “I’ve killed hundreds, but your empire has killed billions. Someone with as much blood on their hands as you’ve got can’t possibly clean the blood off of mine. My answer is no.”
Drake pulled the trigger on his revolver and spun in a tight circle, launching fireballs in every direction.
Vahn stepped quickly out of the way and pulled out his pistol. He moved to take aim at Drake at the same moment that Brooks lunged forward with his magnetic cuffs. 
Drake moved quickly. He sidestepped and yanked the cuffs free from Brooks’ hands. Before Vahn had time to get a clear shot, Drake had redirected Brooks’ momentum, knocking him to the ground and cuffing his right wrist to his right ankle.
“You know I can control these from my helmet, right?” Brooks said, disengaging the magnetic cuffs. But it was too late. Drake rammed the barrel of his revolver into the narrow space where Brooks’ helmet met his neck.
Vahn froze. 
Drake’s fireball attacks did nothing against their Valor plate armor, but if Drake pulled the trigger right now, he’d be releasing a fireball inside of Brooks’ helmet.
“Drake,” Vahn said, putting his pistol back on his hip. “Think about what you’re about to do.”
Drake rubbed his finger on the trigger. “Holstering isn’t going to cut it. Weapons on the ground! All of you!”
Vahn stared at Brooks. He couldn’t let him die like this.
“Do as he says.” Vahn dropped his pistol and rifle. Nguyen did the same.
“Snipers too!” Drake yelled, nodding toward the towers where Ramirez and Schultz had taken up position. “Drop the rifles, climb out of the towers, and come over here.”
“Do it!” Vahn yelled. Ramirez and Schultz complied, abandoning their weapons, and crossing the courtyard to stand next to Vahn and Nguyen. 
“Tell us what you want,” Ryker said. 
In the scuffle, Vahn had almost forgotten that Ryker’s projection was still there. He’d just capitulated to an aggressor in front of the king. He bit his lip in frustration. At least after this, he probably wouldn’t have to deal with a leadership position anymore.
“I’m glad you asked.” Drake smiled and pushed the barrel of his revolver further into Brooks’ helmet. “As the king, I assume you have the authority to activate their armor locks, right? I suggest you start that process.”
Vahn exchanged nervous glances with the other soldiers. 
Ryker sighed. “You won’t kill them? I have your word on that?”
“Not if their armor is locked.”
Ryker nodded. “Activate armor lockdown protocol, on the authority of King Ryker Winterton. Authorization code GHB47-A.”
Vahn’s joints stiffened instantly. His mechanical armor locked in place, turning his former protection into an inescapable prison cell. It would take thousands of pounds of force to make his limbs move now that the lock was in place.
“You can end the call now,” Drake said.
“There must be something you want,” Ryker said. “Don’t end it like this.”
“I don’t want a damn thing from you,” Drake hissed.
“Keep this line transceiver,” Ryker said. “If you change your mind, call me.”
Ryker’s projected image vanished as the call ended.
Drake pulled the revolver out of Brooks’ helmet and scooped the Line Transceiver from the floor.
“I wish I could say it was nice seeing you.” He stepped forward, tapping the chest plate of Vahn’s locked armor. “But it really kind of sucked. Let’s not do it again.”
“Drake…” Vahn began, but Drake was already gone. He sprinted to the nearest exit and shut the door behind him.
“Langley.” Vahn looked toward Brooks as soon as Drake was gone. “Are you hurt?”
“My ego has taken critical damage,” Brooks called back. “What do we do now?”
“Wait for back-up,” Vahn groaned. “There’s nothing else we can do. But he won’t get far. There are no other ships, and he doesn’t have our launch codes. There’s no way he’s leaving this prison.”
“I think you may have spoken too soon,” Ramirez said after a moment. “According to my display, our stingray just took off.”
“It what? How?”
“He sent us a message from the ship,” Brooks said. “It’s on all of our displays.”
Vahn bit his lip, annoyed that he’d removed his helmet. “What does it say?”
“I guessed the launch code on my second try,” Brooks read. “Thanks for the ship. Love, Drake. P.S. Vahn can eat a bag of dicks.” Brooks paused for a moment. “Well, that last part was unnecessary.”
Vahn made no response. 
After all these years, he’d found his brother only to be bested by him. He’d done everything he could, but his best efforts weren’t enough.
He’d failed again.  
Chapter 11: Angela
Angela paced around the small, dark room. She was careful to step around the other women, lying asleep on the dirt floor. She wished she could sleep like them. Her anxiety was spiked so high, she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she passed out.
She would have killed for pen and paper right now. Her mom had given her a journal when she was a kid, and told her to write about any tough feelings she had. She’d done so religiously since then. It had helped her sort out her anxiety more times than she could list. Unfortunately, this house came with no such amenities. She hadn’t written out her thoughts and feelings since before the Mystics had raided her home.
She looked over at Jennika, who had her eyes open, and was watching Angela pace.
Angela sighed. “If he’s not here by morning, we’ll have to take our chances on the street.”
The house they’d been left in wasn’t suitable for sustaining a single person, let alone the seven women who currently inhabited it. There was no running water, and what water had been stored in the house in barrels hadn’t lasted long. The bit of preserved food had gone quickly as well. Perhaps the shortage of food and water was a blessing considering the bathroom arrangements, or rather, lack thereof.
Only Mystic savages would live this way willingly.
“I think we’ll be fine one more day in the house.” Jennika barely lifted her head from the floor. “I really think that guy will come back for us. He wouldn’t have saved us in the first place if he wasn’t planning to finish the job, right?”
Jennika had been quite taken with Drake. She’d always been more of the romantic type. Angela wasn’t so naïve. She couldn’t pin down what Drake wanted, or why he’d taken the time to rescue them. That concerned her. Everybody had a reason for what they did, and it was rarely altruism. Drake admitted to being a Mystic, so it wouldn’t be human solidarity either. Whatever he wanted, it probably wasn’t in their best interest.
Angela shook her head. “There’s a limit on how long we can be expected to wait here without any information.”
“I think that limit is at least one more day.” Jennika flopped her head back on the dirt floor. “This house sucks, but nobody has shown up to cart us back into slavery. I don’t want to be on the streets to get picked up by Mystics. Plus...” She trailed off, seeming to think better of what she was about to say.
“Plus what?” Angela crouched down next to her friend. In high school, Jennika had really been more of an acquaintance. Weeks of slavery together had been a bonding experience, if nothing else. At this point, it was safe to say they were friends.
“Plus nothing,” Jennika said.
Angela rolled her eyes, realizing what Jennika had held back from saying. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now? We’re hiding out behind enemy lines and you just want to see a cute boy?” It wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned Drake’s looks. How could that of all things be on her mind? After what that disgusting lizard guard had tried to do to her on the train? Angela wasn’t sure that any man would be appealing to her again, but certainly not a Mystic like Drake.
“Don’t take away my one ray of sunshine.” Jennika said. “We’ve got nothing else going for us.”
Angela sat down. “I just think it’s stupid to rely on some random guy. We should be finding a way to take care of ourselves.”
Without bothering to raise her head, Jennika lifted her hands in the air, moving them alternately up and down as if they were opposite sides of a scale. “Hmmm... Wander the cold, dangerous streets, or get rescued by a handsome man.” She lifted one hand much higher than the other. “Our choice here is pretty obvious, even if he wasn’t hot. There’s no way we’re getting home without his help.”
Angela plopped down next to Jennika, scowling. “He wasn’t that good looking.”
“But that means you think I’m at least a little good looking, right?” A voice came from the door.
Angela leapt to her feet. She spun to face the door, then put her fists in the air, ready to defend herself.
“Nice reaction.” Drake stepped through the doorway. He was better dressed than when Angela had first met him. He’d obviously taken a shower since then — something that Angela couldn’t say about herself — His hair was styled, and he now wore neatly pressed dark blue pants with a matching jacket. The color made his gray eyes stand out more than his other features. He had a saber sheathed on his left hip, with his red revolver holstered on the right. He actually looked handsome. Not that Angela would ever admit that to Jennika, or to Drake, for that matter.
“How much of that conversation did you hear?” Jennika’s cheeks flushed red.
The other women in the room had all sat up at attention, some of them whispering among themselves.
“I don’t think you actually want to know,” Drake said.
Jennika bit her lip, and she looked at the floor.
Angela stepped closer, sparing Jennika from Drake’s attention. “It took you long enough to get here. We were ready to leave without you.”
“It would have sucked for you if you did.” Drake reached outside the door and pulled in a duffle bag. He tossed it into the middle of the room. “You would’ve missed out on the best military rations the Human Empire has to offer.”
Sarah — the woman sitting closest to where the duffle bag landed — leaned forward. She opened the bag and pulled a black cylinder from it. She grinned, twisting off the top. The bottom flashed red for a moment, and tendrils of twisting steam swirled out from the top of the container.
The appetizing aroma of freshly heated beef stew filled the room. Angela’s mouth watered. Not only had he brought food, he’d brought real human food.
“There’s enough there for everybody, so dig in.” Drake leaned against the wall. He smiled smugly as the women in the room crowded around the duffle bag, each one trying to get their hands on a meal.
Angela waited for the crowd to pull back before retrieving a meal for herself; a hearty meat and potato soup that smelled as if it had been made by Providence itself.
After greedily wolfing down half of the can’s contents, Angela looked up to find Drake staring at her. Drake grinned and waved when she made eye contact. The smile seemed friendly enough, but there was something off about Drake that wasn’t there when they’d met; a sort of melancholy in his eyes that no smile could cover. What was he hiding?
“What took you so long? You know we’ve been here for three days.” Angela shoved another spoonful into her mouth.
Drake shrugged. “Long line at the soup store.”
Angela rolled her eyes. “Was that supposed to be funny or charming or something? We haven’t eaten in days.”
Drake sighed and folded his arms. “I had to finish the job I was on when we met. It couldn’t wait. And after that went south, I ended up in prison. Sorry, it took me a couple of days to deal with that.”
Angela took another bite of her soup. Prison? The way he said it, she couldn’t tell if it was a joke or not. It bothered her how little she knew about him. It bothered her even more that she wanted to know more.
“So, are we going home now?” Sarah sat her empty ration down.
“I’ve got a ship here.” Drake turned to face Sarah, but spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. “But it wouldn’t fit everyone here. So I’m going to give it to the owner of this house to pay for your freedom. I made a call, and I’ve got a bigger one coming to pick you up in the morning. For now, let’s all just relax and try to get some sleep.”
Angela finished her soup and leaned back against the wall, suddenly noticing the tension in her shoulders and back. She’d been afraid for her life almost constantly for weeks. Was that really over? After everything the Mystics had done, she was going home? It felt too easy. All she did was sit and wait to be rescued, but it also felt wrong to reject it just because it wasn’t hard to get.
“Your name is Angela, right?” Drake asked, causing Angela to jolt. She dropped her empty soup can.
“What?” She watched the can roll across the dirt floor.
“Was it that hard of a question?” Drake crouched down to meet her at eye level.
“I um... Yes. That’s my name.”
“I’m going to the town well to get water for everyone.” Drake stood up, offering his hand to Angela. “I could use an extra set of hands carrying it back.”
Angela stood without taking his hand. “You want to wander through a Mystic city at night?”
“What, are you scared?” Drake cocked an eyebrow.
“I’m just not stupid.”
Drake laughed. “Do you think Mystics have human detectors or something? More than half their population looks exactly the same as you. Nobody’s going to bat an eye if you and I walk to the well for water.”
Angela bit her lip, mulling it over. Until they’d invaded her home world, she’d never actually met a Mystic. She knew some of them looked similar to humans. Drake certainly did. But more than half? Even if that was true, the idea of being alone with Drake felt uncomfortable. If he was going to try to touch her, it would be a perfect opportunity. She didn’t want to give him the chance.
“I’ll go with you.” Jennika stood up, seeming to have finally gotten her blushing under control.
Drake looked her up and down, then nodded. “I guess it would be a good chance to hear more about your profound attraction to me.”
Jennika’s face lit up as red as a warning siren.
“You’re such an asshole.” Angela shook her head. “Lead the way. I’ll come with you. Just leave Jennika alone.”
Drake laughed and went through the door. He turned back and motioned for Angela to follow.
She sighed. This wasn’t a good idea, but she followed him anyway. Worst-case scenario, she could hit Drake again. That had stopped him well enough the first time he’d touched her.
She shivered as soon as she stepped out the front door. It had been summer on her home world, but it felt like it was mid-autumn here. Angela clenched her teeth, making sure they wouldn’t chatter.
“How far is it to the well?” She followed Drake onto the cobblestone path that led into the Mystic town.
“Far enough you might want this.” Drake removed his dark blue jacket, holding it out for Angela to take.
She eyed it for a moment, then snatched it from him. Whatever his motive, she wouldn’t say no to finally putting on more clothing.
“Was I that obvious?”
“It didn’t take a genius to think you might be cold.” Drake motioned to Angela’s clothing.
Her asshole captors hadn’t offered her any new clothing after her capture. She still had on the pajamas she’d been wearing when they’d torn her out of bed; just a pair of shorts and a sleeveless top.
She pulled the jacket on and zipped it up. She relished the immediate warmth that came with it. It was already heated up from Drake’s body, and she found herself suddenly self-conscious about the fact that she also hadn’t bathed since her capture. Drake wouldn’t like the way this jacket would smell when he got it back.
Angela shoved the thoughts down and buried her hands in the jacket pockets. “So, why did you ask me to come with you? You could have asked anyone to help you carry water.”
Drake shrugged. “Mostly because I think you’re hot. So where are you from?”
Angela stopped walking. Most men she met only wanted her for her body, but she’d rarely met one so tactlessly overt about it. “Did you really just say that?”
“It’s shocking, right?” Drake waved his hand, motioning Angela to keep following him. “Most guys wouldn’t dare ask you where you’re from, but I’m a real loose cannon with small talk. I ask the edgy questions.”
With his jacket off, Angela noticed for the first time the insignia on Drake’s shirt: the lion and stars worn by every Valor soldier. But Drake was a Mystic. Why would he be wearing that? He’d called himself something strange in their first conversation. What was the other name he thought they might know? Traitor Prince, wasn’t it? If that’s the name the Mystics had for him, maybe he actually would be helpful. Could he be an actual ally?
Angela followed Drake, stepping double-time to catch up. “I meant the other thing you said.”
“Now you’re just dodging the question.” Drake turned down a side-street between two brick and plaster buildings with thatched roofs. “Are you embarrassed about where you’re from or something?”
Angela adjusted her jacket, trying to hide how flustered she felt. Drake was dominating this conversation, and she hated it. “If this is your way of flirting, you’re terrible at it.”
Drake shrugged. “That’s not an answer. It’s fine if you’re embarrassed. I get it. Your hometown probably isn’t as bad as where I’m from.”
That was an intriguing nugget of information. So Drake was from somewhere unique? Or was that just another joke? It bothered her that she wanted to know more, but she did.
Angela shook her head in resignation. “I’m from Novalis Six. And you?”
“Oh,” Drake scoffed. “No wonder you didn’t want to tell me.”
“What’s wrong with Novalis Six?” Angela scowled.
“Besides the fact that it’s where bland people go to work when their desk jobs get too exciting for them?”
Angela balked. “Agriculture isn’t boring.” She couldn’t believe she was saying that. Of course agriculture was boring. She’d wanted to leave home for years to get away from the monotony of it. But she just hated to let Drake win.
They came out of the series of alleys and into a town square of sorts. The well, constructed out of large cobblestones, sat in the middle. Drake walked up to it.
“I’ll take your word for it.” Drake lifted the bucket and lowered it into the well.
Angela sat on the cobblestone wall. It was time to take control of this conversation. “It’s your turn now,” she said. “Where are you from?”
“Someplace worse than Novalis Six. Though definitely not as boring.”
Angela heard a faint splash as the bucket touched down at the bottom of the well.
“Now who’s dodging the question?”
“I am.” Drake started pulling the bucket back out of the well. “And I’m much better at it than you.”
Angela leaned closer. “Come on. You strong-armed it out of me.”
“And you gave in.” Drake looked up, meeting Angela’s eyes. “It’s not my fault you’re not good at keeping secrets.” His face was close enough that she could feel his breath. He stared at her for a moment before slowly leaning closer.
Angela punched his face.
“What the hell!” She held up her fists, ready to strike again.
Drake grumbled, rubbing his cheek. “Are you going to punch me every time we talk? I thought that was going well.”
Angela shook out her right hand, but kept her left ready for another strike. “You thought one civil conversation meant I wanted to kiss you? Do you have some kind of brain disorder?”
Drake put his hands up defensively. “Okay, my mistake. I’m sorry. Let’s just move on.”
Angela kept her fists up. She could feel her heart beating in her throat. Memories of the jackal flooded her mind. The way he’d overpowered her; reduced her to an object simply because he’d wanted her body. The same thing Drake seemed to want.
Angela swallowed hard, then met Drake’s eyes. “No,” she said. “I’m not letting this go.”
Drake cocked an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”
He seemed genuinely surprised. Was she overreacting? No. She didn’t need Drake to understand her feelings for them to matter.
“You waltzed in, acting like some goddamn savior, but you’re the same as the Mystics you saved us from.”
Drake gawked at her. “I’m not selling you into slavery. I’m sending you back to the Human Empire in the morning. And I did save you. I didn’t have to do that. I’m not like them.”
Angela clenched her fists tighter. “But you’re a Mystic too. And you’re treating me like I’m an object, just like them. They were more cruel about it, but it’s the same damn thing. If I’m going to trust you, I need to know that I’m not just being dragged from one group of abusers to another.”
Drake looked around as if he was searching for a hidden camera. Finally, he sighed in resignation. “And how am I supposed to do that?”
“Apologize,” Angela said.
Drake squinted at her. “I already said sorry.”
Angela felt her fists shaking. Did he actually think he was innocent in this?
“You said sorry to dismiss my feelings. Now I want you to say sorry to make things right. Give me a full apology.”
“This is stupid.” Drake scrunched up his face and grabbed the revolver hanging from his hip.
Angela took a step back. She shifted her gaze between the gun and Drake’s eyes. “Are you threatening me?”
Drake gave her a confused look, then followed her gaze to the revolver he was now stroking with his thumb. He let go of the gun. “Shit. Sorry. No, I was...” Drake took in a deep breath, then exhaled sharply. “Look, I’ve had a really bad week. Can you just cut me some slack?”
“Oh, really?” Angela asked. “I’m so sorry your week was hard. Mine has been great. I loved having a group of sub-human monsters burn down my hometown and carry me into slavery. The Mystics have turned my life into a paradise.”
Drake rolled his eyes. “You want to turn this into a game of who has it worse? Are you even mad at me for trying to kiss you, or do you just want to yell at me because I’m a Mystic?”
Angela resisted the urge to hit Drake again. “I can be mad about two things, can’t I?”
Drake shook his head. “Look, I’m sorry I tried to kiss you. Trust me, I have no interest in trying that again. But I won’t apologize to you for my race. I’ve got plenty of reasons to hate humans, but I still helped you.”
“I wouldn’t have needed help if the Mystics weren’t a bunch of warmongering assholes. Humans abolished slavery centuries ago.”
Drake shook his head and let out a condescending huff of breath. “Do you still want to know where I’m from? You seemed really curious earlier.”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“It’s a planet called Rabbit’s Foot. Have you ever heard of it?” Drake talked over Angela, but she didn’t call him out. She had heard of Rabbit’s Foot. The former Mystic Capital. Humans had destroyed it in a decisive military victory; the biggest of the war so far.
When Angela made no response, Drake continued. “I was five years old when the Human Empire destroyed it. They killed my family, all my friends, all but a few of the Fortunatus people. It was a genocide, but you humans celebrated it. I could call you a monster for that. Yet, somehow, I still have the common sense to realize that you didn’t kill my family. Your government did. I don’t think you need to be punished for that. Am I wrong?”
Angela clenched her fists more tightly. She didn’t know how to make sense of her feelings. If there was a good argument against what Drake had said, she didn’t know what it was. But she couldn’t bring herself to agree with him, either. She had every right to hate the Mystics for what they’d done to her. She wouldn’t let Drake take that from her just because she didn’t have the words to explain her side.
“I think you’re wrong.” A voice came from behind Angela, startling her. “The sins committed on Rabbit’s Foot were so egregious that a collective punishment seems fitting in this case.”
Angela turned to find the source of the voice. He was a tall man; dressed in all black. He had silver hair, pale skin, and blood-red eyes.
Who the hell was this guy?
Chapter 12: Drake
Drake gripped his revolver. The Anti-Luck stepped out from the shadows. His look was unmistakable. Just like the ones Drake had seen as a child. His heartbeat quickened. Was this the one the Human king had been talking about? The one who took the Human princess? Why would he be here?
“I’m sorry to interrupt such an enthralling conversation,” the Anti-Luck said. “But I just had to insert myself. I’m sure there are some individual humans deserving of praise, but as a species, they’re a plague on this galaxy. And plagues need to be removed completely. Protecting the race for the sake of the good individuals only allows the collective plague to persist.”
“You sound like you’re a lot of fun at parties.” Drake glanced at Angela. If this guy had hostile intentions, she wouldn’t last long. Apparently, he’d taken out a palace full of Valor soldiers. Judging by the gun hung on his right hip, and the sword sheathed on the other, violence wasn’t off the table.
Angela stepped backwards — keeping her fists raised — until she was equidistant from Drake and the unsettling newcomer, each one forming the point of a triangle.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“I’m of no concern to you.” The stranger didn’t bother looking at Angela as he spoke. He kept his blood-red eyes locked on Drake. “But I do have business to discuss with the prince.”
There was no question he was here for Drake after an answer like that. But Drake still couldn’t fathom what he would want.
Drake narrowed his eyes, noticing for the first time that the pistol hung on the Anti-Luck’s hip was as red as his eyes. He had a hemoignisium caster too. Drake had never seen anyone else who had shaped one into a gun before. It was undeniably useful, but the amount of hemoignisium required was impossible for most to acquire.
“How did you find me?” Drake asked.
“The question you should be asking is ‘why did I find you?’” The newcomer took a confident step toward Drake.
Drake placed his hand on the hilt of his saber. If the stories about the Anti-Lucks were true, Drake’s gift of good fortune would be canceled out. His recent fight with Titus had shown him just how shitty his aim was without his luck, so a duel with swords would be the better option if it came to fighting. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.
“That was going to be my next question. To be honest, though, I don’t like it when people tell me what I should be doing.” Drake eyed the saber on the Anti-Luck’s hip. There was no mistaking the handle. It was a Valor saber, just like the one that hung on Drake’s hip. The Human Empire specially crafted the swords to appear fair while still giving the Humans an edge. The black blades were formed from a hyper compressed carbon composite that made them far stronger and lighter than steel. That, combined with laser sharpening, and microscopic vibrations generated from the handle, resulted in a blade that could cut through many types of metals without dulling the blade, and sever an unarmored limb in a single swipe. Drake had stolen his out of the Stingray he’d flown from Hades Prison, but where the hell did this guy get one?
The pale man smiled. “Perhaps I should properly introduce myself.”
Drake stepped to the side, and the Anti-Luck did as well, though he didn’t reach for his saber. “I know who you are,” Drake said. “After your murder spree at the Air Palace, the king of the humans tried to hire me to kill you. I turned him down, but if you’re going to stick around, then maybe I should rethink my answer.”
Drake tightened his grip on his saber to keep his hand from shaking. He wasn’t sure how to feel about the thought of fighting right now. The Anti-Luck was his true equal in a way he’d never faced before. No luck on his side, and the same weapons he used being wielded against him. That both excited and terrified him.
“No need for hostility.” The stranger took another confident step forward. “I’m afraid I have no name with which to introduce myself, only a number. You may refer to me as Anti-Luck number 169.”
Drake cocked an eyebrow, feigning nonchalance. “sixty-nine? I don’t think adding a one in the front is enough to stop people from making jokes. You know the perk of not having a real name is that you can pick one for yourself, right?”
169 sighed. “My employer warned me that your childhood had left you somewhat... emotionally stunted. So I shall forgive your immaturity, and move forward. You and I have a chance to end the Human Empire, and thus end this war.”
“Like hell you will.” Angela took an aggressive step toward 169.
“Your human plaything is getting impatient.” 169 kept his attention on Drake. “Do you care to warn her what will happen if she follows through with the attack she’s planning?”
“This particular human plaything can speak for herself.” Angela stepped forward with her fists raised like a boxer.
“Angela,” Drake said, his voice hard. “You’ll die before you even reach him. Step back and let me handle it.” He actually felt a twinge of guilt as she shrank back. He would have absolutely loved to watch her punch this guy, or fall on her face trying. But he didn’t want her to die, and that was by far the most likely outcome of letting her attack.
Drake turned back to 169. He took his hand off his saber, hoping to lower the tension. “So, Sixty-niner, tell me what you’re proposing. You and I go on a two-man rampage across all forty-eight planets in the Human Empire and just kill ‘em all dead?”
“As much as your kill record indicates that you may actually be capable of that,” 169 said. “My proposed method is much more efficient, and all I need from you is a bit of your blood.”
“Could you have asked for anything creepier?” Drake kept his tone cavalier, but it was forced. His life was stressful enough already. He did not need this right now.
169 stepped forward. “Royal blood is required to activate the second taboo on the scale I have planned.”
Drake’s eyes widened in surprise. That wasn’t what he expected. 169 couldn’t possibly know how to activate the second taboo, could he? That was supposed to only be written in the Book of Abiriam. There was no way he knew where to find that. Could he have learned from somewhere else?
Drake felt his hands start to shake. He’d thought practical knowledge of the taboos was lost, but if 169 knew how to do one of them, what might he know about the others? Should he consider taking this offer?
Drake glanced over at Angela. She kept her fists raised, but her eyes were wide with fear. 169 was talking about exterminating her race. The same thing that had happened to Drake. Drake’s heart sank. Obviously, he couldn’t be a part of that. But 169 didn’t seem the type to take no for an answer. This could get messy.
Drake nodded toward Angela. “I need to talk to her for a second.”
“By all means.” 169 took a step back.
Drake pulled Angela to the edge of the square, next to the nearest building.
“Drake, what is he talking about?” Angela whispered as soon as Drake stopped dragging her along. “What the hell is a taboo?”
Drake ignored her questions. There wasn’t time. “You need to get ready to run,” he said. “I’m not sure I can win this fight, but I’m very sure that you can’t. Run, and don’t look back.”
Drake couldn’t tell if Angela’s expression was angry or afraid. “What is that supposed to mean?” she asked. “I need you to answer...”
Drake ignored her and turned back to 169. “I don’t know what you want out of this, but I promise you, the taboos won’t get it for you. If you’re going that route, then I don’t want to have anything to do with it.”
169 narrowed his eyes, looking Drake over. “That’s too bad. Still, there’s no requirement that your blood be given willingly. Perhaps having a fair fight for once ought to be fun.”
With impressive speed, 169 drew out his pistol and fired at Angela.
Drake tackled her. They both hit hard against the cobblestone street.
The wall of the building behind them exploded. Pieces of brick and plaster rained down into the courtyard.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake rolled over, observing the damage. Most of the wall was gone, and a family of Mystics with furry ears and tails ran from their ruined home. They screamed as they went. What Vhy’ Rai command was that? He hadn’t seen a thing, but it had done an impressive amount of damage, and left his ears ringing.
Drake jumped to his feet, offering his hand to Angela. “We need to go.”
169 pulled the trigger again.
This time, Drake noticed the faintest disturbance of the air zipping toward them. Drake ducked to avoid it. The remains of the Mystic family’s home blew into the air with a sound like dynamite.
“Why aren’t you running?” Drake grabbed a dazed Angela by the wrist and yanked her up. As soon as she was on her feet, he pulled his revolver free and took a shot at 169. The Anti-Luck moved a second too late. The fireball exploded against his shoulder, sending him stumbling backwards.
“Run!” Drake yanked harder on Angela’s wrist, dragging her down a narrow side street.
“He blew up a building with a pistol,” Angela panted as they ran. She still seemed disoriented. Drake couldn’t blame her, but Knune’s fire, it was inconvenient.
“He’s using Vhy’ Rai.” Drake pulled Angela around another corner. “I’ve never seen a command like that executed before. I’m not sure how he did it. It’s high level, whatever it is.”
Drake released Angela’s wrist when they turned down yet another unlit cobblestone street. “Hide in there.” He pointed to a sunken doorway with a short stone wall on either side of the entrance.
Angela complied, ducking down in the shadowy entranceway. “Drake,” she said as he turned away. “Please don’t die.”
Was that concern in her voice? Quite a turn around from how she was talking to him before. Fearing for your life certainly did a lot to change someone’s opinion.
Drake exhaled, shaking his head. “Angela, I...”
A fireball exploded against Drake’s shoulder, knocking him over. Pain ran through him in waves. First the shock of being hit, followed by impact with the cobblestone street. Then his body registered the heat from the fire, and a whole other wave of pain began.
“You started off with an excellent shot.” 169 walked past Angela’s hiding place to where Drake lay. “But then you ran away when you should have built on your momentum. I won’t be making the same mistake.”
Drake struggled to his feet and patted out the remaining cinders on his shirt. That really hurt, and it was almost the same hit he’d landed on 169 minutes before. How had 169 bounced back from it so quickly? His pain threshold must be off the charts. 
169 pulled the trigger again before Drake had finished standing completely, launching another fireball in his direction.
Drake let his knees buckle and fell backwards. He landed hard on his butt. The fireball whizzed over his head, close enough that it singed his hair.
169 stepped quickly forward. He drew his saber and brought it down toward Drake in a single fluid motion.
He was too fast. There was no time for Drake to draw his own saber for defense. He raised his revolver in response, bracing one hand behind the barrel. It stopped 169’s blade with a loud, metallic clang. Even the compressed carbon composite of a Valor saber failed to cut through bonded hemoignisium. Still, the vibrations of the hit reverberated through his arms.
“Impressive.” 169 pressed his blade harder, pushing his weight against it.
Drake straightened his arms and pushed back. It was a losing battle. 169 had gravity on his side, and even at low speeds, a Valor saber could still sever a limb if it made contact. 169 was about to get all the blood he could want out of Drake.
“Leave us alone!” Angela screamed. She stepped out from her hiding place. She had a large cobblestone in her hand. Drake prayed she wasn’t planning on throwing the thing. 169 was an Anti-Luck. While Drake’s own Vhy’ Rai gift kept his actions protected from 169’s powers, he doubted it did anything for Angela.
“Just run!” Drake yelled at her.
“You’d do well to listen to him,” 169 warned. He pressed his weight down even harder.
Angela hurled the stone. Though he doubted she’d aimed that way, the damn thing flew straight at Drake’s head.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake leaned back and braced, allowing 169’s blade dangerously close to his shoulder. But it also moved 169 into the path of the cobblestone.
The Anti-Luck saw it coming. He pulled back just in time to avoid the stone.
It was exactly what Drake had hoped he’d do. Drake straightened out his revolver and yanked back on the trigger.
The fireball took 169 in the chest. Orange light flashed through the dark alleyway as 169 flew backwards, propelled by the force of Drake’s attack.
Drake stumbled to his feet, blinking while his eyes tried to readjust after the sudden flash of light. His shoulder screamed with pain from where 169 had hit him with a fireball. Still, the damage to 169 had to be worse. A hit like that must have slowed him down, and hopefully it had given Angela time to escape. Now where was 169?
Drake stepped forward, in the direction he’d launched 169. Or at least the direction he thought he’d launched him. He had to admit the pain had left him disoriented.
“Take another step and she dies.” 169 barely coughed out the words. He had Angela pulled up against his chest with his pistol pointed at her head.
Damn, this lunatic moved fast. Why didn’t Angela run away when she’d had the chance?
“She has nothing to do with this.” Drake kept his revolver trained on 169 as he stepped closer.
“She didn’t until she involved herself in our fight,” 169 said. His voice sounded pained as he spoke. “I admit I underestimated you, but I’ll have your blood.” He produced a Line Transceiver from his pocket, holding it out toward Drake.
What was he up to?
“You have a Line Transceiver?” he asked.
“Yes,” Drake said warily.
“I’m beaming you my contact information,” he said. “Call me when you’re ready to trade your blood for this girl.”
169 pulled the trigger, and he and Angela both vanished.
Drake leaned against the nearest building and holstered his revolver. “Well, shit.”
What the hell was he supposed to do now? He didn’t have time for this. But if he didn’t do something, 169 would kill Angela. Her death would be his fault. He had to do something.
Chapter 13: Vahn
Vahn sighed and stared at the blank display on his desk. He was supposed to be writing the official action report, but couldn’t seem to find the words. What was he supposed to say? I screwed up and one guy bested our entire unit. Sorry I suck as a captain.
His attempt to negotiate with Drake couldn’t have gone much worse. King Winterton had told him to live up to his potential, and he’d failed right out of the gate. Once the king realized he was wrong, Vahn would be lucky to be sent back to patrol duty.
He honestly wasn’t sure if a demotion would be a punishment or a relief.
Words sprung up on the screen, a message from Nguyen. “Captain Brooks Langley requesting entrance.”
“Access granted,” Vahn said, sitting up straight in his chair.
Brooks entered wearing his dark blue dress uniform with several medals pinned to the jacket.
“Captain Langley.” Vahn stood and offered a salute.
Brooks returned a half-hearted salute before slouching into the chair in front of Vahn’s desk.
Vahn sat back down. “Your audience with the king went that well, huh?” Once Vahn finished this report, he’d need to go present it in person as well.
Brooks fidgeted with a medal pinned to his uniform. “He was surprisingly calm. Though he wasn’t exactly thrilled that I botched things so badly. It doesn’t make Valor soldiers look too good when captains make rookie mistakes.”
“None of us saw that coming,” Vahn offered. “Besides, Drake’s a Fortunatus. I think it’s safe to say he just got lucky.”
“The king said something similar to that. All the same, I lost my command of the Palace Guard.” Brooks flopped his head back.
“He demoted you?” Vahn leaned forward. King Winterton was a tough leader, but he hardly seemed like the vengeful type.
“I guess technically it’s a promotion. No change in rank, just a pay raise. But I think I’d rather get demoted.”
Vahn cocked his head. “I’m not following.”
“I’m taking command of a special defense unit based out of Praesidium Station.”
“Oh...” Vahn blinked, unsure what to say. No pay raise was worth the move to a combat position on Praesidium. Vahn still woke in the night in a cold sweat from dreams about his brief time fighting the Unknown Hostiles. He had no reason to think that would ever change.
“Yeah, that’s pretty much how I reacted when the king assigned it to me.”
“When’s the last time you saw a Hostile?”
“You mean besides in my nightmares?” Brooks looked at his hand, lifting one finger at a time as he counted. “It’s been three years since I was last stationed on Praesidium. You were just there. Is it as bad as I remember?”
Probably worse. Vahn banished the memories of the last Hostile he’d faced before his transfer to the palace. As harsh as the Mystic war could be, no soldier would choose to leave it to face the Hostiles. In the sixteen years since they first appeared, the Hostiles had killed more soldiers than the Mystics had in over fifty years, and as far as Vahn knew, the Hostiles had never taken a single casualty. They were as unkillable as they were unknowable. They never tried to negotiate and never made their intentions known. Their only interest seemed to be destroying anything that got in their way. If Brooks was going to be leading a special defense unit against them, his odds of death had just skyrocketed.
Vahn glanced at the blank action report taunting him on his screen. Once he filled this out, would a similar ‘promotion’ be in his future?
“When are you leaving?” Vahn asked after an uncomfortable pause.
“Tonight,” Brooks said. “I guess Hostile activity has increased. They’ve already got a tachyon jump approved for me and everything. It’s a done deal.”
The screen on Vahn’s desk lit up, and a computerized voice spoke. “Incoming transmission from Captain Vahn Ashbell. Do you wish to accept?”
“Did you just call yourself as an excuse to get out of this conversation?” Brooks asked, scrunching up his face.
“It’s not me,” Vahn shook his head. “My line transceiver was...” Vahn met Brooks’s eyes as he realized who was calling. “Drake took it.”
Brooks sat up. “Well, answer it then.”
Vahn nodded. “Accept transmission.”
****
The line transceiver connected and projected an image of Vahn on the ship’s dashboard.
Drake frowned. “Oh, it’s you,” he said. “When the receptionist said she’d connect me to the captain, I thought I’d be talking to someone competent.” A pulse of anger ran through him at the sight of his half-brother.
Vahn scrunched his face. “I’m the one in charge. You can talk to me.”
Drake considered hanging up and leaving. He’d debated not coming at all, but he couldn’t be responsible for 169 killing Angela. He had enough death hanging over him already without adding her to the list. Her death might be the one that broke him.
Since handing over his blood wasn’t an option, he was going to need resources if he wanted to save her. As much as he hated them, the Human Empire had resources.
Drake leaned back in the pilot’s chair, dropping the line transceiver in his lap and adjusting the stingray’s course to enter a stable orbit. His shoulder was still hurting from where 169 had hit him. He’d spent time in the auto-doctor housed in the back of the Stingray before coming here. The burned skin had regenerated, but the underlying ache remained. It made him feel irritable, and bringing his traitorous half-brother back into his life only made that worse. He didn’t want to talk to Vahn, but he also didn’t want Vahn to know how bothered he was. Best to just push through it.
“I seem to remember you being able to transfer me to the king,” Drake said.
“Are you calling to accept his offer?” Vahn leaned forward, eyes wide and eager. It was probably all he could do to keep himself from drooling at the prospect of pleasing his precious king and being told he was a good boy. The damn traitor.
Drake gave an exaggerated eye roll. “No, I’m calling to tell him he can kiss my ass.”
Vahn furrowed his brow. “This isn’t a game, Drake. I need you to take this seriously.”
Something about disappointing Vahn gave him a quick thrill of pleasure.
“Okay.” Drake sat up straighter in the chair, lifting the line transceiver up close to his face. “I’m calling to tell him he can use tongue when he kisses my ass. And so can you, for that matter, because my business with the king is none of yours. The only reason I’m talking to you right now is because your line transceiver wouldn’t let me call the king without matching your voice for authorization, and I couldn’t make mine sound as pathetic and sniveling as yours.”
“Drake...” Vahn began, but another figure stepped up next to him, cutting Vahn off. This man was tall, with dirty blond hair, and eyes so blue they were almost supernatural. Drake didn’t think he’d ever seen him before, yet something about him looked familiar.
“Why don’t I give this a try,” the newcomer said, patting Vahn on the shoulder, then turning his attention to Drake. “I’m Captain Brooks Langley. I can get you in contact with the king if you can just confirm with me that you’re not actually going to tell him to kiss your ass.”
Drake narrowed his eyes. Langley? Hadn’t he heard that name somewhere? Those eyes felt familiar. How did Drake know this guy?
“You seem familiar. Have you arrested me before or something?”
Captain Langley shrugged. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced, but you did shove your gun into my helmet the other day. Then you locked my armor and left me trapped for hours in a field of blood and severed limbs. Seems like that might not be that odd for you, but the experience stands out for me.”
Drake chuckled. At least this guy was interesting. He was as fake as a Delphine priest, pretending to be jovial about what Drake had done to him, but interesting none-the-less. Drake wondered how far he could push him.
“You guys were stuck there for hours?” Drake asked. “Did Vahn cry after I left?”
Captain Langley seemed to be holding back a laugh. “I really just need you to confirm that you’re not calling just to insult the king.”
Drake sighed. “I was hoping you’d be more fun than that. No, I’m not going to tell him to kiss my ass. At least, I’m not planning on it.”
Vahn cut in. “Just a yes or a no will do.”
“Knune’s fire!” Drake feigned surprise. “Are you still here, Vahn?”
Vahn sighed. “Just answer the question with a yes or a no.”
Drake shrugged. “I can’t promise I won’t tell him to kiss my ass. Depends on what he says. It might come up naturally. But I guess it isn’t the reason I called.”
Vahn sighed, looking defeated. “Add Ryker Winterton to this conversation,” he said. “And mark the call as urgent.”
After a moment, a third projected image appeared, this one of the Human king dressed in full military uniform, and seated in a chair. His eyes shifted around for a moment before fixing on Drake.
“I’m glad you called,” he said. “Have you reconsidered my offer?”
Damn, this guy was imposing. He was polite, but somehow gave off the impression that he could break Drake in two if he really wanted to. All the more reason for Drake to show him who would be running this negotiation.
“Alright, listen up, King...” Drake paused. “Should I call you King Winterton? Ryker? What do your friends call you, Rykey?”
“King Winterton is fine.”
Drake nodded. “Alright, Rykey, so first things first, Vahn here is very insistent that I tell you to suck it. I don’t know why. I think maybe he’s got some pent up aggression or something.”
Vahn went white, but Ryker sat stone-faced. Drake’s usual tactics may not knock this guy off balance. But maybe he just needed to try harder.
Drake leaned forward. “Here’s the deal. Two million denarius, full amnesty from my crimes, a trip to one of those Chinese restaurants your empire is famous for, and a notarized letter declaring that you and I are best friends. That last one is non-negotiable.”
He’d come up with that last one on the flight over. A demand like that was benign enough not to offend, but strange enough to invite scrutiny. With any luck, Ryker would assume Drake had an angle to play and spend so much time trying to find it, he’d miss other things.
Ryker looked up, seeming to mentally review Drake’s list of demands. “I give you that, and you’ll return my daughter to me?”
Drake nodded. “Assuming she’s not dead already, yeah.”
“I’ll have the letter drafted immediately,” Ryker said. “The rest is yours upon my daughter’s safe return. Do we have a deal?”
This time, Drake felt off balance. Why the hell did he accept that so quickly? Did he not care, or was he just calling Drake’s bluff? Either way, it was time to save face.
Drake scratched his chin, pretending to be thoughtful. “Hmm... I expected more push-back on the best friend letter. I was going to use it as a starting point to demand a statue of me be erected in your palace courtyard. But I can let that one go. I think we’ve got a deal.”
“What do you need from me?” Ryker asked. “We still don’t know the Anti-Luck’s whereabouts, and he hasn’t contacted us with any ransom demands.”
Drake smiled. “All the fancy technology and Valor soldiers like my useless half-brother here that you have at your disposal, and you still have no idea?”
“That’s why I just hired a third party,” Ryker said.
“And now we’re official best friends. This must be life-changing for you.” Drake slouched back casually. “Against my advice, the Anti-Luck calls himself 169. I haven’t put all the pieces together yet, but in a nutshell it seems like his goal is just good old-fashioned genocide. Something I’m sure you can relate to.”
Ryker was frustratingly unaffected by Drake’s jab. He was going to have to work hard to get this guy.
“How does taking my daughter help him accomplish that?” Ryker asked.
“Like I said, the puzzle’s not all the way together yet, but what I gleaned from our conversation is that he wants her blood.”
Ryker’s countenance dropped ever so slightly. “If you talked to him, can I assume that means you know where to find him?”
Drake shook his head. “He found me. Said he wants my blood, too. Don’t worry, I told him no. He’s a real creepy bastard.” It felt wrong to volunteer information so freely, but Drake had already figured out the best place to find 169, and it was a big ask. He needed to get the king ready to accept it.
Ryker looked pensive. “Is there any chance we could negotiate with him?”
Drake pondered that for a moment. With all his rhetoric about the Human Empire being a plague, was there anything that could be used to bribe him?
Drake shook his head. “He didn’t strike me as the reasonable type.”
Ryker nodded solemnly. “If you have a suggestion, please make it.”
Drake smirked. Looks like he’d actually thought of something Ryker hadn’t. The king’s humility made the victory feel a little hollow, but he couldn’t let him know that. “But it was so fun watching you try to get there by yourself.”
“And now that fun is over,” Ryker said.
“Did you notice his red gun?” Drake asked. “It’s made of hemoignisium.”
Ryker’s eyes widened as the dots connected. “Our analysts had suggested that as a possibility. It explains some things, but the costs of making a gun from hemoignisium would be exorbitant. Why do it when far deadlier weapons can be made for far cheaper?”
Drake un-holstered his revolver, holding it up for Ryker to see. “It has a lot of utility if you do it right.” Drake pulled back the release to open the revolver’s chamber and pulled out one of the hemoignisium bullets inside. “Hemoignisium will follow all kinds of commands if you feed it enough blood. This one will spit out a fireball any time I’m holding it and hit the back of it with another piece of hemoignisium. Put that in a revolver like this one, and I’ve got infinite fireballs on demand, plus a handy way to aim them. But you’re right. This shit is expensive. If 169 is using it already, and he’s gathering up royals to take their blood, I think we can draw some conclusions from that.”
Ryker narrowed his eyes. “You think he’s got backing from the Fenn Corporation?”
Drake closed the revolver and put it back in the holster. “More likely a very rich backer who has an account there. They’re the only company who the Church of Depha will allow to mine and distribute hemoignisium, and they keep meticulous records. If 169 bought enough of it to make his gun, and seems to have plans to do more, they probably know who’s picking up that bill.”
Ryker stroked his chin. “And if his plan for my daughter’s blood involves more hemoignisium, he may very well need to return there to purchase it. But security for the Fenn Corporation rivals most formal militaries, and they have tremendous influence over the operations of the Federation. I’ve no way of compelling them to give me their records.”
Drake smiled, happy that Ryker had followed him this far. He’d thought the king would take more convincing, but the guy was sharp. “No. But as king of an empire with high demand for tachyon drives, I’m sure you have a purchasing account there. I’m assuming that comes with docking clearance. If you went there to make a purchase order, and at the same time a particularly lucky and handsome Mystic whose nation you happen to be at war with, broke in to read some records, I doubt you’d even be a suspect.”
Ryker nodded. “You’d be willing to take that risk?”
Drake gave a thumbs up. “What are best friends for?”
“How far away are you?” Ryker asked.
Drake looked out the window at the glow of New Earth below. “Pretty close.”
“Send me your coordinates,” Ryker said. “I’ll pick you up.”
“Our first best friend’s road trip?” Drake asked. “I can’t wait.”
Chapter 14: Olivia
Olivia stared at the clock. Her captor was six minutes late with dinner. The red-eyed monster had operated like a machine for the past four days. What could be keeping him?
Olivia stood up and paced around the small room. It took her ten steps from one wall to the other, and an average of five seconds to complete the trip. By her estimate, she’d crossed this room eight-hundred times during her captivity. On the eight-hundred and fifth crossing, she stopped in the center of the room and dropped into push-up position. For the first day of her captivity, she’d succumbed to a panic attack and spent a good chunk of the day crying and hyperventilating. She wasn’t going to let that happen again, so on day two she’d started exercising. The familiar rhythm of it calmed her nerves and reduced the feeling of helplessness that had threatened to overwhelm her.
How long would she have to endure this? Her captor was formidable to be sure, but how could it have possibly taken this long for a rescue to reach her? Shouldn’t her father be using every resource available? Though it was possible that he was using every resource, and had still failed to find her. She didn’t like that thought.
Olivia dropped to her stomach, rolled to her back and began a regiment of crunches. She was exercising too much. Every muscle she had ached to the point that she’d be helpless if she had to fight for herself right now. But fighting for herself wasn’t her job. As the future queen of the Human Empire, and leader of its military, her job was to stay sane and wait for the soldiers to do their jobs by rescuing her. Exercise kept her occupied. The royal psychiatrist would thank her later for mitigating her future PTSD.
After pushing out another five crunches, Olivia collapsed, sprawling out on the hard, plastic coated floor. She lay there, breathing heavily for several seconds before pushing herself to a sitting position.
“And now he’s eleven minutes late,” she said, panting as she looked at the clock. Her exercise had bought her an additional five minutes of sanity.
She scooted back, leaned against the cold metal wall, and closed her eyes.
Please save me soon.
Olivia heard the soft hiss of the irising door. She snapped her eyes open.
Her red-eyed captor stood in the open doorway. But he hadn’t brought dinner. He looked disheveled and angrier than usual. His silver hair was mussed. His clothes were torn, revealing skin underneath that looked burned. This monster who’d had the audacity to raid the Royal Air Palace alone was injured?
Olivia could kiss whatever soldier had done that to him.
He grunted, stepping into the room. He dragged a young woman behind him. She wore tattered clothing covered by a dark blue jacket. Her eyes were green, and she had amber colored hair. She looked as angry as Olivia felt.
Her captor shoved the woman into the room. “You have a guest. No dinner tonight.”
Oliva scowled, but her captor seemed not to care. He silently exited the room, and the door slid shut behind him.
Olivia stared at the closed door until she was sure the monster wouldn’t be returning, then turned to the newcomer. Part of her was grateful for the company, but she couldn’t help but be wary. Was this new woman a friend or an enemy? She could be a real prisoner, but Olivia knew most people of note within the federation, and she didn’t recognize this girl at all. Why kidnap a princess, and then have your next victim be some random woman? Especially this girl, who looked — and smelled — like she was living on the street?
“What’s your name?” Olivia asked.
The new girl didn’t answer. She seemed shell-shocked. Olivia supposed that being kidnapped would do that to a person. She doubted she would’ve been capable of holding a conversation the first day of her captivity, either. Perhaps she should give this new girl space, but she hadn’t spoken to another person in several days. She needed this.
“Do you have any idea why that man took us?” Olivia prodded. Maybe this girl could offer some insight into why their captor had drawn Olivia’s blood after bringing her here.
The new girl just stared at the wall.
Providence, was this girl deaf? Had her captor brought her someone she couldn’t communicate with? Was it a new form of torture? But why torture her? He hadn’t even interrogated her since her capture. Aside from the blood draw, he hadn’t given any hint as to why he wanted her.
Exasperated, Olivia squatted down directly in front of the new girl and waved her hand. “Can you hear me?”
The new girl eyed Olivia for a moment before speaking. “I’m sorry. I... I don’t know how I got here.”
“That’s okay.” Olivia said, grateful the girl was finally speaking. “His teleport trick can be pretty disorienting.”
The girl nodded. “It was painful.”
Olivia nodded back. She remembered the sensation well. Total oblivion followed by intense stimulation. It had felt like a tachyon jump, but with none of the protections offered by a tachyon drive. The moment she’d appeared, every nerve ending she had buzzed with pain, and her eyes and ears felt like a flashbang had detonated in her face. She’d actually passed out from the pain of it. Either that, or from the panic attack brought on by her kidnapping. Either way, it wasn’t an experience she cared to repeat.
“What’s your name?” Olivia asked.
The new girl licked her cracked lips. “I’m Angela.”
“There’s a bathroom attached to this room.” Olivia motioned her head to the closet-sized restroom on the opposite wall from where they sat. “You can get cleaned up, and have a drink of water. It might help with the shock.”
Angela nodded. Olivia couldn’t tell if she’d actually understood.
“Are you the princess?” Angela asked after a moment.
Olivia briefly considered how to respond. She decided to follow her etiquette training instead of her interrogation training. She stood and offered her hand to the newcomer. “You recognized me? I’m afraid I haven’t had much opportunity to make myself presentable for the last few days, so I wasn’t sure anybody would.”
Angela took Olivia’s hand and Olivia pulled her up.
“All of my make-up is from Lipstick and Combat Boots,” Angela said. “Your face is on all the packaging. I thought I was hallucinating at first, but it’s really you. Why am I locked in a room with the princess?”
Olivia felt her face flush red. She was proud of her work as CEO and spokesperson for her make-up company, but it felt wrong for that to be the reason someone would recognize her. That was just her passion project, the thing she did to relieve the pressure of her position, not the thing she did to make an impact. Truth be told, her assistants did more of the work of running it than she did. She forced the emotion down and felt the heat in her face subside. Even in a situation like this, she still had to perform her role as Princess of the Human Empire. She had to be dignified.
Olivia forced a polite smile. “That’s the same question I have for you. Why did our kidnapper take you?”
“I’m still trying to figure that out.” Angela stared at Olivia for a moment, half-dazed. Then, seeming to accept the reality of her situation, began examining the door, messing with the locked keypad and prying unsuccessfully with her fingertips to force it open.
After a moment, she gave up on the door and scanned the room. “There’s got to be a way out of here, right?”
“Just the door,” Olivia said, trying not to let her voice waver despite her nerves from finally speaking to another real, live person. “And I doubt you want to escape unless you can win in a fight against the red-eyed monster. Was it you who injured him?”
Angela sighed, looking at the floor. “No,” she said. “That was... just some guy I was with. He’s not here, and I doubt he’s coming to help. We’re going to have to save ourselves.”
Olivia studied Angela’s eyes. She couldn’t read the emotion in them. Sad? Angry? Despondent? Perhaps Angela was just in shock. That would make the most sense.
Angela looked at the reclining medical chair — the only piece of furniture in the room — that sat in the corner. “Do you mind if I sit there?” she asked. “Whatever 169 did to bring me here...it really wore me out.”
169? Was that the red-eyed monster’s name? Just a number? It didn’t seem menacing enough for such a terrifying person. How had Angela learned it?
Olivia nodded, trying not to let her confusion show. “Tell me about the guy who wounded 169.”
Angela sat and leaned the chair back, closing her eyes. “I barely know him. He’s a Mystic. 169 seemed like he was trying to recruit him, but he said no. So he took me instead.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes. So Angela was important to someone who 169 aimed to recruit. Her presence made more sense. But who was this person who could defy someone as powerful as 169?
“Did you get his name?”
Angela nodded. “Drake Ashbell.”
Olivia bit her lip. The last name was immediately recognizable. He was part of the Mystic royal family. But which one was he? Olivia tried to recall her studies on the subject. There were only a few members of that family left alive. Dathan Ashbell was the current king. He had no children. His brother Elias had been incarcerated for war crimes years earlier, and also had no children. The only other ones left were the two sons of the former king Tiberius Ashbell. One was a known quantity since he’d defected to the Human Empire. He was a Valor soldier, if her memory served. Was that one Drake? She hoped so, because stories about the last remaining Ashbell weren’t great. Olivia cursed herself for not remembering the names better. Of course, the first time she had to practically apply her knowledge, it was in one of the subjects she’d written off as less important.
“Can you tell me anything else about him?” Olivia asked.
Angela opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. “Well, he’s arrogant as hell, and a bit of a creep.”
Olivia sighed. Angela looked exhausted. It wasn’t likely she’d get anything more out of her from this conversation. Maybe she’d remember more after getting cleaned up and getting some sleep.
Olivia extended her hand. “Let me take your jacket. You can get cleaned up, and then get some rest.”
Angela sat up and pulled the blue jacket free. Olivia took it, but then stopped as she felt the fabric. It was so familiar. She turned it over and found the lion and shield emblem of the Valor soldiers.
“Where did you get this?” Olivia asked.
Angela stood up. “Drake was wearing it.”
Olivia felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “Thank Providence,” she said softly. “He’s a Valor soldier.”
Angela shook her head. “I don’t think so. He could use the Mystic’s power, and he bragged about a bunch of crimes he committed. He had some stupid outlaw nickname too.”
The blood drained from Olivia’s face. “Was it the Traitor Prince?”
“You’ve actually heard of him?” Angela asked. “I honestly thought he was full of shit. Sorry. I probably shouldn’t curse in front of royalty.”
So it was the other Ashbell. The Traitor Prince. He’d made a claim on the Mystic throne several years prior, only to be declared a heretic by Dathan. After that, he’d gone on a crime spree. The kind that ended with corpses. A lot of corpses. He had a public hatred for the Human Empire which seemed to only be rivaled by his hatred of his own family. Why did it have to be a man like that who could hurt 169?
Olivia nodded, keeping her expression soft and soothing for Angela’s sake. If the years of etiquette training had taught her one useful skill, it was how to show an emotion she didn’t feel. “Yes, I’ve heard of him,” she said. “Unfortunately, I think you’re right. He’s probably not going to help us. We’re on our own.” She tilted her head toward the small bathroom. “Get cleaned up. You’ll feel a little better after you do.”
Angela nodded and walked into the bathroom, leaving Olivia alone again.
Chapter 15: Drake
Drake lurched in his chair. He clutched at the armrests as the ship exited Membrane Space. The total lack of sensation during transit, followed by its abrupt return, was as unpleasant as ever. Fortunately, the ship’s shielding took away the worst of the negative effects. That made the transition bearable. Though the Human Empire had clearly spared no expense when they’d created their flagship — the Basilius — they’d been unable to do anything to make breaching Membrane Space a pleasant experience.
Drake inhaled sharply, wiping drops of sweat from his forehead. He waited for his heart rate to return to normal, then looked around the bridge. Unlike most ships Drake had used — which required a single pilot in a cock-pit, along with maybe a handful of crew at most — the hulking Basilius required a command bridge with dozens of soldiers monitoring hundreds of screens. At the center of it all, in a high-backed chair, sat Ryker; stoic, seemingly unphased by their passage through total oblivion.
Drake grinned inwardly as he noticed Vahn leaning against his console, looking appropriately queasy. His very presence irked Drake to no end. Working with the Human Empire felt wrong already, but why did his damn half-brother have to be a part of it?
One of the soldiers tapped the screen on his console. “We have visual.”
“Put it on the main screen,” Ryker ordered.
The view screen at the front of the bridge — because apparently a regular windshield wasn’t fancy enough for the empire’s flagship — blared to life, displaying a luminous red planet with black, swirling clouds twisting in the atmosphere.
Eijhur.
The sight of it was disconcerting. Drake moved his hand to his revolver and stroked his thumb along the back of the handle. The connection calmed his nerves. This place was the source of hemoignisium. The Church of Delpha considered it sacred ground, while the Mystics considered it cursed. Supposedly, this planet had played host to the last battle between the forces of Knune, and the forces of Korah: a spirit of fire who had tried to overthrow the Mystic god millennia ago. Korah and his army had fallen here, but the Church of Delpha continued worshiping him all the same. They would’ve been dismissed as a cult a long time ago if they didn’t have a monopoly on hemoignisium. Especially after one of their priests discovered how to use the stuff to manufacture tachyon drives. Now the only thing anyone associated with Eijhur was money.
“We’ve received docking clearance,” a soldier wearing an oversized headset said from the corner of the room.
“We’ll move down to the lander. General West has command while I’m gone.” Ryker nodded toward an older uniformed man sitting nearby before turning to face Drake. “Don’t slip away until you’re absolutely certain you won’t be seen. The Fenn corporation security force is unparalleled in the corporate world. They haven’t had a security breach in decades.”
“At least not that they’ve admitted to.” Drake sat up straighter in his chair, realizing that every crew member not involved in the landing process was sending him sideways glances. No doubt this group of straight-laced Human Empire lap dogs would have doubts about Ryker’s plan to rely on a Mystic.
Drake met Ryker’s eyes, tapping the hemoignisium revolver on his waist. “It’s not my first time,” he lied. Truth was, he’d never set foot on Eijhur. The hemoignisium he’d used for his revolver had belonged to his dad, but in a room full of soldiers, confidence carried more weight than truth.
“It’s time.” Ryker stood and walked toward the door, motioning for others to follow. Vahn and several others stood. Taking a deep breath, Drake stood as well, adjusting the Human Empire captain’s uniform he’d been given to wear, and followed behind the other soldiers.
“You really are ready for this, right?” Vahn slowed down to join Drake behind the other soldiers accompanying the king.
“Oh, so you care about my well-being now?” Drake didn’t bother facing Vahn while he spoke. What gave this bastard the idea that Drake wanted to hear anything he had to say?
The bridge doors hissed open. Ryker and his retinue proceeded forward, following the king through the wide corridors of the Basilius.
“I’ve always cared,” Vahn said as they stepped through the door.
“How touching.” Drake put his hand over his heart and made a pouty lip. “You leaving me for dead and betraying our family doesn’t seem so bad now that I know you always cared.”
Vahn shook his head. “Can we just clear the air? I wasn’t able to share my side of what happened when we talked before.”
Drake huffed. “Well, I know that Dad sent you to Uncle Elias so that he could rescue me. But he never did because you betrayed him, and turned him in to the empire that had just murdered our entire family. Then you apparently decided it was a good idea to join their military and fight a war against your own people. Is your side of the story going to tell me that all that shit didn’t happen?”
Vahn looked deflated. “You’re missing a lot of context.”
Drake shrugged. “Maybe if you’d bothered to look for me before you were ordered to, I’d be in the mood to listen to all your,” — Drake lifted his fingers to make air quotes — “context. But I got by just fine without a brother until now, so I’ll tolerate you until this is over, but we’re not going to hold hands and chat about your feelings. Just do your job and leave me out of it.”
Drake sped up, leaving Vahn a few steps behind him. Drake kept his face set firm, but it was hard not to smile. It felt good putting Vahn in his place. There would be no forgiveness for what he’d done, and Drake wanted him to know it.
The group followed Ryker in silence and took their seats in a landing shuttle. It was about a quarter the size of the Vagabond’s Lullaby. Which meant it was truly enormous for a ship meant exclusively for ferrying people to and from the surface. Drake stole another glance at Vahn as he took a seat and fastened the safety harness. Vahn stared straight back, but didn’t say a word.
They stayed quiet for the entire entry process. The craft barely shook when it broke atmosphere and continued smoothly to its landing zone. The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “You’re clear to disembark.”
Drake unbuckled his harness and stood.
The lander doors slid open. Hot air blasted in. It was like standing in front of a furnace.
Drake blinked, scrunching up his nose while he followed Ryker and the other soldiers onto the landing platform. The air here smelled like someone had left some eggs out to rot and then tried to get rid of the stench by using a flamethrower.
Vahn stepped forward, scanning the horizon. “This place is unreal.”
Drake didn’t care to agree with Vahn, but in this case, he was right. The iron and concrete platform the lander rested on — which was roughly the size of an entire Mystic village — sat suspended in a lake of molten lava. Spires of black rock ringed with glowing blue hemoignisium veins jutted out of its surface like spikes on the back of a fiery demon. Volcanic mountains of equally eerie black and glowing blue circled around the lake. They spewed smoke and soot into the already black sky. Despite Eijhur orbiting a binary star system and having over ten moons in its own orbit, nothing in the sky was visible through the veil of ash. The glow of the lava and the artificial lights mounted on metal posts lining the platform provided the only decent illumination.
Drake moved his hand to his revolver.
Thank Knune they let soldiers keep their weapons here. The feeling of dread swirling in his gut ebbed as he gripped the familiar handle of his revolver.
“We hadn’t expected you back so soon.” A jovial voice came from the bridge connecting the platform to the edge of the lake. “We would have prepared a banquet had we known one of our best customers would be here.”
Drake squinted in the dim light and quickly found the source of the voice. Nearly a dozen silhouettes approached in the darkness. As they came closer, it became apparent that most of them were Fenn corporation guards. They were suited up in full mechanical armor with bells and whistles that would make the average Valor soldier feel inadequate. The assortment of automatic weapons they carried was large enough to shoot down an approaching meteor. However, there were others among the crowd who seemed less deadly.
The group stopped in front of Ryker and his posse of soldiers. The original speaker stepped forward. A tall man dressed in a tightly fitted suit, with brown skin and long, slicked back black hair that seemed at impossible odds with his eyes. They glowed as bright blue as the hemoignisium veins in the surrounding rocks.
“No banquet necessary, Kelvin.” Ryker waved his hand dismissively. “I’m just here to make a purchase.”
Drake cocked an eyebrow. This Kelvin guy looked familiar, but he couldn’t place it.
“That’s Kelvin Fenn,” Vahn whispered in answer to Drake’s confusion. “He owns the mines here. He’s the richest man in the entire Federation.”
Kelvin looked at Drake, and for a moment, they made eye contact. Drake froze. He wasn’t sure why this man intimidated him. He didn’t give a damn about how much money someone had, but there was something terrifying about him. Did he know what Drake was here to do?
Kelvin’s blue eyes flitted to Drake’s revolver, then back to his face. He looked ready to speak for a moment, but then he turned back to Ryker. “Well, the least I can do is feed you.” He turned back to the connecting bridge and motioned for the group to follow. “We’ll talk business over a meal back at the main compound.”
The group followed Kelvin across the bridge. It didn’t take long before Drake could see lights on the horizon. There was an entire city built among the rock spires on the edge of the lava lake. The sounds of loud discussions and vehicular traffic soon filled the air around them. The burnt rotten egg smell mixed with the scents of civilization in a way that made Drake’s stomach turn. It wasn’t until they stepped into the city proper that Drake could take in the full scale of it. The black clouds had obscured the large buildings until they were right on top of them, but some of them were as large as the buildings on New Earth. How had so many people chosen to live in a place like this?
“A car will take us the rest of the way.” Kelvin motioned to a row of sleek, black hovercraft parked along the edge of the road. Ryker nodded and moved toward one of the cars. Kelvin and the rest of the group followed. Drake hung back. He needed to break away from the group at some point before they headed for the main compound. If he entered it with Ryker, and then got caught, the king would be implicated. He needed to break away early and enter the Fenn Corporation compound on his own, and he’d never get a cleaner time to break away than now.
Drake slinked back and ducked into a nearby alleyway. He took refuge behind a dumpster until the hovercraft took off. He quickly unbuttoned his Captain’s uniform and tossed it in the dumpster. Obviously, he couldn’t have anything that could tie him back to the Human Empire on his person for this. Fortunately, the pants and boots didn’t bear any insignias, nor did the plain undershirt.
Drake stood and looked back. Several soldiers had stayed behind to keep the landing area secure. However, Vahn, and two of the others  — a woman, who Drake thought was named Nguyen, and a dark-haired man whose name Drake hadn’t caught  — would be trailing him.
Drake shoved down his frustration at Vahn’s involvement and stalked off into the city. He didn’t bother to check if the soldiers stayed on him or not. It was best not to dwell on that and just focus on the task at hand.
Drake turned the corner and found himself in a bustling thoroughfare. Members of every race of the Federation filled the streets. A pair of Vidrians argued nearby with a pushy blue-skinned Edmirian, while a group of Mercians perused the wares in an outdoor bodega. Though every race was present, there was a disproportionate amount of Delphines represented in the crowd. With their pointed ears and the changing colors of their skin, Delphines were usually the center of attention wherever they went. Eijhur was holy ground for their church, so it made sense. Still, it was odd seeing so many together.
Drake stepped into the crowd and started pushing his way through. The crowd was actually a good thing. If he did get caught by any security forces, the number of people here would make it impossible to trace where he’d come from. All he had to do was keep meshing in with the crowd until he reached the central market.
Drake pushed past a massive, rock-skinned Oldune who was blocking most of the sidewalk and continued forward. What was he going to do when he got there? He’d need to access their sales records, he knew that much. Of course, it wasn’t as if he knew where they were kept. He certainly didn’t have the computer expertise to hack in if they were well protected. Whatever. He was focused on this task, and he knew what he wanted, so his luck would see him through it. It always did.
Drake sidestepped around a Lysian and almost ran straight into a Delphine woman carrying an armful of pamphlets. He stopped just in time to avoid plowing her over. She met his eyes, and her skin flushed from purple to pink.
“Sorry.” Drake tried to step around her. Any other time, he’d have stopped for a conversation. Not out of any interest in what she had to say, but simply because she was gorgeous. She had silver hair and perfectly symmetrical features. It was said that the Delphines had joined Korah’s side in the ancient war because he’d used his power to gift them with unsurpassable beauty. Looking at this Delphine, that story seemed to fit.
She cut him off, pushing a pamphlet in his face. Her skin shifted from pink to a cool blue. “Have you heard the good news of our lord Korah?”
Drake balked. It didn’t matter how hot she was. He wouldn’t be sticking around for that. “I’m in a hurry.”
“Too much of a hurry to save your eternal soul?” She kept the pamphlet up in Drake’s face.
Drake glanced down at his revolver. This lady had no idea how much the teachings of the Church of Delpha had already damaged his eternal soul. He wouldn’t be in a hurry to revisit them.
“You’ve already partaken in Korah’s gift.” The woman nodded at Drake’s revolver. “Don’t you want to know the source of its power?”
Drake sighed. “Can I just take the pamphlet and come back another time?”
The woman’s skin shifted to a bright yellow as she held out her pamphlet for Drake to take. “Our temple is just right there.” She pointed to the other side of the busy thoroughfare at a blocky building carved from black stone. “Our head priest gives sermons three times daily. When you’re done with your errand, come hear the good word.”
Drake looked over at the building, then paused. Two men stood at the top of the steps. One a Delphine dressed in opulent robes, the other a man with silver hair, and red eyes.
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Drake put up his hand to wave the woman off from handing him the pamphlet. “I think I’ll go visit your temple now.”
The woman beamed, and moved on to harassing another passerby.
Drake kept his eyes on 169 and pushed his way through the crowd. The priest handed over a small bag to 169, then the two shook hands. Drake pushed faster. This was a stroke of luck that surpassed even his wildest hopes. He wouldn’t have found anything even if he had infiltrated the main market because 169 was getting his hemoignisium directly from the Church of Delpha. That was a twist even Drake wouldn’t have guessed.
How had he been fortunate enough to stumble across this? Maybe his good luck had a longer range than 169’s bad luck? Was he fortunate because he’d been out of range, or did 169 have to target his bad luck for it to work? That would be good to know for future reference, but it didn’t matter now. Right now, all that mattered was that he catch 169 off-guard. If he could remove the Anti-Luck’s legs with his Valor saber, then 169 wouldn’t pose much of a threat.
169 turned and moved down the stairs. Shit. If Drake didn’t hurry, he’d lose him in the crowd. Drake drew his saber. He shoved aside a chattery Berb man and leaped at 169.
“What the hell?” 169 stepped aside in the nick of time. His red eyes reflected his shock. Drake’s saber swipe fell short.
169 moved to draw his own saber, but had to jump back as Drake came at him with another slash. “You messed with the wrong guy, Sixty-niner.” Drake moved a second too slow and only caught the edge of 169’s thigh.
169 stepped back and yanked his own saber free. “How did you find me here?”
Drake lunged again. 169 parried the attack. People in the crowd started to scream. Drake had to finish this quickly, or he’d have security forces on his ass. Drake swiped again, but 169 back stepped in time to avoid it.
“Why can’t you just stand still?” Drake stepped back and sheathed his sword. It had never been the ideal weapon in such a crowded place, anyway. Drake drew his revolver and took aim.
169 pulled his hemoignisium pistol from its holster, but didn’t bother aiming at Drake. “You lost this fight when you missed your first attack. I still need your blood, so I won’t kill you here. But I promise I’ll make that girl suffer for what you tried here.”
169 moved to pull the trigger. Damn it all. He wasn’t fighting. He was running.
Drake holstered his revolver and jumped forward. He collided with 169 just as he pulled the trigger. There was a moment of pain from the collision, and then the world faded into oblivion.
Chapter 16: Drake
After what seemed like an eternity of sensory deprivation, Drake erupted into a world of overwhelming physical sensation. He immediately fell to the cold floor, shutting his eyes against the harsh light. The sound of his body hitting the metal floor sounded like a gunshot. He covered his ears, but it didn’t help. The light of the room felt like a flash bang had gone off in Drake’s face. The quiet hum of air circulating through a ventilation system sounded like a hurricane. Even the faint scent of bleach lingering on the floor from its last cleaning might as well have been a smelling salt stuck up his nose.
Drake rolled onto his back. He was so dizzy. Though he knew he was lying still, he felt like he was in a centrifuge. 
How did he get here? The memories flooded back to him. The fight with 169 on Eijhur. That damn lunatic had made a tachyon jump with no ship to shield him, and Drake had been dragged along for the ride. For Knune’s sake, there was a reason people only breached membrane space with a tachyon drive. Without the shielding to ease you out of oblivion, the experience was excruciating.
Drake opened his eyes to narrow slits. Even while squinting, it was like staring into a spotlight. Still, he had to adjust quickly. 169 would be in this room too. If Drake wasn’t the first one to get up, he may not get up at all.
Drake staggered to one knee, opening his eyes as wide as he could without tearing up. The room spun, and Drake nearly fell over. He reached out to brace himself on a nearby piece of furniture that he couldn’t yet identify. Breathing deeply to ‌ward off the nausea rising in his stomach, he placed his hand on his holstered revolver. 
The connection soothed him and calmed his racing mind. Thank Knune the revolver had made the journey with him. Otherwise, the tachyon hangover would be the least of his problems.
Slowly, the light became bearable, and Drake looked around the room. Surprisingly, the piece of furniture he was using to steady himself was a bed with a small table next to it. The walls were bare, and the rest of the room was undecorated. The only thing breaking up the monotone walls was a pair of metallic doorways; each with an operating panel next to them. One of them — presumably the exit — was closed, while the other hung open, revealing a closet stocked with an array of black clothing. 
Was this 169’s bedroom?
A blip of movement caught Drake’s eye. 169 was already on his feet, using the wall to steady himself. He clutched the Valor saber he’d taken from Drake in his free hand. 
“You’re going to regret following me here.” 169 took an uneasy step forward, clearly as disoriented as Drake. 
Drake pulled his revolver free from his holster, almost dropping it as he tried to take aim. “Not as much as you are.” 
To his still spinning vision, it looked like both 169 and his revolver sights were zigzagging through the air. 
169 made an awkward lunge forward, raising the Valor saber. 
Drake pulled the trigger. Electricity arched through the air, catching the tip of the sword and running into 169’s outstretched arm. 
The Anti-Luck let out a gurgling noise and dropped to the floor, convulsing. 
“Suck on that sixty-niner.” Drake stumbled, bumping into the bedside table. He knocked its contents to the floor before steadying himself against the wall. After three tries, he holstered his revolver and took an uneasy step forward. His knee buckled. He toppled over, landing on his hands and knees.
Each movement was excruciating, but he could stop now. He crawled to 169’s crumpled body. The electricity had certainly done some damage, but a Vhy’ Rai attack couldn’t kill. 169 was alive, and there was no telling when he’d recover. He’d shook off a hit from a fireball last time they’d met. An electric shock probably wouldn’t keep him down for long.
Sitting on his butt and grabbing 169’s collar, Drake scooted backwards across the linoleum floor, dragging 169 along with him until he passed through the open closet door.
“Don’t wake up yet.” Drake crawled awkwardly over 169, rolling out the door onto his back. He used his foot to press the operating panel. The closet door slid shut with 169 inside. 
“If you love me at all, Knune, let this work.” Drake pulled out his revolver, pointed it at the operating panel, and fired. The panel sparked for a moment before the touch screen went blank.
Sighing, Drake laid back. He closed his eyes and waited for the room to stop spinning. 
After a few minutes, he opened his eyes. His head still hurt, but the room was finally staying put. The light still felt too bright, but didn’t feel like it was trying to burn his eyes out anymore. So at least there was that. From his vantage point on the floor, he could see a small, red pyramid shaped object that had been knocked from the bedside table. It had Mystic runes scrawled across it. 
Another caster? Drake squinted, trying to read the runes. 
“So that’s how you got us here.” He crawled closer. The command line inscribed on the hemoignisium object was complex, but he’d understood the basics. It acted like a beacon for 169’s tachyon jumps. No matter where he jumped from, it would take him to that little pyramid. It was brilliant.
“But where exactly is here?” Drake rose slowly to his feet, looking over the room. It had no windows, or really much of anything to indicate its location relative to anything else. But this had to be where 169 was keeping Angela, didn’t it?
Something else caught his eye. A small leather sack, lying on the floor. Drake scooped it up and dumped its contents into his hand: four chunks of blue, unbonded hemoignisium. They were already shaped into bullets, but uninscribed. Whatever 169 had planned, he was probably going to do it with these. But they were Drake’s now. 
Drake pulled out his revolver and slid his thumb along the bottom of the handle. His thumbnail caught and the tiny hatch in the base came free. Drake dropped the unbonded bullets inside, then closed it up. Drake smiled. Taking these wouldn’t stop 169 from getting more, but at least it would slow him down. And now Drake could make new bullets. It’d been a long time since he’d had access to raw hemoignisium.
A loud bang came from the closet door. 
Oh, shit. Drake jumped, letting out an audible squeal. 
169’s nap had lasted nowhere near as long as he’d hoped it would.
Time to go. Drake pressed the operating panel next to the exit door. It slid open easily, and Drake stepped out into the adjoining hallway. The door hissed shut behind him.
Drake pointed his revolver at the operating panel and fired. There could never be enough closed doors between him and 169.
He turned to examine the hallway.
“Well, this sucks,” he muttered. The hallway was enormous, stretching on for hundreds of feet before intersecting another hallway. There were at least twenty doors in his immediate line of sight. How was he supposed to find Angela in all of this? He could always guess. How far away did he have to be from 169 before his luck would come back?
Drake glanced down at the floor and blinked in surprise. The words H.E.S.S. Confectrix were emblazoned on the linoleum. He was onboard a Human Empire star ship? And probably a battle cruiser, judging by the size of it. Where did 169 get this thing? Was it taken from the fleet that invaded Rabbit’s Foot? Where else would he have got the damn thing? He was an enemy to the Human Empire, wasn’t he?
It didn’t matter. Drake was here, no matter how 169 had taken the ship. He needed to focus on that. If he was in space, that complicated any plans he had for escaping once he found Angela.
For now, he just needed to put some distance between himself and 169.
Drake walked to the adjoining hallway, turned right, and continued forward, reading any labeled door he came across. He didn’t run into anyone else. Was there anyone else aboard this ship?
Exploring was getting him nowhere. He needed a plan. 
Drake stepped up to the next door and read the small sign posted above it: Tachyon Drive Control Room.
“That’ll work,” he said.
****
Olivia leaned back against the wall, massaging her sore muscles. She and Angela had spoken for quite some time after her initial arrival, but Angela had managed to turn every conversation into a rant against the Mystics. At first, it had been very engaging  — Angela had seen the Mystics first-hand, while Olivia never had — but angry tirades had a short shelf-life. It hadn’t taken long before Olivia returned to her exercise routine to retain her sanity. 
“How long before he shows up with our dinner?” Angela laid on the floor, staring at the ceiling.
“A couple hours,” Olivia said, not bothering to look up. She opened her mouth to keep speaking, but no sound came out. Everything went dark in an instant. No light. No sound. Nothing. Complete oblivion.
The light returned abruptly, and Olivia sat up straight. Had they just made a tachyon jump? She couldn’t tell how long that had lasted. It felt like it had taken an instant and an eternity simultaneously. 
“What was that?” Angela rolled over and sat up shakily. She was clearly disoriented.
“We just made a tachyon jump,” Olivia said. She’d only ever traveled through Membrane Space a handful of times, but the sensation — or lack thereof — wasn’t something a person forgot.
“Does he do that a lot?” Angela asked. She looked queasy. Olivia had felt the same way after her first jump. 
“This is the first time since I’ve been here.” Olivia took a calming breath and began counting in her head. She wouldn’t let the panic in. Still, it was unnerving. The red-eyed demon, or 169 as Angela had called him, had been almost robotic in keeping to a schedule. The only time he’d been late was when he’d returned with Angela. It wasn’t as if she expected her captor to appraise her of all of his plans, but whenever he did something unexpected, it reminded her just how little control she had over her current situation.
“Where do you think...” Angela didn’t finish her sentence. Everything went dark again. 
Light flooded back into Olivia’s eyes, and all of her senses returned. She gasped. 
“How many of those is he going to do?” Angela rubbed her temples. 
Olivia shook her head. She was going to get sick too if this continued. The panic continued to rise. Something had to be wrong. Nobody does two tachyon jumps in a row. There’s no place in the galaxy worth going that takes more than one.
The door hissed open. Olivia jumped involuntarily. Her lungs tightened up like she was trying to breathe through a straw. 169 was here? It was too early for him to have brought dinner.
The world around her vanished again, only to reappear moments later. A third jump? Why the hell would anyone do that? This much travel through membrane space couldn’t be healthy. Her head was starting to pound from trying to process the sudden loss and return of sensory input.
“I finally found you,” a voice came from the doorway. Olivia looked up. The tachyon jump had been so disorienting, she’d almost forgotten the door had opened. It wasn’t 169. 
A surge of joy and disbelief mixed in Olivia’s chest. There was a young man in the doorway. They’d been found. That must have been why 169 was trying to tachyon jump. He was running from Valor soldiers. This nightmare was finally over.
“Drake?” Angela asked, her eyebrows raised in total surprise. “You actually came?” Her features softened as she looked at him.
Olivia blinked. Drake? As in Drake Ashbell? The Traitor Prince? Angela had said she knew him, but Olivia had never expected him to show up.
“Come on, deep down you knew I’d show up to save you, didn’t you?” Drake asked.
Angela’s face contorted, running through a wide range of emotions. For a moment, she seemed genuinely grateful that Drake was here, happy even. But she quickly shifted to anger. “I wouldn’t need saving if it wasn’t for you.”
Drake cocked his head. “Funny, I seem to remember you being on your way into slavery when we met. Should I have told you no when you asked me to save you from that?”
“I don’t need saving,” Angela growled. “Especially not from a Mystic.”
Olivia looked back and forth between the two. Angela had clearly undersold how much she disliked this man. Which was odd, because her initial reaction would have made Olivia think the opposite. But even if she hated him, did she have to antagonize him right now? Did she know what he was capable of doing?
“Great.” Drake shook his head. “I see being kidnapped has done nothing to help with your raging case of genocidal racism. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to cure you right now. We need to get off this ship.” Drake turned to Olivia. “You’re the princess, right? You can come too if you want.”
Olivia blinked, trying to process what Drake had said. “If I want?” she asked. “You only came for Angela?”
Drake shrugged. “Well, I’m not not here to save you. I mean, your dad did ask me to take you home. But I mostly came for the queen of ingratitude over there.” Drake pointed his thumb toward Angela, who scowled back at him. “If either of you are going to leave with me, that window is closing. Old sixty-niner isn’t going to stay locked in that closet forever.”
“Closet?” Olivia asked, but Angela interrupted before Drake could answer her question.
“How are we supposed to believe a word you say?” she asked. “You’re a Mystic. There’s no way the king asked for your help.”
Drake rolled his eyes. “Turns out the king isn’t as bigoted as some of his subjects. Now just do yourself a favor and follow me. I’m the only rescue party that’s coming.”
Olivia strained to take in a breath. Her hands shook, and her vision was closing in around her. She didn’t know what to think of this man, and the indecision was tearing her up. The panic would overwhelm her if she did nothing. She had to choose now. Olivia exhaled softly. She was going to trust him. That was her choice, and she’d stick with it until she had a reason to change.
The world vanished again. Olivia lost her balance when her vision returned. She barely stopped herself from falling by leaning up against the wall. But her breathing returned to normal quickly. She wasn’t panicking anymore. Thank Providence.
“Why does that keep happening?!” Angela pinched her eyes closed like she’d just gotten a brain freeze. 
“I set the tachyon drive to jump through its last hundred inputs in random order,” Drake said.
“You what?” Angela cocked her head to the side. “That’s so stupid.”
“It’s not stupid,” Drake said defensively. “I had the computer factor for time passed, universal expansion, and galactic and planetary orbits. We’ll end up jumping to inhabited places.”
Olivia looked back and forth between Drake and Angela. Neither of them seemed to care as much about the task at hand as they did about bickering with one another. Perhaps Angela was right to not put much faith in him. Still, she believed him when he said he was the only rescue coming. It would be foolish to let this opportunity pass while the two of them wasted time arguing. She’d decided to trust him, and she was going to stick to it.
“So, what’s the escape plan?” Olivia asked. 
Drake turned back to her. “There are escape pods just down the hall.”
“If we’re going to use escape pods,” Angela said, glaring at Drake. “Then why in all Providence are you making us go through these tachyon jumps?”
Angela had a point. The tachyon jumps seemed an unnecessary risk. They were disorienting and only took them to random places instead of taking them back to New Earth. What was the point of that? Unless...
“It’s so 169 won’t know where we get off,” Olivia said, nodding to Drake as she realized what he was doing. It was a solid plan. She’d made the right decision to trust him. “Did you shut off the logging processes on the main computer for the jumps we’re making now?”
Drake nodded. “And for escape pod launches. He won’t be able to track us.”
Olivia stepped up to the doorway. “It’s a good plan, but I doubt we have time to stand here arguing about it. Shall we go?”
Drake smiled. “I never thought I’d agree with the human princess, but yeah, let’s go.” 
The ship made three more tachyon jumps as they made their way down the hallway. Olivia could feel her heartbeat in her head by the time Drake opened the hatch in the wall leading to the pod. He motioned for her and Angela to enter. They both complied. 
The pod wasn’t spacious, but Olivia had been in smaller during escape drills. This pod had five seats, a narrow windshield, and a simple control panel at the front. Olivia sat down and buckled in next to Angela while Drake took the front seat and set to work operating the control panel.
The door slid shut, and the pod rumbled for a moment before breaking off from the main ship. Artificial gravity vanished as they tumbled away into space, but the straps held them all in place. Olivia breathed a sigh of relief. They’d done it. They’d disengaged, and left 169 behind. A part of her almost didn’t believe it.
Drake pressed the panel, and the pod spun around so that the windshield faced the ship they’d just left behind.
Olivia studied it, surprised by what she saw. It was definitely a Human Empire battle cruiser. It was an older model that hadn’t seen service for at least ten years, maybe more. But it was definitely of human make. On its spacious hull, Olivia read the words H.E.S.S. Confectrix. 
She felt her chest tighten. The red-eyed demon was still on that ship, probably fighting to get her back. She was out, but could that really stop that monster? Olivia closed her eyes, taking calming breaths through her nose. She counted to five, then opened her eyes again. The Confectrix was gone, jumped into membrane space. Relief flooded through her. She almost cried with joy as the reality set in. 169 was gone, and he didn’t know where she was. 
Drake had saved her.
“Well, he’s gone,” Angela said. “But where are we?”
“The computer is scanning for nearby habitable planets.” Drake let his head flop back in his chair. “Once it finds one, we’ll know where we are.” Drake produced a palm-sized black square from his pocket. A line-transceiver. “Once we know where we are, I’ll call the king for pickup and we all get to go home.”
Olivia smiled. The sensation felt almost foreign to her. How long had it been since she’d had a reason to smile? The way 169 had cut down her Valor soldier body guards, he’d seemed so unbeatable. How had Drake pulled this off? Was he really the mass-murdering traitor prince? From what she remembered of her studies on the Mystic royal family, Drake was supposed to be some kind of monster, but this guy seemed almost goofy. She’d trusted blindly till now, but with 169 far away, and no more pressing time crunch, it was time to get the facts straight.
“Is it true that you’re a Mystic?” she asked.
Drake blinked. “You get straight to the point, don’t you? You sure you don’t want to take a minute to relax before we have this conversation? Angie went a bit homicidal when we talked about it.”
“Don’t call me Angie,” Angela hissed.
Olivia looked at Angela, who crossed her arms in defiance, but said nothing.
“Why would my father hire a Mystic to save me? I’d assumed 169 was working for the Mystics.”
Drake shrugged. “Well, you may not be wrong about who sixty-niner is working for. It’s definitely some rich bastard with a grudge against the Human Empire. But the short answer to your question is that he didn’t have any other options. I’m a Fortunatus. My racial gift happens to cancel out 169’s. So I was really the only one your dad could ask.”
Olivia nodded. A Fortunatus named Drake. That all but confirmed his identity. Still, she wanted to hear it from him. “So you’re really him? Drake Ashbell, the traitor prince?”
Drake narrowed his eyes, but then settled into his chair. “Yeah, that’s me. I should have figured you’d be well-informed, but I always kind of thought you were too busy running your make-up company to keep up with Mystic politics.”
Olivia formed a tight-lipped smile. Thank Providence for her etiquette training. Drake didn’t seem inclined to hold back his thoughts, so she was going to have to pick up the slack on that front. Otherwise, this conversation could quickly devolve into a simple pissing match. Still, Drake seemed the type to enjoy a bit of sport in his conversation. She couldn’t just roll over. She’d have to bite back a little. This was going to be a tricky line to toe. 
“I beg your pardon,” she said. “But Lipstick and Combat Boots is a full health and wellness brand. We do a lot more than sell make-up. It keeps me busy. Even so, when I hear about a prince who abandons his people to become a criminal, it catches my attention.”
Olivia kept her eyes on Drake. It was a risky move, provoking him like that. Had she read him wrong? This situation was about to get bad if she had.
Drake scoffed, then looked at Angela. “Did you hear that, Angie? This is what banter is supposed to sound like. You see how she shows her disdain without making it violent? You could learn a thing or two from the princess.”
Angela didn’t answer. 
Olivia held back a sigh of relief. She’d read him right. 
“Disdain isn’t the right word,” Olivia said. “Actually, I respect you a great deal. Defying one’s family takes tremendous will-power, and there’s no doubt that you’re exceptionally capable. I’m impressed by you and grateful for your help. However, I’m also concerned.”
Drake scrunched up his face, seeming thoughtful. “Well, you clearly paid attention during your etiquette lessons. At least I’m assuming that’s what they called it when they taught you how to mask your intentions by blowing smoke up people’s asses. I had a few of those lessons growing up, too. You can drop the pretenses, though. You don’t feel like you can trust me, and that’s fine. Just ask me what you want to ask.”
Olivia nodded. His response was more blunt than she’d expected, but not far off from where she’d assumed the conversation would go. Still, now that it was time to really determine Drake’s motives, she wasn’t sure how to proceed. Olivia looked over at Angela. She wanted to press Drake about the chain of gruesome murders credited to his name, but what would the volatile Angela do if she learned that Drake was not only a Mystic, but a mass murderer?
“I’m familiar with some of your... more serious crimes,” Olivia said. “The type of person who would do such things doesn’t seem like the type who would also make casual conversation while rescuing women in need. So, going forward, I need to know who I’m really dealing with.”
Drake looked down at the control panel for an uncomfortably long time before answering in a serious tone. “I didn’t do every crime I’ve been accused of. But the ones you’re worried about, I did. Does that scare you?”
Olivia felt her pulse quicken. She’d expected some kind of denial, or for him to offer a vague dismissal, not this. She was undeniably sharing an escape pod with an admitted mass murderer.
“Yes,” she admitted.
Drake sighed, glancing over at Angela — who stayed uncharacteristically quiet — then looked back at Olivia. “It scares me too. But I promise you this: my only intention toward you is to send you home.”
“That’s good enough for me.” Olivia was surprised to realize that she meant it. There was no deception in Drake’s response. He was capable of atrocities, but he bore her no ill will. Against a foe like 169, what better rescuer could she ask for?
Drake leaned back in his chair. “At any rate, I’ve got to be better company than that damn Anti-Luck, right?” 
Olivia leaned forward. “Anti-Luck?” That wasn’t a word she’d heard before.
“Your dad didn’t tell you that part, huh?” Drake tapped softly on the control panel as if that would speed up the pod’s search for a habitable planet. “You knew so much about my past. I just assumed you’d know about your own government’s wrongdoings.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes. “What is an Anti-Luck?”
“169 is an Anti-Luck,” Drake said. “The Human Empire made them to exterminate the Fortunatus.”
Olivia blinked. The Human Empire made them? Genetic modification on the scale required to create a new race of people violated dozens of Federation laws. Her father would never do that. But... if it was done to kill the Fortunatus, her father wouldn’t have been the king yet. Could her grandfather have done such a thing? That would mean that her own people, her own family, had made 169? The red-eyed demon who had slaughtered the soldiers in the palace and stolen Olivia away from her life was her family’s responsibility? Olivia’s breathing sped up. It felt like the escape pod was suddenly ten degrees hotter, and she could feel her heart beating in her throat. Damn it. It felt like these panic attacks were coming every other minute. 
Drake had to be lying. This couldn’t be her grandfather’s fault. Still, what reason would Drake have to lie to her now?
“Don’t tell her lies.” Angela grabbed Olivia’s hand. The contact calmed her. Thank Providence Angela had noticed her distress.
“If you don’t want the answer, don’t ask the question.” Drake leaned forward to check the control panel. The color drained from his face.
“What is it?” Angela asked. “Did it find a planet for us?”
Drake tapped furiously at the control panel, his face growing red with anger. The taps turned more violent as he made a fist and pounded on the screen. “No!” he yelled. “Find somewhere else!”
What was happening? Although he’d been less than proper, Drake had at least been composed ‌until now. What had he seen on the screen?
“Drake!” Angela yelled. Drake ignored her, returning to his tapping on the screen. 
“There has to be another option,” he muttered.
Angela unsnapped her harness and kicked forward, floating to Drake. She grabbed his face and forced him to look into her eyes. “Where are we going?”
“Rabbit’s Foot.” Drake shook his head free of her hands. “And there’s no other breathable atmosphere in range. I can’t change our course.”
Olivia leaned forward, reaching just far enough to pat Drake on the shoulder. If he was a Fortunatus, landing on Rabbit’s Foot would be difficult for him. Who would want to visit the site of their people’s genocide? “I’m sorry,” Olivia said. “I know it’s hard, but maybe this is a good thing. It’s a liveable planet with no people on it. It’s a perfect place to hide out and wait for rescue.”
Drake slowly turned his head, locking eyes with Olivia. “You don’t get it at all. You’re right. There are no people on Rabbit’s Foot. But if you thought spending time with an Anti-Luck was bad, just wait till you see what we made to kill them.”
Chapter 17: Vahn
Vahn sat resisting the urge to bang his head on his desk. He’d spent the last hour trying to type up his action report about the incident on Eijhur. So far, it had taken over seven pages to describe an event that had taken less than five minutes. But being overly thorough was standard procedure for this kind of thing. Ryker had to make decisions based on a fight between Drake and 169 that he hadn’t witnessed. The description in the report would be all he had to go on. It needed to be accurate and informative.
He replayed the fight in his head. It had been hard to see all of it. Drake had dashed off so suddenly and attacked without warning. His guess that 169 had ties to someone on Eijhur had been a good one, but nobody had expected him to actually find the Anti-Luck there.
Where had he disappeared to at the end of that fight? There was so much about Drake that Vahn didn’t know, and now Drake might not even be alive.
Vahn shook his head. He had to focus. This report wouldn’t write itself.
Vahn’s screen flashed away from his report, replaced by the words: Incoming Transmission.
No name was given to identify the caller, but the screen noted it was coming from an unregistered line transceiver. He could just ignore it, but then he’d have to keep writing his report.
“Accept transmission.” Vahn straightened his posture.
The screen filled with a reptilian face. The creature had golden scales, and slitted eyes above a long, fanged snout. A Draco Hominus.
“Are you the one who’s willing to pay for information about Drake Ashbell?” the Draco asked.
Vahn sighed. Had he forgotten to take that down after Drake had officially joined on, or was this Draco operating on outdated information? “You’re a little late,” he said. “Drake was already located. Thanks for calling, though.”
The Draco hissed. “You misunderstand. The information I have is much more valuable than his location.”
Vahn cocked an eyebrow. Dracos were notorious money grubbers, but they weren’t notorious liars. This guy was definitely here to make a quick buck, but he also probably thought he really had something worth some money.
“What’s your name?” Vahn asked, pulling up the criminal registry on his screen.
“Titus.”
“No surname?” Male Dracos weren’t allowed a surname until they defeated their fathers in combat. It was a rite of passage, though a primitive one. Still, knowing whether a Draco held a surname or not told you a lot about their status.
Titus growled. “Not yet.”
Vahn just typed in the first name Titus with nameless as the surname, then added the race of Draco Hominus. He hit search.
Surprisingly, this Titus was the top result. He was easy to identify by his mug shot. The rap sheet that appeared was impressive, to say the least. The various member states of the Federation had arrested him almost as many times as they’d hired him. Vahn glanced through the list of prisons where Titus had served time. There were some nasty places on the list. His eyes widened as he read the most recent one: Hades Lunar Prison. The same date as Drake.
The images of the dismembered corpses left behind in the prison yard by Drake flashed in Vahn’s mind. Perhaps Titus did have information that was worth something.
“You know how he did it?” Vahn narrowed his eyes.
Titus nodded.
“How much do you want?” Vahn leaned in closer to the screen.
“Five-hundred thousand,” Titus said.
Vahn scoffed. “I can’t authorize that. I might be able to get you ten-thousand if the information is actually useful.” This wasn’t the first time Vahn had interacted with a Draco. They never gave you a real price upfront. Everything was a negotiation. Truthfully, whatever Drake had done in Hades Prison seemed to rival 169 in power. Solid information about how it was done would easily be worth ten million to Ryker. But Vahn couldn’t come across as weak. Titus would hold back key details and come back later to extort him for more money if he thought he could get away with it.
“I’ll take my information elsewhere then,” Titus said.
Vahn raised his hand. “Wait,” he said. “Fifty thousand upfront. Another fifty after, if I like what you have to say.”
Titus flicked out his forked tongue, allowing a small puff of smoke to escape from between his scaly lips. “And here I thought you were taking this seriously.”
“No more than fifty thousand upfront,” Vahn said. “Because I don’t trust you. But I could give an extra hundred thousand if the intel checks out. And you and I both know that I’m the only buyer for this information, so don’t feed me lines about taking this elsewhere.”
Vahn kept his eyes locked on Titus. Was he lowballing too much? There was a fine line between‌ being a tough negotiator and just being cheap. If he crossed it, then he had no doubt that Titus would walk away.
“Make it two-hundred thousand on the backend and you’ve got a deal,” Titus said after a long pause.
Vahn narrowed his eyes, then nodded. “Where do I wire the money?”
“You don’t,” Titus said. “There’s a bar called Spirrium’s Edge in Epystilium City on Planet Finibus. Meet me there in fifteen hours and bring my money with you.”
The call ended.
Vahn stared at his desk for a moment. Could Titus really tell him how Drake had done it? All the senseless gore he’d seen at Hades Prison would finally be explained. But did he want that? If he found out how Drake had killed all those people, then he’d have to accept that it really was Drake — his brother — who had killed them.
Vahn groaned, cupping his hands over his face. He had to know. He was going to Finibus.
Chapter 18: Angela
A seatbelt warning flashed on as the escape pod prepared to make an atmospheric entry.
Angela pulled her seat’s straps tighter.
Drake stayed at the front, tapping nervously on the control panel. He’d been unable to stop the pod from flying to Rabbit’s Foot, but after some searching and some help from Olivia  — who was well versed in the pod’s operation — Drake was at least able to select the area where they’d land. 
Angela looked out the windshield. One look at Rabbit’s Foot made her wonder if the pod’s computer had made a mistake in selecting it. It didn’t look habitable except for a single circle of green and blue on the otherwise black planet. In truth, it appeared that Rabbit’s Foot wasn’t even a true planet. It orbited a rather impressive red and violet gas-giant, and sat in relatively close proximity to another rocky moon that was three or four times its size. There was no way this thing had a stable orbit when it shared the sky with such titanic celestial bodies. Who would ever want to live in such a place?
“We should be safe when we touch down,” Drake said. “But be careful and stick close to me.”
“Understood,” Olivia said.
Angela said nothing. She was burning with curiosity, but Drake’s answers to her questions about what awaited them on the planet’s surface had been rambling at best. His advice had basically boiled down to ‘stay close to me,’ and ‘don’t look in their eyes.’ Though he’d failed to elaborate more on who ‘they’ were. Cryptic as he was, his presence here was still comforting. She hadn’t expected him to come at all. She hated that she’d been happy to see him.
The pod lurched. It adjusted course, then plummeted toward the planet. Angela gripped her armrests. The pod shook. An orange glow came through the windshield the moment they hit atmosphere. The shaking worsened. Angela hadn’t made very many atmospheric entries in her life, and this was her first in an escape pod, but was it supposed to be this rough?
A loud bang came from the back of the pod, and red lights started flashing.
Shit! That definitely wasn’t supposed to happen.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake cursed. “We lost the engine!”
Angela felt like the organs in her gut had filled with helium and were now trying to rise into her chest. Her heart raced, and her hands shook. What the hell was she supposed to do in this situation? She was helpless.
She looked at Olivia. If the princess was afraid of anything right now, her face didn’t show it. That helped, but only a little.
“Are we going to be okay?” Angela asked. 
Olivia gave her a reassuring nod, then unbuckled her restraints. What in Providence was she thinking? Angela called out to her, but Olivia moved forward, using the tops of the chairs to pull herself up to Drake.
“Hold on to me, and don’t let go.” She yelled to Drake. Her voice was barely audible over the rumbling of the pod. 
Drake obeyed, wrapping his arms around her waist like a seatbelt. Olivia pulled open a compartment under the control panel and yanked back a lever. What the hell kind of training had the princess gone through to be able to do something like that?
Angela’s floating organs sank, and her body tried its best to fly through the bottom of the escape pod. Thankfully, it failed. The pod stabilized, and the flashing lights and loud rumbling ceased.
“You can let go of me now.” Olivia pushed herself out of Drake’s lap and returned to her seat next to Angela. “We really should have seen that coming,” she said. “There was no need for it to be that dramatic.”
“Are escape pod engine failures normal?” Angela asked.
“They are on quarantined planets,” Drake said. “The Federation dropped a sky killer bomb here. Any engine will die in the upper atmosphere. I can’t believe I didn’t think about that.”
“What did you do to stop us from falling?” Angela asked.
“I pulled the pod’s parachute,” Olivia said. “Standard procedure for engine failure. It should have done that by itself, but it’s an old pod. Manual release worked fine, though.”
“Thank Providence,” Angela said. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
“I’m glad you’re here too.” Olivia smiled.
“I’m not happy any of us are here.” Drake stared at the control console, one hand gripping tightly to the handle of his revolver. “The wind’s taking us off course. Without the engine, we can’t correct it. We won’t be safe in this landing zone.”
Angela blinked at that.
Olivia’s face grew serious. “Be honest,” she said. “How much danger are we in here?”
Drake bit his lip. “When we land, don’t look around, don’t make a sound, just run behind me. Keep going until I stop. If you see one of them, don’t look it in the eyes. That’s the only chance either of you have of surviving.”
Olivia nodded.
“Is that really all you’re going to tell us?” Angela asked. “What the hell are we supposed to do with ‘run and don’t look at their eyes?’ You won’t even tell us who they are.”
“Just listen for once in your damn life!” Drake snapped. His expression was hard. Harder than Angela had ever seen it. “If you survive this, I’ll answer any stupid question you have. But that’s only going to happen if you run and don’t look in their goddamned eyes.” He practically spat the last few words.
Angela clenched her jaw, unsure of what to say. 
Olivia placed her hand softly on Angela’s shoulder. “In situations like this, there’s going to be too much new information to process it all. To avoid getting overwhelmed, we need to keep our directives simple and easy to follow. Just stick with what he’s told us for now. We’ll get answers when we’re safe.”
Angela nodded and kept her mouth closed. 
By the time the pod touched down, Drake was squeezing his revolver’s handle so hard it seemed like he might crush the thing. Angela felt as agitated as he looked, but she kept it to herself.
Drake unsnapped his harness before the pod had completely settled into place. “Let’s go.” He twisted the door release and pushed it open. The pod flooded with warm spring air that carried the scent of recent rainfall and blooming flowers. But there was something... else in the air. Angela had no words to describe it. Rotten, maybe, but that didn’t seem adequate. 
Angela shook her head and focused on Drake. There was no time to dwell on the scent of the forbidden planet. She just had to follow his directions for now.
Angela tore her harness free and followed Drake and Olivia out of the pod. The unnerving smell grew even stronger, though its source was unclear. The pod had landed in the middle of what looked to have previously been a thriving city, but had now been reclaimed by nature. All around them the remains of towers, castles, and cathedrals stood proudly, with their magnificent stone statues and stained glass windows still visible under the years of unchecked plant growth.
Angela stepped out onto the cobblestone road which had tall grass growing up from between the stones. 
Angela took a deep breath and almost gagged. 
That sickening scent was so strong that she could no longer smell the flowers. A flash of movement caught her eye as someone — or rather something — stepped out from behind a nearby building. 
“Run,” Drake commanded. He didn’t wait for a response. He sprinted full-tilt down the road. 
Adrenaline spiked through Angela’s veins. She stopped for just a fraction of a second to spare a glance at the thing stepping out into the road.
She gaped. It was a beast type Mystic, with black fur, and a face like a jackal. What the hell? That’s what Drake was so afraid of? A normal Mystic? Why run from it? They should be killing it.
She squinted, examining the thing. It took a slow step forward, cocking its head to the side. Something about it was a little off. The proportions were close to correct, but not quite. Angela studied its face. Its mouth was curved up in a snarl that revealed far too many teeth. At least twice as many as ought to have fit in its mouth. And its eyes were completely black. Like someone had injected ink into them. The whites and irises were just gone. It was unnerving. What the hell kind of creature had eyes like that?
She had to get out of here.
The thing snapped its head further to the side, almost at a ninety-degree angle to its shoulders. It let out a low, guttural moan. Despite the odd angle of its head, it kept its black eyes locked on hers for the whole motion. 
Angela’s blood turned to ice. She readied herself to run, but her limbs froze. 
Damnit. The only thing Drake had said was to run and avoid eye contact, and she’d instantly failed at both. She tried to run, but she couldn’t. Her body wouldn’t move. It was as if some invisible hands held her in place. She couldn’t even breathe. 
What the hell was happening to her? The thing stepped closer and a wide smile spread across its face. It was unnaturally wide, like part of its lips were missing.
Angela might have screamed if she’d had any control over her body, but the monster kept its eyes locked on hers. Its gaze held her in place, like it had cast some kind of Mystic spell on her. It walked toward her, slowly and deliberately, like it was savoring the experience.
Angela tried again to move. She couldn’t do it. Her mind flashed to the night she’d been taken by the Mystics. The way the Jackal had pinned her down. She couldn’t move then either. She’d just lay there under his power. Despite the horrifying differences, this creature didn’t resemble just any beast type Mystic. It resembled that jackal in particular. How was that possible? Angela’s heart felt ready to explode, and her lungs burned. She hadn’t been able to inhale since making eye contact with this damned monster.
The creature’s contorted face came into sharp focus as it stepped closer. This thing bore the same shape as the jackal from that night, but so much about it was just wrong. The skin across its face was tight against the bones, like something had torn it off and stretched back into place. It opened its mouth; or rather, allowed its jaw to drop open. It hung down further than it should have, like it was broken. 
The slow moan it emitted shifted into words. “You won’t be able to enjoy human men again after I’m done with you.”
Cold sweat soaked through Angela’s clothes. Her mind reeled. Those were the exact words the jackal had said to her when he’d pinned her down. How was this thing saying them? It hadn’t even moved its mouth. This couldn’t be real. She was in some shitty nightmare. She just needed to wake up.
The jackal extended out a tongue that was as long as its forearm and licked its lips.
Angela felt tears forming in her eyes. She wanted to run, scream, curl into a ball, anything at all besides standing here like a helpless idiot. But all she could do was stare at the creature and contemplate her impending death. Just like that, her shit show of a life had come to an appropriately shitty end.
Something entered Angela’s peripheral vision. Long, red, cylindrical. Drake’s revolver?
The hammer clicked forward, and a glowing blue ball launched out, gathering mass as it flew. It transformed into a jagged icicle. The icicle rammed through the creature’s open mouth, impaling it through its throat and knocking it backwards. 
Something touched Angela’s shoulder. “I told you not to look in their eyes!” Drake screamed.
Angela jumped, swiveling her head between Drake and the crumpled monstrosity. It looked different, no longer formed like a jackal. The black fur fell free, revealing pale flesh beneath, and bony spikes protruding at odd angles from random places in the skin. Was it ever a jackal in the first place? What the hell was this thing?
“You killed it,” she gasped.
“Not even close,” Drake said.
The monster convulsed. It twisted its limbs at odd angles until it snapped the icicle in its throat, sending blood spurting out. As it hit the ground, the blood steamed, sublimating instantly and floating back into the creature’s wound. Contrary to every law of nature, the vapor transformed back into living flesh.
It was healing. Fast.
Drake yanked on Angela’s wrist. “Run!” he yelled again.
This time Angela listened, following behind Drake as fast as her legs could move. 
“What happened?” Olivia asked when they caught up with her. Her face was flushed, and her eyes were wide.
“Run!” Angela yelled. 
The monster screamed from behind them, far closer than Angela had hoped it would be. It was angry, anguished, and desperate. Just the sound of it made Angela want to curl up and cry.
The scream faded away, but then a new chorus of screams echoed from several of the surrounding buildings. 
Angela’s heart dropped. There were more.
Shattered glass exploded into the street in front of them. Another of the monsters leaped through a second-story window, landing on all-fours. This one looked like the first one had after Drake had shot it. Pale skin with spikes. This one was also missing its nose. Its wrist snapped on impact. Broken bones protruded from its forearm. The monster rose to its feet. New flesh grew around the base of the broken bone, leaving it protruding as a new spike. The monster unhinged its jaw, tearing the flesh of its cheeks, and screamed with the same angry yet anguished tone.
Angela felt like someone was squeezing her heart inside her chest. 
Drake fired three icicles into the thing’s chest. “Keep running!” he yelled.
The creature convulsed sporadically. It whipped and flailed while the three of them sprinted past. 
“We’re almost there,” Drake said as they exited an alleyway and stepped into an expansive town-square. An ancient fountain sat in the center. It had long since stopped running and now had a towering tree growing in the middle of it. 
“It’s just on the other side of the square,” Drake said.
Three of the monsters charged into the square in front of them. Two of them had taken on the look of the jackal, while the third had tufts of what looked like silvery hair on its head. The screams of dozens of others echoed in the alleyway they’d just left. There were so many of them.
“Don’t stop!” Drake fired a barrage of icicles toward the creatures as he charged. Olivia followed closely behind him, while Angela ran close behind her. The icicles hit their targets. 
Drake leapt cleanly over the convulsing creatures. Angela and Olivia followed suit. Angela made the jump; Olivia didn’t. The silver-haired creature snagged the princess by the ankle and pulled her down. It slammed her into the ground with a strength that should have been impossible coming from its emaciated arm. 
Olivia screamed. The monster sank its teeth into her calf. 
Drake spun around, placing a perfectly aimed shot through the monster’s neck. The icicle severed its head clean off its body before it could take another bite.
Angela froze. The damn thing’s head was already growing back. It couldn’t be killed?
“Get inside that building!” Drake pointed to the end of the square where a towering black stone building with an arched entryway stood. 
Angela shifted her eyes back and forth between Drake and Olivia, who lay screaming on the ground. The creatures around her were healing with astonishing speed. Drake unloaded more icicles into their healing bodies.
“Go now!” Drake ran back toward the fallen princess, firing in rapid succession to keep the monsters at bay. They were healing as fast as he could wound them, and more monsters were closing in quickly from the other side of the square. Angela’s hands were shaking. They were going to die here.
Screams came from Angela’s left. Four more of the monsters charged in from an adjacent street with their black eyes locked on Angela. 
She couldn’t stay. She was completely worthless. There was nothing she could do to help. All she could do was run.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, turning on her heel. Angela sprinted toward the building Drake had indicated, not looking back to see how close the monsters were. She didn’t need to see them to know they were right behind her. Their clawed hands and feet scraped loudly against the cobblestones as they gave chase. She could feel their fetid breath filling the surrounding air. 
Angela flew up the steps toward the entrance, jumping three steps at a time. She had to stay ahead of the monsters. Her foot caught on the edge of the final step. She stumbled forward, swinging her arms in an attempt to regain her balance. She made it three steps before she toppled over, rolling through the arched entryway. She ended up flat on her back.
The four monsters stood above her only feet away, their black eyes fixed on her as they screamed. Gray saliva dripped from their overcrowded rows of teeth. Drake was busy saving Olivia. He wouldn’t step in to save her again. These things were going to kill her.
Angela shut her eyes, preparing for the inevitable. 
The monsters ceased their screams, replacing them with low, angry growls. They didn’t touch her.
She opened her eyes. The four monsters still stood in the doorway with their inky eyes fixed on Angela. Why weren’t they attacking?
Angela rolled further into the building, then slowly stood. The monsters watched, but didn’t advance. What was stopping them? She gasped as she realized she’d made eye contact with one, but it didn’t freeze her this time.
An icicle tore through the chest of the monster furthest to the left. The other three turned and screamed. Blood splattered and steamed as an icicle gouged through the center monster’s eye socket. The other monsters charged down the steps, only to fall to the same attacks as the other two. Drake hobbled up the stairs with Olivia’s limp body slung over his shoulders. He held his revolver pointed behind him, firing blindly at the dozens of monsters tearing across the courtyard. 
He wasn’t moving fast enough. Angela stood up. She clenched her fists to try to stop her hands from shaking. Damnit. The monsters weren’t coming in here for some reason. She’d escaped them. Was she really about to charge back out there? Would she even be able to help?
Drake took another struggling step. Damnit. He was flagging. He definitely wouldn’t make it at this rate.
Angela ran down the stairs, sliding up next to Drake. She lifted Olivia’s limp legs onto her shoulders.
“Thank you,” Drake said between heavy breaths. They crossed through the stone archway. 
He dropped to his knees and rolled Olivia onto the dusty stone floor. 
The monsters — which had all healed from their wounds — stood growling outside of the doorway, but didn’t enter. There were several jackals and silver tufted monsters in the mix, but their extra parts melted away as they sat and stared in the doorway.
“Do you know CPR?” Drake asked.
Angela snapped her gaze away from the creatures in the doorway.
“What?” Angela didn’t understand the question until she looked down at Olivia. She wasn’t breathing. 
“CPR,” Drake said. “Do you know it?”
Angela shook her head. “Not really.” She’d heard of CPR as something to do as a last resort if there was no medical technology available, but it was archaic.
“Tilt her chin back, plug her nose, and give two breaths into her mouth,” Drake said. “Then two fingers up from the bottom of her sternum start pressing hard on her chest. Just go the speed of your own heartbeat. I’ll be right back.” Drake stood up.
“You’re leaving?” Angela asked. How could this asshole just run away?
“I’ll be right back,” Drake repeated. He hurried across the stone floor toward a spiral staircase. “Do what I said, or she’s going to die.”
“Shit!” Angela tilted Olivia’s head back and followed Drake’s instructions as best as she could. She blew two breaths into Olivia’s mouth, then moved onto pressing on her chest.
“Please don’t die.” Angela pressed repeatedly for what felt like an eternity. Her arms burned from the exertion. Was she even doing this right? Where the hell was Drake?
“You need to give her more rescue breaths,” Drake said, dropping something next to Olivia. 
Angela looked up. Thank Providence Drake had actually come back. “Where did you go?”
“I’m serious,” Drake said. “She needs air.”
Angela shook her head, returning her focus to Olivia, and delivering more rescue breaths.
“More chest compressions.” Drake held a small red stick, roughly the size and shape of a pencil. Was that what he’d gone to get? She’d never seen anything quite like it.
Angela returned to pressing on Olivia’s chest. “What are you doing?”
“She’s poisoned.” Drake flipped open some kind of hatch on the bottom of his revolver’s handle and shook out a small, blue rock. It was shaped like a bullet. “I’m going to use this hemoignisium to get it out of her.”
“Hemo-what?” Angela asked between compressions. “Have you done this before?”
Drake started etching the little blue bullet with his red stylus. “I read about it in a book a few years ago,” Drake said, not taking his eyes off the bullet as he continued inscribing it with foreign lines of text. 
Angela focused on her heart-beat trying to match time with it like Drake had said. “That’s it?”
“Would you rather I’d not read about how to do it? She needs air again.”
Damnit, it was hard to focus on Drake and keeping Olivia alive at the same time. He could be so frustrating. Angela paused compressions and gave Olivia another set of rescue breaths. 
Drake finished etching and sat the bullet on the floor. “I don’t know much about Providence, but you’d better pray to it that this works.”
Drake reached down to his boot and pulled out a knife, pressing it against his palm. He took a steadying breath, then sliced down. Blood dripped from his hand onto the bullet.
“What the hell is that supposed to do for us?!” Angela yelled, returning to give Olivia more compressions.
The princess still wasn’t moving. 
Drake snatched up the bullet. The stone had turned red. It had absorbed Drake’s blood like a sponge and changed to match the color and texture of his revolver. 
“Hemoignisium needs blood to work.” Drake lifted his revolver and opened the chamber. The bullets inside dropped out and clinked against the stone floor. Drake inserted the new bullet, closed the chamber, and pressed the barrel of his gun against Olivia’s wounded calf.
“You’re going to shoot her?!” Angela yelled. 
“Yeah.” Drake closed his eyes. “Let’s hope it works.” 
He pulled the trigger. 
At first nothing seemed to happen, but after a moment Olivia shook. Her arms and legs flailed about like she was having a seizure. For Providence’ sake. What the hell had Drake’s bullet done? 
“Hold her legs.” Drake pressed down on Olivia’s shoulders, keeping her from moving too much. 
Angela grabbed Olivia’s legs — almost getting kicked in the face as she did — and held them still. After a moment, Olivia’s convulsions ceased. Inky black liquid oozed from the bite wound on her leg like oil seeping out of the ground. It bubbled and hissed for a moment before it seemed to come alive. What the hell kind of poison did something like that?
Angela let go of Olivia’s legs, jumping back. “What is that?!” she screeched. 
The black ooze slithered into the sky like a flying snake before violently contorting itself into a series of amorphous shapes, almost as if it were in pain. Without warning, the black liquid rocketed out the door, flying off to land somewhere behind the monsters in the doorway.
Had Drake saved Olivia? Just like he’d saved Angela earlier. Providence, they’d almost died because she hadn’t followed Drake’s directions, but he’d still come back for her. Why had he done that?
“Oh, Providence!” Angela scooted away from the door as she noticed the small crowd of monsters seething under the arched entry. They were breathing heavily like wolves staring at a flock of sheep from behind an electric fence. The drama of saving the princess had allowed her to ignore their presence for a moment, but that moment was gone.
“How long are those things going to stay there?” Angela asked, unable to look away from the black-eyed beasts. 
“Nightmares,” Drake said, opening his revolver and removing the new bullet he’d created. He examined it for a moment before pocketing it and then began retrieving his other bullets from the floor.
“What?” Angela asked. 
“They’re called nightmares,” Drake clarified. “At least that’s what I call them. Once they choose you as a target, they change their appearance to match your worst fear, so I think the name fits.”
Drake closed his revolver and fired an icicle through a nightmare in the doorway. The creatures screamed and scattered away from the door. At first, Angela thought Drake had scared them away, but then she heard the scratching through the walls. The damned things were looking for another way in.
Drake holstered his gun. “It’s a little telling that the nightmares after you turned into Mystics. I knew you were racist, but I didn’t realize it was just because you’re scared of us.”
Angela narrowed her eyes. What the hell was that supposed to mean? There was so much to think through in what Drake had just said. She didn’t even know where to start with it.
Drake finished reloading his revolver and placed it back in his holster. “The princess is breathing again, by the way.”
Angela looked down, losing her train of thought. Though her eyes remained closed, Olivia’s chest was slowly rising and falling.
“Thank Providence,” Angela sighed. “You think she’s going to be alright?”
“Providence had nothing to do with it.” Drake picked up the knife he’d used to slice his hand. He cut the end from his jacket sleeve and started wrapping it around his injured palm. “But thanks to Knune, some truly superb luck, and the fact that she actually listened to what I told her, unlike somebody else here; yeah, I think she’ll be okay.”
Angela slowly shook her head. “Look, I’m trying to wrap my head around a lot of things right now. I don’t need you being passive aggressive with me.”
“I know you don’t need it. I’m doing it for myself.”
“Are you always this obnoxious?”
“Only on my good days.” Drake flexed his hand, seeming pleased with his make-shift bandage. “This makes three times now, by the way.”
Angela narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about now?”
“I’m just pointing out that I saved you from the nightmares.” Drake lifted one finger. “I also rescued you from 169, and liberated you from slavery, so that’s three times that I’ve saved you, and you were mean to me about it.”
Angela rolled her eyes. Of all the things to talk about, he was going to lecture her about saying thank you? 
“What did you expect, a parade?” Angela asked. “I’m not some damsel in distress. I didn’t ask you to save me.”
“Actually, the first time we met, you did ask me to save you,” Drake said. “And I’d never call you a damsel, but you’ve been in nothing but distress since I met you.”
“Did you ever think that maybe I’ve been in distress because I met you?”
Drake cocked his head to the side. “I actually don’t have a comeback for that. Not bad.” He paced the floor, stomping periodically. “Here we go.” he bent down and pulled open a hidden hatch. “There’s a safe room down there. It’s got canned food, some cots, the works. You and the princess can rest there. It’d be a good idea to clean and dress her leg while you’re at it. I got the poison out, but who knows what kind of bacteria are living in a nightmare’s mouth?”
It was like somebody had just flipped a switch in Drake. How the hell was he so calm when they just narrowly escaped death? 
“Just me and Olivia? You’re leaving us alone? With those things right outside?” Angela looked back at the door. The monsters were gone, but she could still hear them scratching at the outside walls.
“Relax.” Drake stepped a few feet closer to Angela, then bent down to wipe some dust off the floor. He pointed to what he’d uncovered. “This keeps them out.”
That was enough to pique Angela’s curiosity. She stepped toward Drake and examined the floor. “What am I looking at?” she asked. There was a faded set of three concentric circles ringed with Mystic letters drawn in red on the stone.
“It’s a Vhy’ Rai command,” Drake said. “Written in blood to keep it active after the user’s death. It puts up a barrier that keeps certain things out. The nightmares can’t come in because they don’t have a full soul.”
A full soul? Angela glanced back at the still empty doorway. “That’s... a lot to unpack,” Angela said. 
“Yeah, it’s complicated, but look.” Drake pointed to a set of Mystic symbols on the floor. “This lists out who can cross the barrier. It’s got a lot of parameters, but one of them is having a complete soul.” Drake ran his finger over the letters as he read. “Nightmares have fragmented souls, so there you go. They can’t come in.”
Angela’s mind raced. She wasn’t sure she even believed in the concept of a soul, but thinking of how the nightmares had acted while she could still see them — fidgeting about, grinding their overcrowded teeth, and scratching their clawed hands and feet against the ground — the description fit perfectly. There was clearly something fundamental lacking from these creatures.
Fortunately, the enigmatic symbol on the floor did genuinely seem to keep them away.
“You only read one line,” Angela pointed to the Vhy’ Rai command on the floor. “What does the rest of it say?”
Drake shrugged. “Technical jargon mostly. A bunch of numbers defining what does and doesn’t constitute a complete soul. Plus some stuff to prevent unbound Jhyrus from entering. They’re mythical fire spirits. I’m not sure why they’re included on this list. My dad was superstitious, I guess.” Drake pointed to another line of Mystic text. “This section defines the physical force used to hold the nightmares back when they try to enter, and this section...” Drake furrowed his brow. “Shit. That can’t be right.”
“What can’t be right?” Angela leaned over, inspecting the section Drake had stopped on. There was no point; she couldn’t read any of it.
“This section specifies the size of the perimeter of the barrier,” Drake said after a pause. 
“Why can’t that be right?” Angela asked, feeling the blood drain from her face. “Is there something wrong with it?”
Drake bit his lip, concern showing on his face. “I thought it’d take another year or two before it started degrading.”
“How big is it supposed to be?”
“A few hundred yards or so.” Drake looked up at the doorway where the nightmares skulked. “Now that I think about it, when I was a kid, they couldn’t even come into the courtyard. Now it looks like we’ve got a radius of about thirty feet.”
“That’s not a lot of space,” she said.
Drake shook his head. “It gets worse.”
Angela took in a shaky breath. “I’m not sure how that’s possible.”
“Vhy’ Rai degradation isn’t a slow process. The spells hold strong at full capacity until they run out, then they break down fast.”
Angela looked at the doorway. One nightmare had returned, peeking furtively around the edge of the doorframe. It had a misaligned jaw, with a string of thick, gray saliva dangling from it. This damn circle was the only thing stopping it from sinking its dozens of teeth into her. “How long do we have?”
Drake looked down at the circle. “I don’t know. Maybe a day or two.”
Chapter 19: Vahn
Epystilium was a complete dump.
Most of the buildings were in ruins; just one good kick to their walls might collapse some of them completely. The streets smelled like a poorly maintained public bathroom. Half-starved, homeless Mystic children lay in the garbage on the side of the road. They held their palms extended, begging for anything they could get.
It was pretty much standard for the slums around Human-occupied Mystic cities like Epystilium.
“Target is twenty meters ahead,” Nguyen’s voice came through Vahn’s helmet. This was their second op together, but Vahn was already getting used to her voice. He worked well with this team, even if he was the least fit to lead them.
“Roger that.” Vahn used his eyes to pull up a real-time map of the city. The Spirium’s Edge bar ‌Titus had selected for their meeting place was just down the street. “Shultz and Ramirez take position out front. Nguyen, Banks, take the back. I’ll contact the target inside.”
Vahn glanced down at a skinny young Mystic boy. He had yellow eyes and fox-like pointed ears protruding from the top of his head. He stuck out his hand, his lips curled up into a snarl.
Most of the beggars hid when a fully armored Valor soldier walked by — or at the very least tried to look contrite — but this boy looked angry as he begged. As if Vahn owed him the money, and he was just here to collect.
It was no surprise the boy felt that way, but the Human Empire wasn’t the one to blame for this city’s poverty. Federation regulations required the Human Empire to ensure that enough food and shelter was available for the residents of its occupied zones. They followed the regulation to the letter, but there was no accounting for the local element. Crime lords enforcing their own politics stole and hoarded food, reselling it for exorbitant amounts.
With more man-power it could be a preventable problem. But between the war against the Mystics, and the war with the Hostiles demanding even more resources on the opposite end of the Empire, the military was spread thin. There was no budget or manpower left for providing anything beyond minimum law enforcement in occupied territories.
He looked the boy up and down. He wasn’t that different from how Vahn had been around his age. After turning in his uncle, Vahn had gained citizenship in the Human Empire and gone to live with his mother’s relatives. They didn’t want him. He’d ended up begging on the streets for six months before Social Services picked him up. After trying several foster families who didn’t want the half Mystic boy, Vahn enrolled in a military academy. He was lucky. Citizenship in the Human Empire had given him options; options this child would never have.
Vahn pulled up the personal inventory controls on his display and unlocked a belt compartment on his armor, from which he pulled a couple of coins. They were worth enough money to keep this child fed for a month or so.
Nodding his head, Vahn dropped the coins into the boy’s outstretched hands.
The boy snatched them up, examined them, and stuffed them in his pocket. The angry expression never left his face.
He stuck his hand out toward Vahn again.
“That’s all.” Vahn shook his head.
The boy spat on Vahn’s armor, then turned and ran.
Ungrateful little punk. Though Vahn understood the boy’s behavior. Unfortunately, Vahn didn’t have the power to be a savior for every needy child. Right now, it was best to focus on the difference he could actually make by uncovering the source of Drake’s power.
“Front entrance secured.” Ramirez’s voice came through Vahn’s helmet.
“Roger that.” Vahn followed his map down the street until he arrived in front of a building that somehow managed to look more run-down than the crumbling structures around it. The stucco walls were falling away, revealing red brick beneath. An unplugged neon sign — the building clearly had no electricity — read Spirium’s Edge above the door.
“Is the back secure?” Vahn asked.
“Back entrance secured,” Nguyen said.
“Any reason not to proceed?”
“Negative,” Ramirez said. “You’re clear up front.”
“All clear back here too,” Nguyen said.
“Then the operation is a go.” Vahn pushed through the saloon style swinging front doors and entered a health and safety inspector’s worst nightmare.
The serving bar against the far wall was lined with ceramic jugs of alcohol. The seals had broken on several of them. There were only two light sources in the place; a hole in the wall behind the bar, and a rusted chandelier in the center of the room. It was filled with wax candles that dripped onto the floor below as they burned. The tables along the outer walls hosted Mystics and a couple of off-duty human soldiers enjoying the warm ale. But the levity stopped quickly when the bar’s patrons laid eyes on Vahn in his full Valor armor. Boisterous conversations lowered to whispers as Vahn stepped across the room, scanning for Titus.
A blue-furred Feline Hominus — who was easily seven feet tall, and had a head like a tiger — rose from his seat at the bar and stepped toward Vahn, conjuring a Vhy’ Rai flame that hovered above his outstretched hand.
“Valor soldiers have no business in this bar,” the feline growled.
Vahn met the creature’s eye. In his Valor armor, he nearly matched the feline’s impressive height, though he was a few inches shy. This Mystic didn’t seem to have any problem with the other Human soldiers in the bar. This confrontation was more likely a matter of posturing than it was a matter of prejudice. In Mystic circles, there were few honors greater than having defeated a Valor soldier in combat.
“Valor soldiers have business anywhere they want.” Vahn placed his hand on his side-arm.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen, informing him that there was insufficient enemy aggression to justify the use of firearms, and reminding him of the prison sentence he could expect to receive if he used one without justification. But this Mystic didn’t need to know that.
The feline narrowed his slitted eyes, but kept the fire above his palm burning.
A motion warning flashed in the corner of Vahn’s screen. There was something big stepping up behind him. Vahn flicked his eyes, engaging a rear view in the corner of his screen. He smiled. He’d found what he was here for.
“This one’s with me,” Titus stepped up behind Vahn.
The Draco was even larger than Vahn or the Feline — at least nine feet tall — and was probably twice their weight. With his impressive scaly wings, and spiked tail, it was honestly a surprise he’d been able to fit through the bar’s front door. He carried a heavy sword on his waist that was altogether too long to be useful; at least to anyone who wasn’t as freakishly strong and tall as Titus. Slung across his back was a five-foot long rail-gun; the kind usually mounted on ships for space combat, not carried into battle.
The Feline’s fire extinguished as Titus came near. He hissed defensively, then sulked back to his seat. He’d been brave enough to face a Valor soldier with his Vhy’ Rai, but with Titus nearby, his power was useless. As if their strength and size weren’t enough, Dracos could also cancel out the Vhy’ Rai of any nearby Mystic. In large part because of that power, Dracos were almost as despised in the Mystic community as Humans; although Dracos were technically Mystics as well.
“You’re late,” Vahn said.
“Get over it. I’m here now.” Titus walked to a table in the room’s corner, and yanked its unsuspecting occupant — a Talpidus Hominus with tiny whiskers and enlarged front teeth — from his chair. The drunk little rat-man looked angry at first, but quickly became contrite as Titus stared him down. With the table now empty, Titus beckoned Vahn to join him.
All eyes locked on Vahn as he crossed the room. “Are we supposed to sit on these?” Vahn asked, tapping the rickety wooden chair on his side of the table. The shoddy piece of furniture would certainly snap under the weight of his mechanical armor, and it might break just from being close to Titus.
“The table is for you to put my money on,” Titus said. “A hundred thousand up-front.”
Vahn rolled his eyes. Thank Providence Titus couldn’t see his face through this helmet. He’d really hoped negotiations were done after their last conversation.
“Too bad I only brought fifty.” Vahn said. “Take what we agreed on or leave.”
Though it was difficult to tell with Titus’s elongated snout, Vahn thought he could see the Draco smile.
“Fifty it is.” he patted the table.
Shifting his eyes around the screen, Vahn opened the compartment on his waist and pulled out a stack of freshly printed bills. For anyone but a Draco, flashing this much money in a place like this would be an invitation to get mugged. But for Titus, this was just posturing.
“You didn’t specify denominations.” he dropped the money on the table. “I hope thousands are okay.”
This time, Vahn didn’t have to wonder if Titus was smiling. His eyes glowed greedily as he snatched up the money, quickly counting it up.
“Now that you’ve got your cash, let’s find out if your information is worth it.” Vahn kept his voice slow and even. “Tell me how he did it.”
Titus looked around the bar before locking his eyes on Vahn. “You saw the mess he left behind? Would you believe he did that alone? He didn’t even use a weapon as far as I could see.”
“I’m going to need a lot more detail,” Vahn said. Titus’s description was more or less what Drake had told him had happened, though Titus had been less graphic. It wasn’t much as far as explanations went. Not only was it vague, but it was completely implausible. Many of the dead men in that prison wore full body armor and carried rifles. Even if Drake could have avoided getting shot and gotten through their armor, their limbs had been torn from their bodies. With the enhanced strength from his Valor armor, Vahn would have a hard time tearing someone’s arm free from their body. Even a behemoth like Titus might struggle with that; especially if he had to do it hundreds of times in a row.
Titus narrowed his slitted eyes. “I noticed your last name, Captain Ashbell,” he said. A tiny puff of smoke escaped his nostrils as he said the name. “Your relation to that little rat could make the full details hard to hear.”
Titus wasn’t wrong. Part of Vahn wanted to walk away right now, and continue pretending that Drake was still the innocent child he remembered. But he couldn’t fail again; like he had at the mines on Eijhur when he’d failed to hold Drake back, or at Hades Prison when he’d failed to prevent Drake’s escape.
He was going home with this information. He had to prove that he deserved to be where he was in life.
“Tell me what you know,” Vahn said. “Every last detail.”
Titus mulled it over for a second before speaking. “You know anything about the taboos of Vhy’ Rai?”
Vahn bit softly on his lower lip. Given that his biological father was a former Mystic king, most assumed that Vahn had an in-depth understanding of Vhy’ Rai, but as a half-blood who couldn’t access the power, he’d been given no formal education about it as a child. The truth was that most of his knowledge of Vhy’ Rai came from his time fighting Mystics rather than his time being one — or at least half of one.
“I’m not paying you to ask about what I know,” Vahn said. “For the money we’re giving you, I expect full details about what you know. Don’t skip anything just because I might already know it.”
Titus narrowed his eyes, snorting out a few angry puffs of smoke. “Vhy’ Rai is the power of Knune. He gave it to the twelve Mystic races so long ago nobody knows the date. Some of the Mystic races have natural gifts that are just always there, like how I can cancel Vhy’ Rai commands.”
Titus scowled at the Feline Hominus who he’d intimidated earlier. “But for the most part, Vhy’ Rai is about controlling the stuff around you, like that weakling did when he made that little fire. Every Mystic except for the Dracos can do that. But they can lose it if they sin.”
Ramirez’s voice came through Vahn’s helmet. “Captain, we’ve got some movement out here. Big crowds gathering in the streets.”
“Keep an eye on it and keep me posted.”
Titus looked Vahn up and down.
“Movement outside,” Vahn said. “Nothing for you to worry about. You were talking about Vhy’ Rai commands.”
Titus looked placated. “Yeah. Vhy’ Rai commands are all about being worthy. The more a Mystic does what Knune says, the better they are with Vhy’ Rai. For the drinkers, gamblers, thugs, most normal Mystics, Vhy’ Rai comes and goes. They can’t use it if they’ve been on a bender, but then they sober up; maybe confess to a Priest of Knune, and it comes back. But you do a taboo, and it’s gone forever.”
“So then, why do people do them?” Vahn asked.
Titus lowered his voice. “Because it lets you do things like what happened in Hades Prison.”
Vahn’s heart beat faster. So Drake had done one of these taboos? But why and how had he done it? If Titus could answer that, then his information would be worth far more than Vahn had promised to pay.
A flash of light, accompanied by thunderous booming, came through the window and various holes in the wall. Automatic noise suppression saved Vahn’s eardrums, but the others in the bar dropped, covering their ears. The walls shook as the shockwave of a nearby explosion caught up with the light and sound.
Titus’s hand flew to the immense sword on his hip.
“What’s happening?” Vahn asked.
“Big explosion near the base,” Ramirez said. “Radar is lighting up. I think we’ve got an inbound Mystic attack.”
“What did your men tell you?” Titus asked.
“You need to finish what you’re saying, fast.” Vahn said. “The taboos, what are they, and how did Drake use one to kill all those people?”
A motion warning lit up on Vahn’s screen, and a rear view display appeared in the corner of his vision. The Feline Hominus was hurling a glass bottle at him. Vahn side-stepped and placed his hand on the Valor saber at his waist. He turned to face his attacker. The bottle shattered against Titus’s armored chest, exploding cheap alcohol all over him.
Vahn had seen the technique used to defeat Valor soldiers before. After covering them with alcohol or some other accelerant, a Mystic could set a Valor soldier on fire. The armor could easily withstand the heat, but many of the sensors would struggle while the alcohol burned. During that time, the Mystic could land a hit or lure the soldier into a trap.
A notice flashed in the corner of Vahn’s screen, alerting him that a verbal warning was still required before lethal action could be taken.
“You’ve just assaulted an officer of the Human Empire Military,” Vahn said. “If you don’t stand down now, I will take lethal action against you.”
“Good.” The Feline sneered. He extended retractable claws from his outstretched fingers.
Vahn shook his head. This idiot had clearly never actually seen a Valor soldier in action. He was ready for a fight, and he didn’t even have a real weapon. If Vahn couldn’t talk him down, this Mystic was going to end up dead.
“This is your final warning.” Vahn drew his Valor saber. Dozens of Mystics from around the bar stood up, taking slow steps toward Vahn. If this went south, he could end up in a fight with some of them as well.
“For the resistance!” the Feline yelled, charging and swiping his claws toward Vahn’s helmet.
Vahn swung his saber up against the Feline’s wrist. The microscopic vibrations of the blade worked so effectively at separating flesh and bones that Vahn didn’t even feel resistance as he removed the Feline’s hand from his arm.
The Feline roared, stepping back. His eyes went wide with shock as he gripped his bleeding stub. “I swear, I’ll...”
Titus rammed the tip of his oversized sword through the Feline’s chest, splitting his sternum with a loud crack. The Mystic coughed out a mouthful of blood before falling limp.
Titus kicked the corpse backward, yanking his sword free from its chest.
“He didn’t have to die,” Vahn said.
“Yes, he did,” Titus growled. “He got booze all over me.”
“Captain,” Nguyen’s voice came over the radio. “You’ve got Mystic soldiers coming in from the back. Legal gave us the all clear to use suppressive fire, but we’re dry firing.”
“You think they’ve got an inhibitor with them?”
“No question of that,” Nguyen said. “But it seems like they’ve got a limited range, because there are no reports of problems from local radio chatter.”
Inhibitors were rare and dangerous. They used their Vhy’ Rai to prevent specific chemical reactions from occurring within a certain radius. In this case, the ignition of gunpowder. Bullets would be useless until the inhibitor was killed.
Vahn turned to Titus. “How far away can you cancel Vhy’ Rai? They’ve got an inhibitor somewhere.”
“Add a hundred thousand to my payment, and I’ll help you kill it,” Titus said.
“Done.” Vahn nodded. The going rate for a mercenary bringing in an inhibitor was already eighty-thousand. It wasn’t worth the time to argue Titus down to the standard rate. As a captain, he had discretion to spend the money, anyway.
Titus drew in a deep breath, then exhaled sharply. “I’ve expanded the radius. It gets weaker the further I send it out, so if the inhibitor is strong, his power may still work. Tell your men to try firing again.”
“Try it again,” Vahn said.
“Still dry,” Ramirez said back. “And you’ve got a dozen Mystic soldiers about to breach your location. Approximately thirty seconds. Please advise.”
“The asset and I can handle the incoming Mystics,” Vahn said. “Team priority is to locate the inhibitor. Determine his effective radius and use it to triangulate his position.” The handy thing about Vhy’ Rai was that its influence extended equally in all directions, regardless of terrain. If the other Valor soldiers could find the borders of the inhibitor’s power, they would know that he was at the exact center of it.
“Affirmative,” Ramirez said.
Vahn turned back to Titus. “A dozen Mystic soldiers incoming,” he said. “Can I count on your help?”
“Can I count on your money?”
Vahn nodded.
“Then I’ll kill whoever you want.”
Vahn raised his valor saber and turned to face the back exit. The other Mystics in the bar looked back and forth nervously between Vahn, Titus, and the dead Feline Hominus on the floor. They didn’t seem likely to attack, but in a few seconds, when the soldiers arrived, some of them might find an unfortunate surge of confidence.
A pair of armored Mystics charged through the back door. The first was an Ungulate Hominus with a head like a moose, antlers and all. The second was Hominus Mystica, completely indistinguishable from Humans except for their ability to use Vhy’ Rai. If not for the Mystic armor, Vahn wouldn’t have been able to tell him apart from a citizen of the Human Empire.
“Titus, you take the —”
A steel rod rocked from somewhere behind Vahn and impaled the moose. It punched a hole straight through his armor and came out the other side before punching a hole in the back wall and landing somewhere out in the street.
Titus stepped up next to Vahn, the rail-gun held tight to his shoulder. The high-powered rifle operated using magnets, which left it completely unaffected by the inhibitor’s command to block the ignition of gunpowder. If Vahn or any of the other Human Empire soldiers used such a weapon against a sword wielding Mystic soldier, they’d be charged with war crimes. But the rules were different for an independent contractor like Titus, especially since he was technically a Mystic himself.
Titus pushed a button on the rifle handle, and the entire barrel — which was actually two parallel rails joined in the center rather than the cylindrical barrel of a traditional rifle — rotated, revealing a second steel rod which had been magnetized to the bottom of the gun.
In one fluid motion, Titus pulled a new steel rod from a pouch on his thigh, and slapped it onto the bottom of the barrel to ready another shot, then fired the steel rod from the top of the barrel.
The second Mystic soldier screamed as the steel rod rammed through his shoulder. Titus fired and reloaded again and again, impaling every Mystic who came through the door until the last one fell. Mercifully, the bystanders in the bar had the sense to flee through the front door instead of standing up to Vahn and Titus. The two of them now stood alone among the fallen soldiers.
“Is that it?” Titus slung the heavy rifle over his shoulder.
After allowing ATLAS to scan the back entrance and confirm that Titus had indeed shot every enemy combatant, Vahn ran forward, giving a quick scan of the fallen to evaluate if any of them could be saved.
After the scan completed, an icon flashed on Vahn’s screen above the Hominus Mystica Titus had shot in the shoulder, identifying him as the only one still alive, and thus first in line for medical assistance.
Vahn sheathed his saber and knelt down next to the Mystic soldier, examining his wound. There was no way he’d be able to keep the arm, but he may still survive.
“Leave him to die,” Titus said. “We’ve got other things to deal with.”
Vahn’s screen flashed a warning reminding him of article five of the Federation War Declaration, which entitled all wounded combatants to receive medical treatment from either side of the conflict wherever such treatment was feasible.
“Not yet.” Vahn initiated an in-depth scan on the wounded Mystic’s shoulder. Even without the regulations imposed by the Federation, caring for the wounded was the right thing to do.
Vahn’s screen lit up with a motion warning. The Mystic soldier reached toward him. Vahn ignored the warning, allowing the soldier to grab his wrist.
Vahn took a good look at the soldier’s face for the first time. For Providence’ sake, he was just a kid. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen.
With a pained expression, the boy lifted his head and spat blood on Vahn’s face. “May Korah devour your soul,” he hissed, laying his head back on the floor. “If humans even have souls.” The hydrophobic coating of the helmet made the blood ball up and run harmlessly down the visor, but did nothing to stop the words from worming their way into Vahn’s mind.
Even while saving this boy’s life, Vahn was nothing to him but an enemy. If the extermination of the Fortunatus hadn’t forced him to leave the Mystics behind; if hunger and desperation had never led him to find a second life as a soldier for the Human Empire, would he feel the same way about humans? Wars run on hatred, after all. It’s much easier to kill an enemy if you don’t empathize with them.
But Vahn didn’t have the luxury of hatred. Whether he wanted to or not, he understood why this boy did what he did. On a very real level, this boy was the same as Vahn. The only difference was that Vahn left the Mystics behind while he was still young, and this boy had stayed. Who knows, with enough trauma in his childhood, maybe he could even have turned out as broken as Titus seemed to be.
“This is going to hurt,” Vahn said. He pulled a cylindrical emergency cauterizing tool from his belt and ignited the tip. The boy screamed as Vahn shoved the scorching hot tool against his wound. The bleeding stopped. He may still die from infection later, but at the very least, the boy wouldn’t die from blood loss right now.
“Don’t move until your medics arrive.” Vahn stood, placing the cauterizing tool back in his belt. “You’ll bleed out if you reopen that.”
Vahn scanned the remaining fallen soldiers. All were dead or beyond saving. Titus had done his job too well.
“You humans are pathetic,” Titus said as soon as Vahn turned away from the fallen Mystic soldier. “You let your mercy destroy your potential. If you just used the weapons at your disposal, you could have ended this war the day it started. Instead, you prolong everyone’s suffering, and pretend like you’re better than everyone else because of it.”
Vahn stared at Titus. “I just saved his life. You think that makes me pathetic?”
“Either that or stupid,” Titus said. “You didn’t do him any good. What kind of life do you think a cripple has in Mystic society? He’s nothing but a drain on his family now. He’d be better off dead.”
Vahn clenched his fist. Titus had shot that boy with an overpowered weapon meant for ship to ship combat. Vahn had saved the boy’s life. He’d done the right thing, so why was he the one feeling guilty about it? The sooner this mission ended, the better.
“Captain,” Ramirez’s voice came through Vahn’s helmet. “We’ve pinned down the location of the inhibitor. Sending coordinates now.”
Chapter 20: Olivia
Olivia snapped her eyes open. Her heart raced. Flashes of black-eyed monsters appeared in her mind every time she blinked. The way they’d shifted to look like warped versions of 169. Had she escaped him only to find something worse?
“You’re awake,” Angela said.
Olivia sat up slowly, allowing her heart rate to even out. She felt cold and her clothes were soaked in sweat. “Where am I?” she asked. The room was small — maybe ten feet by ten feet — and dimly lit by a few candles. The walls were lined with shelves of canned food; stored with heaters attached to the base of the containers like what Valor soldiers used. Angela sat on the other side of the room on a rickety wooden cot eating a can of what smelled like potato soup.
“I don’t really know how to answer that.” Angela took another bite of her soup. “It looked like a library or something, but I don’t know why anyone would put a panic room in the basement of a library.”
“Those monsters...” Olivia examined the heavy metal door of the panic room. “Are they outside?” They must be. Olivia gasped as she realized who wasn’t there. Had those monsters caught him? They were on a foreign, hostile planet, and Drake was their only asset. If he was gone...
“Where’s Drake?” Olivia was afraid of the answer, but still she had to know.
Angela shrugged. “That asshole is loafing around upstairs somewhere.” Angela took an angry bite of her soup. “He put on this big show of fixing your leg after the nightmare bit you, but then he just totally shut up about what we’re doing next. He pretty much banished us down to this damn cave. But at least there’s food here.” Angela shoved another spoonful into her mouth.
Olivia breathed a sigh of relief. They were safe then. She looked down at her leg, which sported a fresh bandage. She remembered the bite from the... nightmare? Is that what Angela had called it? The damn things would certainly be haunting her dreams. The memory of those deformed faces and black eyes sent a chill down her spine.
“How bad is my injury?” Olivia prodded the bandage and winced at the sharp pain that followed.
“Honestly,” Angela said. “Not as bad as it should have been. I thought you were dead at first. But Drake used the Mystic power to pull the poison out, and you started breathing again. By the time I got you bandaged up, the wound didn’t look that bad. You could probably walk on it if you needed to.”
Olivia nodded, careful to maintain her composure. She’d nearly died from one bite? For Providence’ sake, how useless could she be? Drake had saved her yet again. What was she supposed to think about that? It seemed wrong to trust, even rely on, a confirmed murderer. But she did trust him. He’d earned it. Her father had undoubtedly sent the right man for this job.
“We’re lucky we had him with us,” Olivia said.
“Yeah, he certainly thinks so.” Angela leaned forward. “Though we wouldn’t be on this planet in the first place if it weren’t for him, and he’s not sharing any details about how we’re going to be getting out of here.”
Olivia nodded. Being kept in the dark left her and Angela at a dangerous disadvantage. But it seemed doubtful that Drake would simply be unwilling to share details of the plan. If her admittedly brief experience with Angela and Drake up to this point was any indicator, Drake’s hesitance to share probably had more to do with the way Angela asked than anything else.
They couldn’t continue operating this way.
“Can I ask you a question?” Olivia sat up and leaned toward Angela.
“Sure.” Angela took one last bite of her soup, then dropped the can in a small wastebasket.
“If Drake were a Human instead of a Mystic, would you have any problem with the things he’s done up till now?”
Angela blinked. “That’s a stupid question,” she said. “He is a Mystic, and the Mystics are our enemy. All the what ifs in the galaxy won’t change that.”
Olivia bit her lip. Unfortunately, that was exactly the answer she’d expected. Angela was a straightforward girl, to the point of being blunt with most of her rather un-nuanced opinions. Perhaps the best method would be to be straightforward with her as well.
Olivia nodded. “He’s a Mystic, but he’s made it clear he’s not our enemy. He saved us both at significant risk to his own life, but you keep treating him like he’s a threat.”
“That’s because he is a threat to us,” Angela hissed. She narrowed her eyes to slits. “Every Mystic is. As the princess, you should know that as well as I do.”
What had happened to Angela to make her like this? Olivia had seen reports of some of the most gruesome deeds performed by Mystics in the war. She was prepared to fight, and even kill them — at least she hoped she was — but she didn’t hate them the way Angela did. Something had to be done to break her of this stubbornness with Drake before it got them all killed. Though Olivia hadn’t been in the field before now, she’d shadowed her father enough times to know how to deal with a stubborn soldier.
Olivia met Angela’s scowl with one of her own. “Perhaps your time on the farm hasn’t given you the education you think it has, so let me help you out.”
Angela blinked, clearly taken aback by Olivia’s sudden change in tone.
“A threat,” Olivia continued. “Is something that poses a clear and present danger. The nightmares outside of this place are a threat. 169, who defeated the entire palace guard before kidnapping me; he’s a threat. Both of those threats are things that Drake seems uniquely qualified to deal with. That makes him an asset. In fact, it makes him our only asset.”
“Oh, for Providence’ sake.” Angela shook her head. “You can’t be...”
“Your prejudice,” Olivia cut Angela off. “Is making our only asset less effective. Which makes you a threat to our survival. So you go make nice with him right now, and come back with full details of what’s happening next, or when we get home, I’ll make sure you do jail time for interfering with his rescue operation.” Olivia sat up straighter, keeping her eyes locked on Angela’s. “And in case you couldn’t tell, that was a threat.”
Angela’s lip quivered for a moment into an almost snarl before returning to a flat expression. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll be nice to him.”
Angela stood and began turning a heavy wheel to open the panic room door.
“You know,” she said as she pushed the door open. “I expected something better from the princess.”
“Get me a can of soup before you go,” Olivia said, keeping her eyes fixed on the back of Angela’s head.
Angela sighed, her shoulders sinking, then she retrieved a can from the shelf and dropped it on Olivia’s cot.
“I have no idea what’s in it,” she said. “The damn things are labeled in Mystic.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Olivia said. “Now you go take yours with Drake.”
Angela shook her head, then walked out the door.
Olivia stayed silent until Angela was gone. She flopped down on her cot, panting. Her anxiety spiked. Had she done the right thing? When her father spoke harshly to his men, they respected him for it. But right now, she felt like she’d lost Angela’s respect. She’d replaced it with fear. The least effective leadership method there was. She was never going to be as good at this as her father.
****
Angela fumed as she climbed the hidden ladder that led to the library. Where the hell had all of that come from? Calling Angela a threat to their survival? The whole thing just pissed her off. Still, it had a ring of truth to it. That pissed her off even more. Olivia had never said a single unkind word to her before now. In fact, meeting the princess had been the only good thing to happen to Angela since the Mystics had attacked her hometown.
As the princess — and future leader of the Human military — Olivia should have been well aware of how untrustworthy and vile the Mystics could be. Yet still, she was on Drake’s side. Had her interactions with Drake really been that problematic?
“Damin it all.” Angela cursed under her breath. She grabbed the next wrung of the ladder.
Olivia had drawn a clear line. As much as Angela hated it, she was on the wrong side of it. She was going to have to choke back her disgust for the Mystics until they didn’t need Drake anymore.
Angela pushed open the hatch and entered the main library. The sun had gone down while Angela had been below with Olivia. The room was now lit by a few torches mounted on the stone walls, and the light reflected through the windows from the enormous red and violet gas giant that dominated the sky.
“Drake?” Angela called out.
She heard movement to her left and turned to find the source. Black eyes stared at her from the entranceway. No more than twenty feet away.
“Oh, Providence!” Angela snatched an object — which turned out to be a book — from a nearby table and hurled it at the nightmare in the door. It hit the thing in the face, leaving a gash that bled for a moment, then healed back over. The nightmare didn’t flinch. It just kept its black eyes locked on Angela and snarled quietly, showing off its dozens of crooked teeth. The damn thing didn’t even have the decency to be afraid of the wound she’d given it.
Angela’s surprise quickly boiled over into rage. She grabbed a candlestick from the table and raised it angrily over her head. “Get out of here, you piece of shit!”
Angela screamed, moving as if to throw the candlestick.
The nightmare blinked, cocked its head, then it unhinged its jaw — tearing open the flesh of its sunken cheeks to do so — and the damn thing screamed back at her. It didn’t cross over the threshold to enter the library. The seal was still holding.
New screams filled the night air as nightmares all around the surrounding city joined in the cry like wolves howling at the moon.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake cursed, stepping out from behind a bookshelf with a torch in his hand. “Do you know how long it’s going to take for them to quiet down? Why’d you do that?”
“What are you doing hiding behind a bookshelf?!” Angela yelled. Her heart beat wildly. Drake’s sudden appearance had startled her more than she’d like to admit, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing it.
“I was looking for a book.” Drake shrugged.
The nightmare screamed again.
“Why is there not a front door on this damn place?” Angela clutched her chest, willing her heartbeat to return to normal.
“It might surprise you,” Drake said. “But the city planners didn’t have nightmares in mind when they designed their library.” Drake crossed the room to stand next to Angela. “What are you doing up here, anyway? I thought I told you to stay with the princess.”
“And she told me to come talk to you,” Angela said.
“What did she want you to ask me about?” Drake asked.
Angela felt her cheeks flush red. How was she supposed to start this? “Look, I’m only saying this because the princess of the Human Empire ordered me to, okay?”
Drake cocked his head. “You sound like a twelve-year-old about to admit she has a crush.”
“Screw you.” Angela scowled at Drake. Why hadn’t she planned out what to say? So stupid. “Look, you’re an asshole, but Olivia pointed out that it’s maybe... not completely fair of me to hate you just because you’re a Mystic. So I’m going to try to stop doing that, okay?”
Drake’s lips curved up into an annoying smirk. “Are you trying to say you’re sorry?”
Angela groaned. “Look, I said what I said. Don’t push for more.”
The nightmare in the doorway screamed again.
Angela covered her ears. “For Providence’ sake, isn’t there a way to shut those things up?”
“Follow me upstairs.” Drake turned away and motioning for Angela to follow. “It’ll scream as long as it can see us.”
Angela stepped slowly behind Drake up a dusty marble staircase. The nightmare screamed twice more, but finally stopped once they reached the top.
“So, is the apology all you came up for?” Drake placed his torch in a holder on the wall, where it illuminated a standing chalkboard with mathematical equations scrawled across it, as well as a large table littered with books.
“What’s our plan for getting out of here?” Angela asked. “You said that blood circle was past its expiration date. It’s not like we can just stay here.”
“I tried calling my idiot half-brother, the Valor soldier, about a half-dozen times,” Drake said. “But he seems to be screening his calls. I assume the Human Empire has some way around the sky-killer bomb, though. I’ll keep calling him. We can probably arrange a pickup.”
Angela blinked. “Your brother is a Valor soldier? I thought you were the prince of the Mystics.”
“Half-brother,” Drake corrected, pulling a small wooden chair out from the table and taking a seat. “Since he’s half human, I guess the Empire let him join the army. You know, low standards and all that. I don’t really know. Until a few days ago, I honestly wasn’t even sure if he was alive.”
Angela studied Drake’s face. In the dim light, his expression was hard to read, but the tone of his voice was different somehow. Less cavalier.
“How could you not know if your own brother was alive?” Angela pulled out a chair and sat down across from Drake. “Is your family that messed up?”
“My family is that dead.” Drake picked up a paper from off the table and studied its contents. “As far as I know, my treacherous uncle and I are the only full-blooded Fortunatus left. I guess I’ve got another uncle locked up in some prison, somewhere, too. Point is, there aren’t a lot of us. When he didn’t come save me like he was supposed to when we were kids, I just assumed Vahn died with everyone else.”
Angela frowned. “Right, I’m sorry. I forgot that your people were...”
“Slaughtered?” Drake asked. “I’m impressed you could forget that while you’re sitting in the place where it happened. I guess it’s less impactful when all you see is the aftermath of a genocide.” Drake took a deep breath. “Is this really what you want to talk about?”
Angela stared at the floor. What was this sinking feeling in her chest? Was she feeling bad for Drake? Hearing about a group of Mystics get exterminated should have made her happy, given everything the adherents of the shitty religion had put her through. But the thought of Drake growing up without a family tore at her heart. The Humans had done this to him, he’d said as much when they’d argued before, but he didn’t hate her. Hell, he didn’t even seem to hate Olivia. How in Providence did he do that?
“How do you not hate me?” Angela asked.
Drake cocked an eyebrow. “Well, it’s not like you make it easy not to.”
“Shut up, I’m being serious.”
“I was only half joking.”
Angela scooped up a piece of chalk from the table and hurled it at Drake’s chest. It bounced off harmlessly.
“I want a real answer. And don’t you dare say it’s because I’m hot. I swear I will hit you.”
“Alright.” Drake raised his hands in a calming motion. “If I’m being honest, you being hot is like eighty percent of the reason, but I can tell you the other twenty.”
What a shithead! Angela snatched a book from the table and hurled it at Drake. He swiped his hand through the air, knocking the book away. It clattered to the floor.
“Wow, you’re even hotter when you’re angry.”
Angela began searching the table. “I’m finding something heavy to throw next, and preferably pointy.”
She stopped searching when she noticed a circle on the table drawn in dried blood and ringed with Mystic letters. It was just like the one downstairs that kept the nightmares out. Was this helping to stop the monsters as well? Had Drake made it? If the circle downstairs could be remade, then they might have extra time to plan an escape.
“What is this?” She pointed to the circle. “Does this one stop the nightmares, too?”
“Kinda the opposite,” Drake said, absent-mindedly rubbing his thumb along the handle of the revolver hung on his waist. “But do you want me to explain Vhy’ Rai commands to you, or do you want an answer to your first question?”
Angela met his eyes. They were, unfortunately, gorgeous. Damnit, she couldn’t be entertaining thoughts like that. She had to focus on the conversation. “Will it be a serious answer?” she asked.
Drake nodded.
“Then go ahead.”
Drake leaned forward. “Did you notice anything weird about Rabbit’s Foot when we were coming in for a landing?”
Angela furrowed her brow. “This doesn’t sound like an answer to my question.”
“It’s a long answer,” Drake said. “Do you still want to hear it?”
“It was hard to notice much about the planet since we were crashing at the time.” Angela said. “Mostly, I noticed that it’s a total shithole of a planet. It seems like you can’t even live on most of it.”
“That’s true,” Drake said. “Only the south pole supports life. But that’s not the weirdest thing. Technically, Rabbit’s Foot isn’t a planet at all. I don’t actually know the name for what it is. Rabbit’s Foot orbits around a moon, that orbits around a planet.”
“So what, it’s like a sub-moon?” Angela asked.
“Whatever it is, it’s one of a kind,” Drake said. “In the whole galaxy, there’s nothing else like it. It’s almost impossible for something large enough to host life to enter a stable orbit around a moon. Too many large gravity sources nearby. The slightest disruption could break the orbit and send the entire world on a collision course with the nearest source of gravity. Places like this shouldn’t exist.”
“So why live here?” Angela asked. “There’s like a billion other habitable worlds in the galaxy. What’s the point of being on one that could fall out of the sky at any minute?”
Drake leaned back in his chair. “According to Mystic scripture, Knune placed Rabbit’s Foot in its orbit himself for some sacred reason. The scripture is pretty vague about why, but after He did it, He commanded the Fortunatus to live here. The collective luck of our people is said to be what kept Rabbit’s Foot in orbit for so many centuries.”
Angela squinted. Drake had said this was a long answer, but hell, this was a really long answer. What did this have to do with anything? She bit back the urge to call him out. “You sure it wasn’t just a fluke?” Angela asked. “You found something you couldn’t explain, so you just said your god did it?”
Drake shrugged. “That could be true. In fact, it probably is. But the Fortunatus people all believed it. That’s why over ninety-nine percent of the population was on Rabbit’s Foot when the Anti-Lucks came. They’re all dead because they were trying to do what they thought was their sacred duty.”
Angela swallowed hard. She didn’t know what she was expecting when Drake started rambling about planetary mechanics, but it wasn’t that. “I don’t think you understood my question,” she said. “I asked why you don’t hate humans. Unless the point you’re making is that you actually do.”
Drake looked uncharacteristically pensive. “I guess I still kind of do,” Drake said after a long pause. “You know, it might seem hard to believe, but this library is the closest thing to a home I’ve ever had. I was trapped here for nine years after the genocide. There was a lot of time to think about whose fault all of this was. I made a long list, and I used to fantasize about murdering every single person on it.”
Angela stared at Drake, her mouth hanging slightly open. What response could be adequate for an emotional dump like that? After taking far too long to reply, she finally said, “Nine years? All alone?”
Drake shook his head. “Not for the first seven. I had my father’s advisor here with me. He taught me how to read and write, use a sword, use Vhy’ Rai, give a speech, all the things a good prince should know how to do. He was like a second father to me.” Drake glanced over at the blood circle on the table. “Things got pretty dark after he died.”
Angela looked down at the blood circle. She was itching to ask about it, but something in Drake’s demeanor warned her against it. But what else was she supposed to say? Drake was being frustratingly transparent. Did he expect her to reciprocate? How could she do that? He was sick of hearing about her anger toward the Mystics, but she had no other emotions to share. Still, she had to respond with something. “That really sucks,” she said.
Drake shrugged. “Eloquently put.”
The two of them stared at the table in silence.
“So, how did you deal with it?” Angela asked after a moment. “You rambled on about planetary orbits, but you never really answered my question.”
Drake smiled for the first time since he’d started his story. “I made a friend. His name’s Al. You’d hate him. He’s about as Mystic as a Mystic can be. A beast-type, Canine Hominus. Kind of like your apparent worst fear. He loves reading the word of Knune, and he quotes it in the original Mystic to anyone who’ll listen.”
Angela scrunched up her face in mock disgust. She was grateful Drake’s normal, playful tone had returned, though she wasn’t sure why. Every time they spoke, she wished he’d take things seriously. Now that he was, she was happy to get away from it?
“He does that, and you’re friends with him? On purpose?” she asked.
Drake nodded. “He’s actually really hard not to like. He’s got one phrase he’s particularly fond of quoting. Shai Kamarik yevheu koshai mōheuyl kemih’xon.”
“So you’re friends with him because you’re both pretentious enough to quote things that nobody around you understands?”
Drake laughed. “Is there a better foundation for a friendship?”
Angela avoided eye contact, but couldn’t help but feel a little more at ease now that Drake was lightening up. “What does it mean?” she asked.
“Foundation, or friendship? They’re both big words; no shame in not knowing them.”
Angela had to hold back a laugh. She masked it with false anger. “Do I need to start throwing things at you again?”
Drake leaned forward to meet her eye. “I thought you only did that when I called you hot.”
Angela snatched a book from the table and lifted it above her head.
Drake raised his hands defensively. “Alright, fine, I’ll tell you. Just put the book down.”
Angela sat the book back on the table. What the hell was going on right now? She felt so at ease. How could she feel that way with Drake, of all people? And on this hellhole of a planet.
“What does the quote mean?” she asked.
Drake put his hands down and sat up. “It means ‘it’s impossible to hate someone once you understand them.’”
Providence. She hadn’t expected it to be that relevant. Why was Drake making so much damn sense tonight? Angela pursed her lips. “That’s better than I was expecting,” she said after a moment. “But you know you could have just given me the quote without sharing your life story first.”
Drake locked his gray eyes on her, his expression completely serious. “But then you wouldn’t have gotten to know me.”
Angela felt her cheeks flush. Her heart was beating fast. How could she be this flustered? This was Drake. The same asshole who had commented on her looks and touched her without permission the moment they’d met. And above all that, he was still a Mystic. There could be no future with a man like this.
She forced herself to scowl. “So you were trying to trick me into not hating you anymore?”
Drake smirked. “Did it work?”
Angela rolled her eyes. “I think I’m going to need to understand you a lot better for that to happen.”
Drake dropped his smirk and kept his eyes locked on her. “Ask me any question you want.”
Angela met his eyes. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her squirm, no matter how many butterflies swarmed in her stomach. “Alright,” Angela leaned back in her chair, stroking her chin. “How did you escape? You know, the first time you were here?”
Drake glanced at the blood circle on the table, his expression darkening for a moment. “Painfully,” he said.
Angela narrowed her eyes. There was a bit more of the Drake she was used to. “Is giving cryptic answers your idea of making me understand you?” she asked.
Drake laughed. “I guess that’s fair.” He stood up and walked to the window. “Come here, I’ll show you.” He pointed out toward the horizon.
Angela followed and looked out over the city. It was surprisingly well-lit by two celestial bodies — the moon Rabbit’s Foot orbited, and the planet that moon revolved around — and Angela could see the outlines of all the buildings.
“You see that tower?” Drake said.
Angela followed where he was pointing. The tower was easy to spot. It was the tallest building around and seemed to be made of black stone instead of the tan bricks that made up the other buildings in the city.
“What’s it for?” she asked.
“It’s a portal tower,” Drake said. “Every Mystic planet has at least one. It’s how Mystics traveled between worlds before we had spaceships.”
Angela cocked an eyebrow. She’d never heard about this before. “If you can teleport between worlds, why bother going into space?”
Drake gave her a knowing look. “Do you remember what it felt like when 169 kidnaped you?”
Angela shuddered. That was a feeling she would never forget. When he’d taken her back to his ship, it had felt like every part of her body would fall off. Every sense she had was flooded with discomfort until the sweet release of unconsciousness freed her from it.
“That’s what it feels like to take a portal tower?” she asked.
“They actually work pretty much the same way as 169’s teleportation,” Drake said. “It’s just an unshielded tachyon jump. The towers themselves don’t have any particular powers that make the Vhy’ Rai command any easier to execute, but they’re required as mathematical reference points.”
Angela looked out at the tower. Drake was talking above her understanding again. “Am I supposed to understand what that means?”
Drake stepped away from the window and moved back to the table. Angela followed, returning to her seat.
Drake pointed to the equations scribbled on the chalkboard. “When you do a tachyon jump, you can only go in a straight line. You start out at the speed of light as soon as you breach Membrane Space, and accelerate at a steady rate from there. The only variables you can control are the angle of entry and the amount of time before you exit. But as long as you know the location of where you are in relation to where you’re going, you can calculate what those need to be.”
Angela looked over the equations on the board. She’d never been bad at math, but the things written there went right over her head. It was actually kind of impressive that Drake understood it. But she couldn’t let him know that.
“Wow,” Angela said. “I knew you were bad at talking to girls, but I didn’t realize you were this big of a nerd.”
Drake shrugged playfully. “I spent my childhood in a library. Give me a break. Besides, you’re the one who asked how I escaped.”
Angela smiled, forgetting to force it away. “I didn’t realize the answer would be this boring.”
Drake reached across the table and grabbed the book Angela had used to threaten him earlier. “This,” Drake said, holding the book up for her to see. “Is the portal tower location almanac volume forty-five.”
“Real impressive title,” Angela said flatly.
“I agree,” Drake said, grinning. “Since stuff in space moves, the calculation for where two things are in relation to each other is constantly changing. So a long time ago, a team of very lonely nerds calculated out where each of the towers would be on any given day for the next thousand years. And they wrote it all out in this series of books. So to use the tower, you reference this book to make your calculation, then you use Vhy’ Rai to make the tachyon jump. Simple as that.”
“That’s actually easier than your math board made it look,” Angela said. “It took you nine years to figure that out?”
“No,” Drake said. “It took me nine years to figure out how to get to the tower without dying. You know, with the nightmares and all.”
Angela nodded. “But that’s why we’re catching a ride with some Valor soldiers, right? So we don’t have to go outside with the nightmares again?”
Angela’s heart sped up just at the thought of facing those monsters a second time.
“Yeah, if my stupid half-brother would answer his calls,” Drake pulled a line transceiver from his pocket. “Speaking of which, I should probably keep trying to contact him. And you should probably report back to the princess that you don’t hate me anymore.”
Angela smiled playfully. This time, she didn’t even try to hide it. “I never said I don’t hate you anymore.”
Drake smiled back. “Are you telling me I told you all that stuff about me for nothing?”
Angela shrugged. “I guess I hate you a little less.”
Drake opened the door for her. “Good night, Angie.”
“Good night, Drake.”
Chapter 21: Vahn
Vahn pulled up the city map on his helmet screen, and a small red dot appeared.
His team had located the inhibitor — a Mystic with the ability to prevent gunpowder from igniting within a certain radius — but it was Vahn’s job to take it down.
Vahn examined the city map. “We’re practically on top of him. Just a few buildings over. We’re on our way. Squad hold positions along the perimeter in case he needs to be located again.”
“Roger that,” Ramirez and Nguyen said simultaneously over the comm link.
“They’ve found the inhibitor,” Vahn said to Titus. “Just down the street.” He wished he could just stay still and finish the conversation he’d come here for. Unfortunately, this was more pressing. The tantalizing information about Drake, and whatever the taboos of Vhy’ Rai were, would have to wait.
“I’ll bring my cancellation field in tighter,” Titus said. “There are a lot of Mystics around to cancel, and only one of me. Their inherent gifts should still cancel, but the strong ones will still be able to use Vhy’ Rai commands. So keep an eye out for that.”
“Understood,” Vahn said. Despite Titus’s moral repugnance, working with him did have its perks. His ability to cancel Vhy’ Rai commands would be pivotal in capturing the inhibitor. “If the Mystics brought an inhibitor, it means they expected gun-fire. So someone or something out there is dangerous enough to justify its use under Federation war regulations. Let’s hope we find the inhibitor before we find whatever that is.”
Titus pulled a metal rod from a Mystic corpse and reloaded it into his rail gun. “Whatever it is, I’ll kill it.”
Vahn nodded. “Then let’s go.”
Vahn took cover behind the door frame and peeked out into the street. It was absolute chaos. The attacking Mystics didn’t seem to care about protecting property or civilian lives. Most of the buildings were ablaze, possibly caused by a Vhy’ Rai user throwing a fireball without thinking, but more likely set deliberately.
People ran through the streets screaming while soldiers charged wildly. They were likely trying to incite panic in the city just to divide the Human military’s focus. The troops that were out would be so busy dealing with this mess that they wouldn’t be able to return to the base to offer additional defense.
Vahn squinted to zoom his view screen in on the building where the inhibitor was hiding. No obvious guards. It didn’t seem like the Mystics outside had any organization or clear tactic, aside from sowing chaos. But that didn’t mean Vahn should proceed without a plan.
“Multiple aggressors in the street,” Vahn said as Titus stepped up next to him, not bothering to take cover. “The moment they see a Valor soldier and Draco together, they’ll flock to us. We should find a more subtle way to get there.”
“You want the inhibitor to run away while you go tip-toeing around?” Titus asked. “Just follow me.” Titus slid his rail gun into the back holster between his wings and charged into the street, drawing his oversized sword from his hip as he went.
“I’m never working with Dracos again.” Vahn gripped his saber and stepped out of the door.
Titus had already drawn attention from a group of Mystic soldiers, several of whom were now either dead or wounded.
Vahn shifted his eyes around the potential battlefield, marking enemy combatants and commanding ATLAS to track their locations. Then he marked the building where the inhibitor was hiding as his target. Vahn darted out into the street, following the path outlined on his viewscreen.
Warning alarms flashed all over his view screen as enemy combatants approached from every side. Vahn swung his saber, quickly severing the wrist of his nearest opponent — a Hominus Mystica who had charged toward him wielding a pair of iron daggers. Vahn continued forward, every slash of his saber killing or dismembering a Mystic foe. The warning alarms dropped away one by one until Vahn’s view screen reported no serious threats. As Mystic attacks went, this one seemed minor. The soldiers were untrained, and easy to cut down. This couldn’t be all there was.
“Not bad.” Titus wiped the blood from his sword as he stepped up next to Vahn. “I still think I killed more than you, though.”
“We didn’t have to kill any of them,” Vahn growled. “You needlessly hurt our chances of reaching our main objective. If you want your money, this time follow orders.”
Vahn started walking down the street without waiting for Titus’s response.
“You’d better hurry,” Ramirez said over comms. “You’ve got at least thirty more incoming.”
“Roger that.” Vahn kicked open the heavy wooden door of the target building. The old wood cracked and splintered apart as it flew free from its locking mechanism. Vahn stepped in, leading each step with his saber in front of him.
The building was more or less just a barn, probably used to store food and supplies for one of the nearby businesses. But right now it housed something entirely different: a crowd of child beggars hiding from the violence in the street.
“Reconfirm the location of the inhibitor,” Vahn said.
“You’re right on top of it,” Schultz replied.
“For Providence’ sake,” Vahn muttered. “It’s a kid.”
Titus stepped up behind Vahn. “That’s bad news for you. I can still finish the job, but killing kids costs extra.”
Almost every word Titus said made Vahn’s skin crawl, but this time, it was all he could do to keep himself from attacking the monster. Unfortunately, Titus’s power was the best way to deal with an inhibitor, and he still needed the information about Drake that Titus had.
Vahn looked at the group of Mystic children. They stared back, their eyes wide with fear.
“Just target this group of kids with your Vhy’ Rai cancellation,” Vahn said. “We’re not killing anybody. We just have to figure out which kid it is, and get them away from the battlefield.”
“Alright, it’s done,” Titus said.
“Ramirez, take a test shot,” Vahn said. If the inhibitor’s power was canceled, then his gunpowder would light again without a problem.
“Shot confirmed,” Ramirez replied after a moment. “This fight just got a lot easier.”
Vahn sheathed his sword and raised a hand toward the group of kids. ATLAS counted twenty-three of them. But only one of them was the inhibitor.
“We’re not here to hurt you,” Vahn said. “In fact, all we want is for the fighting to end.”
Vahn looked at the children one by one. The majority were standard Hominus Mystica — indistinguishable from humans on anything but a DNA level. But several were at least partial beast types. A few had horns, tails, or furry ears like an animal, but otherwise resembled humans. Others were closer to animals, with snouts and bodies covered fully in fur.
Vahn flicked his eyes, commanding ATLAS to examine the faces for any sign of strain. To Vahn’s eyes, they all looked terrified, but ATLAS would see more. They were all just children, but one of them was an inhibitor being used by the Mystic army.
A notification lit up on Vahn’s screen. ATLAS had identified the culprit. The fear was genuine for most of the kids, but one of them was showing signs of mental exertion. The kind that came with trying to execute a Vhy’ Rai command. Vahn stepped closer to the kids, looking the inhibitor in his yellow eyes. He had red fox-like ears protruding from his head, and anger burning in his gaze.
Vahn shook his head. He’d seen this boy before. He’d given him money in the street, and the kid had the gall to ask for more.
“I need you to come with me.” Vahn extended his hand to the Mystic kid.
“You can’t make me,” the boy growled.
“Is that the inhibitor?” Titus pointed his oversized sword toward the kid. “Let’s kill him and go.”
Vahn met the boy’s eyes. “Nobody’s going to kill you,” he said. “I’ll make sure of that.”
“You’re a liar,” the boy said. “Humans killed my parents.”
“You see,” Titus said. “He’s not going to come with us. Let’s send him off to meet his mom and pop.”
“I said no,” Vahn hissed. “You mention killing children one more time, and I’m docking your pay.”
Titus snorted out a puff of smoke and turned away.
Ramirez’s voice came through the comm link. “Captain, you’ve been made. They’re surrounding your location.”
“How many?” Vahn asked.
“ATLAS counted sixty, and one of them is a Draco. A real big one.”
Vahn bit his lip. Sixty was about three times as many Mystics as Vahn was confident of winning against with just him and Titus. Plus, there’d be a Draco to deal with. Having a Draco on their side had been trying enough. Now they were going to have to fight one.
“I’ve located the inhibitor,” Vahn said. “And our asset is keeping him neutralized. I’ll hold position here. Squad, move in to extract us.”
“Roger that, Captain. We’re inbound.”
“Titus,” Vahn said. “Get ready for another fight.”
“I’m always ready for a fight,” Titus growled.
“The stakes are higher this time,” Vahn said. “More soldiers, and you can’t cancel their Vhy’ Rai. I need you to focus on keeping the inhibitor suppressed. Plus, they’ve got their own Draco.”
Titus straightened up. “Did your men identify him?”
Vahn shook his head. “All they said was that he was big. Will that be a problem?”
“No,” Titus sheathed his sword and pulled his rail gun from his back. “There’s no Draco I can’t beat, just a few I haven’t beaten yet.”
“No going rogue this time,” Vahn said. “We’re majorly outnumbered.”
“Fine.” Titus hefted the rail gun up against his shoulder and took aim at the door.
“Stay put,” Vahn ordered the fox-eared child, before turning to the door.
Vahn tightened his grip on his valor saber. ATLAS still hadn’t given the all-clear for him to use fire-arms. That likely wouldn’t come until the hostile Draco appeared.
“They’re breaching,” Ramirez said over the comm-link. “We’re still five minutes out.”
The door burst open before Vahn had time to respond.
An Insectus Hominus with a hardened exoskeleton and beetle-like horn protruding from his head charged in through the door. A steel rod from Titus’s rail gun made quick work of him, tearing easily through his armor. But Titus couldn’t fire fast enough to hold back the flood of Mystic soldiers that rushed in behind the beetle.
The children screamed and hid behind crates. ATLAS kept an eye on the inhibitor so that Vahn wouldn’t have to.
Vahn took a deep breath. ATLAS identified which targets needed to be handled first, based on proximity and apparent threat level. Vahn glanced over the information, then he charged forward. The first Mystic — a lightly armored Hominus Mystica — tried to block Vahn’s blade with his own, but his strength was no match for the power added by Valor Armor. His grip failed, and Vahn’s blade pushed through, sheering off his enemy’s arm half-way up the bicep.
The soldier howled in pain. Vahn used his free hand to shove the man over and moved to his next opponent. Slash after slash brought down Mystic after Mystic. Within seconds, members of eleven of the twelve Mystic races lay dead or severely injured on the floor. But where was the Draco?
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen. He sidestepped just in time to avoid a ball of fire, which instead collided with a bale of hay behind him. It ignited instantly.
Vahn flicked his eyes around his screen and extended his free hand toward the blaze. His fire suppression system kicked on, ejecting expanding white foam onto the bale of hay, quickly smothering the blaze. The last thing they needed was for the barn to ignite. Vahn and Titus could easily survive the blaze, but the kids wouldn’t stand a chance.
A second warning flashed. Vahn sidestepped again, this time avoiding a barrage of sharpened icicles. ATLAS locked onto the caster in the crowd of Mystics — an Avis Hominus with a sharp beak, and feathered head — and marked it as a priority target. He was far back in the crowd. It would be tough to get to him using only a saber, but ATLAS still hadn’t given the all clear him for firearm usage.
The Avis Hominus let out a pained squawk as a steel rod from Titus’s rail gun ran through his stomach, then continued forward, impaling three more Mystic soldiers before losing momentum.
“I only have one shot left,” Titus yelled. “So you’d better start carrying your own weight.”
“Save it for the Draco,” Vahn ordered. “Switch to your sword.”
Titus slung the rail gun onto his back and hefted his over-sized blade.
“What’s your ETA?” Vahn asked over comms as he parried a spear tip from an attacking Mystic.
“Two minutes,” Ramirez said.
Vahn swung his saber, decapitating his opponent before moving onto the next. Two minutes was doable.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen. He sidestepped too late. Something caught the edge of his left shoulder, tearing through his armor. His shoulder pad tore free. Vahn winced, stumbling backwards. He could feel blood dripping from his arm.
Warning notifications piled up on his screen as he back-stepped. He parried a sword swing from an incoming Ungulate Hominus with horns protruding from his forehead.
ATLAS dispensed a rapid blood clotter and numbing agent onto his wound, sending a cooling sensation swept over his left arm.
Vahn swung his saber, sliding the tip across his attacker’s throat before taking cover in an empty stall.
Vahn glanced at the warnings on his screen. Only superficial damage had been done to his body, but the armor on his shoulder was severely compromised. What had hit him?
ATLAS had the answer. After a brief analysis of the battle footage meshed with the damage report, it determined that a metal rod fired from a rail gun had caused the damage. Had Titus betrayed him?
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen as a Mystic soldier stepped into the door of the stall, an iron ax in their hand. Vahn raised his saber defensively, but there was no need. The tip of Titus’s sword erupted from the soldier’s chest as the Draco stabbed him from behind.
Titus yanked his sword free. “What’s wrong with you? One hit and you bow out?”
“It’s what hit me that’s the problem,” Vahn said. “Did you forget how to aim, or did you decide the Mystics might pay you better?”
Titus turned around, slashing an incoming Mystic soldier, then spitting a mouthful of fire into another.
“What are you talking about?” Titus asked, glancing back at Vahn.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s view screen. He dropped just in time for another steel rod to explode through the side of the stall and tear through the other side.
Titus’s face lit up with glee as he registered what had just happened. “The Draco is using a rail gun? There’s only one other Draco I know of who uses one. My dear old dad.”
“Can you get him to negotiate with us?” Vahn asked. “Maybe he’ll flip sides for enough money?”
“He might.” Titus slashed another Mystic soldier with the tip of his sword. “But we’re not going to give him that chance.”
“Why not?” Vahn peaked through the hole in the wall — the one made by the last rail gun shot — and tasked ATLAS with locating the enemy Draco.
“Because I’m going to kill him.” Titus charged into the crowd of oncoming Mystics without waiting for Vahn’s response.
“For Providence’ sake...” Vahn muttered. Titus still had no surname. As a Draco, defeating his father was the only way he could earn one. It would take priority over any mission Vahn could assign to him.
Vahn tightened his grip on his sword and scanned the data from ATLAS. There were over forty combatants remaining. With the damage to his armor, ATLAS estimated his odds of success at a dismal thirty-two percent, and recommended a tactical retreat until reinforcements arrived. But if Vahn did that, Titus would probably get himself killed, and he’d never get the information he was after. One notification, however, did make Vahn smile: use of firearms authorized. Apparently, the rail gun shot had been enough for ATLAS to justify bringing bullets into the fight, even if Vahn hadn’t laid eyes on the opposing Draco yet.
Vahn adjusted to a squatting position. He sheathed his valor saber and lifted the small assault rifle that had been magnetized to the right thigh plate of his armor.
He rose to his feet, pressing the rifle to his shoulder, and quickly swept it over the surrounding area.
None of the Mystics were even looking at him.
They were all circled around, watching as Titus squared off with his father — who, against all odds, was somehow even larger than Titus. He had the same gold-colored scales as his son, and the same ostentatious taste in weaponry. But unlike Titus, his father’s wings had been removed, along with his right eye. ATLAS quickly returned an identity: Cyrus Canavar. He was over three-hundred years old — still far from the end of a Draco’s natural lifespan — and had an arrest record that made Titus’s unseemly record look like a list of teenage indiscretions.
Titus roared, spewing flames as he swung his sword at his father.
Cyrus stepped back, easily avoiding the attack. He didn’t even raise his sword for a block. Titus swung again and again, each time falling short.
Cyrus sidestepped another attack from Titus. “Are you sure you’re my son? I’ve lain with many women, but none who could have spawned something as weak as you.”
Titus growled, lifting his sword high overhead and bringing it down toward his father. “All that you have will be mine!”
Cyrus stepped to the side, allowing Titus’s blade to dig into the dirt floor. Then, as easily as he might squash a bug, Cyrus kicked the side of Titus’s sword and snapped the blade in half.
Vahn took aim at Cyrus. He was probably breaking some kind of Mystic law by interfering in this fight, but if he didn’t, Titus was going to die, and the secrets he knew would die along with him.
Vahn pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened.
Vahn pulled the trigger three more times, each resulting in a small clicking sound. The gunpowder wasn’t igniting.
He lowered his rifle and looked toward the group of children huddled on the far side of the barn. The fox-eared child had his yellow eyes fixed on Vahn.
With Titus so distracted, the inhibitor was active again.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen. With no option for using firearms, ATLAS now calculated his chances of survival at below ten percent. Retreat was no longer an option at his discretion, but a mandatory order.
“We’re in position,” Ramirez said over comms. “Ready to fire on your order.”
“Hold,” Vahn said. “The inhibitor is back in play.”
“Please advise,” Ramirez said.
“I’ll take care of the inhibitor,” Vahn locked eyes with the fox-eared boy. “As soon as we clear his effective radius, retrieve the asset.”
“Roger that,” Ramirez said.
Vahn placed his rifle back on his thigh and sprinted toward the fox eared boy. The boy’s defiant expression turned to confusion as Vahn rocketed forward. Several Mystics yelled out, finally noticing Vahn in spite of Titus’s battle with his father. Vahn ignored them.
The fox-eared boy’s confused expression changed to one of panic as Vahn drew near. He turned to run, but was too slow. Vahn snatched the boy up with his left arm, pulling him in close as he lowered his right shoulder and broke through the barn wall.
The boy screamed.
ATLAS reported that the boy had only received minor scrapes from exiting the barn, so Vahn didn’t stop.
“What was his effective radius?” Vahn asked over comms.
“Three point eight miles.” Nguyen answered quickly.
ATLAS marked a point on his city map. Vahn increased his speed. His suit responded instantly, raising the mechanical assistance in his legs, and increasing the O2 in his breathing mixture to improve his performance.
The boy fought to break free, but was no match for Vahn’s mechanically enhanced grip. Vahn tore down street after street, dodging past Mystics, not bothering to engage with any of them.
“Retrieve the asset,” Vahn ordered over comms. He was completely out of breath when he reached the point on his map. They were well outside of the combat zone at this point. The streets around them were completely deserted.
“Engaging now,” Ramirez said.
“Let me go!” the boy growled, banging on Vahn’s armored wrist.
“Not a chance.” Vahn pulled a pair of restraints from his belt compartment and cuffed the boy to a nearby fence. “A lot of people died today because of you. You’re going to be lucky to not grow up in a prison.”
The boy stared defiantly at Vahn.
Notifications flooded Vahn’s screen. While he’d been directly involved in the mission, only high priority messages had come through. Now ATLAS had deemed his situation safe enough to allow medium priority to appear. He’d missed thirty seven incoming transmissions all from the same transceiver.
Vahn shifted his eyes around the screen, commanding ATLAS to play the first message.
“Hey idiot,” Drake’s voice filled his ears. “What good are you as my point of contact if you don’t answer your calls?”
Vahn smiled. Drake was alive. And apparently, he was well enough to be calling for help.
“Seriously, what is wrong with you?” Drake’s second message played automatically. “I’ve got the princess. Call me back, dick face.”
Vahn blinked. Had he heard that right? The last Vahn had seen Drake, he’d been stumbling through a losing fight with 169, and now he had the princess?
“If you’re doing this out of some kind of smug moral superiority, you need to get over yourself.” Drake’s third message began. “We’re literally going to die if you don’t answer soon, and it’s all going to be your fault.”
Vahn cut off the messages and returned the call. It connected immediately.
“The king of showing up too late keeps his track record intact,” Drake said. “At least it didn’t take you sixteen years to follow-up this time.”
“I was in combat, Drake.” Vahn said. “Not a great time to take a call.”
“Yeah, well, it wasn’t a good time to miss one either,” Drake said. “We’re on Rabbit’s Foot, and we need a pickup. We’re safe now, but our protection is way past its expiration date. When can you get us?”
“Rabbit’s Foot? How in Providence...” Vahn shook his head. “Can you prove to me you’ve actually got the princess?” Vahn asked.
“She’s sleeping right now. A monster bit her leg, and she’s pretty worn out.”
“When you say things like that, I don’t know if I can take you seriously.”
“Here’s the part to take seriously,” Drake said. “I saved the princess and another girl from 169, but now we’re on Rabbit’s Foot, and we need off. How soon can you make that happen?”
Vahn shook his head. Did Drake even know how hard of a request that was? “Getting you off a quarantined planet is easier said than done. We’d need to get you into the upper atmosphere with something that doesn’t use an engine, and have a ship that can pick you up without destroying its engine. As far as I know, only our flagship would be capable of something like that.”
“Great info,” Drake said. “Does it come with a timeline?”
ATLAS made the guess for him.
“Three days.” Vahn read from his view screen.
“That’s great,” Drake said. “You can pick up our three-day-old dead bodies.”
Vahn looked over the data. ATLAS had overestimated some of the time that Federation approvals would take if Ryker was the one asking for them. “I could maybe shave a day off of that.” Vahn said.
Drake stayed silent.
“I’ll start making preparations to pick you up,” Vahn said.
“Could you get us off of Klade Hyras?” Drake asked.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s view screen, urging him to reject the proposal. As if he needed his suit to tell him that taking the princess to the capital of the Mystic Empire was a bad idea.
“That’s the stupidest thing you could do. Just hunker down on Rabbit’s Foot. I’ll come get you.”
“No, dying while waiting for your rescue is the stupidest thing we could do,” Drake said. “You said it would take days. Unless you can get that under twelve hours, we’re dead.”
“If you can get to Klade Hyras, why can’t you get somewhere else?” Vahn asked.
“Because my planetary reference book is for Klade Hyras.”
“Do you ever give answers that make sense?”
“Do you ever give answers at all?” Drake snapped. “Can you get me off of Klade Hyras or not?”
“It depends where on the planet,” Vahn said. “But it’s going to be a major operation with a lot of Federation red tape to cut through. It could take a long time.”
Vahn could hear the chaotic sound of Drake kicking a piece of furniture, followed by a stream of curse words.
“Assuming I can get a Mystic-run crew to get us off of Klade Hyras,” Drake said after a moment. “Where’s the best place to meet up with you?”
“That’s a big if,” Vahn said. “You need to stay where you are. I’ll be there to get you as fast as I can.”
Drake sighed audibly. “You can tell me a place to meet you now, or you can wait for me to call you when I’m on my way off of Klade Hyras. Your empire occupies tons of Mystic planets within a few systems of Klade Hyras. Just pick one.”
Vahn shook his head, looking at the fox-eared child. It looked like he’d be staying here longer than he’d hoped. “How about Epystilium?” Vahn asked.
“I’ll call you when I’m on my way there. You’d better answer this time.” Drake ended the call.
Vahn clenched his fist. He was so sick of never getting a straight answer. The sooner he could be done working with Drake, the better. But perhaps he could still get some answers before he spoke with Drake again.
“Report mission status,” Vahn said over comms.
“The enemy has retreated,” Ramirez said. “But the asset is gone. The big Draco dragged him off.”
Vahn cursed.
“Rendezvous at my location,” he said. “We’ll escort the inhibitor to a detention facility, and then we’ll return to base. We’re going to have to stay here for a few days.”
Chapter 22: Olivia
“Wake up, Princess!”
Olivia’s eyes snapped open. She shot bolt upright with her fists in the air, ready to strike. She’d been dreaming of being overrun by nightmares, each one with silver hair and pale skin like 169.
Drake stood over her. His face was white. It looked like he was the one who’d just awakened from a nightmare.
“Good to see you’re ready for a fight.” He spoke quickly. “How’s your leg? Can you walk?”
For Providence’ sake. Did he have to wake her up so suddenly? She’d almost hit him. Olivia lowered her fists, orienting herself to her surroundings. She was inside the small panic room, surrounded by shelves of preserved food and other survival materials. Not where she wanted to be, but it was real. She took a deep breath to ground herself and let go of the violent imagery of her dream.
“I think I can.” She pushed gently against the ground with the leg the nightmare had bitten. The pain was almost completely gone. Whatever Vhy’ Rai Drake had used on it had worked.
“Good.” Drake turned to Angela, who was lying on the cot across from Olivia. “We’re leaving now.”
“Right now?” Angela asked. She sat up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“Yeah.” Drake shoved open the heavy door. “Remember how I said the seal was degrading, and we’d have a day or two?”
“Yes...” Angela’s voice was laced with trepidation.
“Turns out that was a little too optimistic.” Drake yanked the blanket from Angela. “We’ve got a pretty short window. We need to move fast.”
Angela looked like she wanted to protest, but kept her mouth shut.
Olivia nodded and stood up. Her heart was racing, and she could feel the panic rising already. Angela had given a brief explanation of the barrier that prevented the nightmares from entering when she’d returned last night. Olivia hadn’t fully understood it, and desperately wanted to get more details from Drake. But if time was short, then this wasn’t the moment for additional questions. She breathed in deeply through her nose and began counting. She wouldn’t let the panic take her.
“No time for questions. Just follow me.” Drake stepped through the door and crossed the small antechamber in front of the panic room. He started climbing the short ladder that led above. He did a good job of masking it, but Olivia could hear the fear in his voice. This wasn’t a joke.
Olivia nodded and followed behind Drake. Her leg stung with each step, but not enough to cause her any problems. It didn’t even make her limp. She’d received wounds far worse than this in training; though a doctor had always been nearby with cellular mitosis stimulators to heal those wounds. She’d never dealt with the discomfort for any meaningful length of time before.
Drake paused at the top of the ladder with his hand on the bottom of the hatch. He looked down at Olivia and Angela. “Wait here until I say to come out. They, um... well, they might be able to reach you as you get out.”
“They as in the nightmares?” Olivia asked. She could feel her pulse quicken. She shoved the panic down. It would not take her. Not today.
“Yeah,” Drake said. “But don’t worry. They can kind of reach the hatch now, but not the stairway up the tower. We’ve got an escape route.”
Was that supposed to be comforting?
“I’ll go on your command.” Olivia tightened her grip on the ladder, hoping it would stop her hands from shaking. It didn’t. She looked at Angela. The girl looked even more terrified than Olivia felt. Olivia couldn’t even imagine what it would be like gearing up to face the nightmares again without her years of military training to fall back on. She wished there was a way to help, but there was nothing she could do for Angela.
Drake shoved the trapdoor open. The screams of the nightmares immediately flooded the room.
Drake held up his revolver and fired through the open hatch. Electricity cracked wickedly through the room above.
Drake leapt up through the hole. The nightmares continued to scream.
“Move now!” Drake called down.
Gritting her teeth, Olivia pulled herself up the ladder and entered the main lobby. It took her less than twenty seconds, but Drake had already done a great deal of work in that time.
The bodies of three nightmares writhed on the floor. Their missing heads and limbs dissolved on the floor, and began to reform on their bodies. Drake stood over them with his Valor saber drawn, quickly hacking away at the regrowing limbs.
Olivia looked around the room. It was the first time she’d actually seen it. As Angela had said, it was a library, but it looked more like a palace that happened to have bookshelves. Unfortunately, the beauty of the stained glass windows and vaulted ceilings was marred by the sight of silver-haired nightmares crawling like spiders between the rows of bookshelves.
“Get on the staircase!” Drake nudged his head toward an open door with a spiral staircase on the other side. “It’s still safe there.”
Olivia complied, running through the door. She only had to run about ten feet, but it felt like a mile, with the nightmares screaming behind her. Her breathing was ragged and her heart felt like it was going to explode.
“Now you, Angie!” Drake yelled, slicing a half-formed head from one of the nightmare’s twitching bodies. He moved on to decapitate another one of the approaching monsters.
After a moment, Angela emerged from the hatch, her green eyes wide with fear as she took in the nightmares. A few of them started changing the moment they locked eyes on her, sprouting black fur, and stretching their faces into canine features.
“Staircase!” Drake yelled. He slashed at another nightmare. Its scream turned to a gurgle as the saber removed the top half of its head. Thank Providence Drake had brought a valor saber. A normal blade would have snapped.
Angela ran in to join Olivia, and Drake followed behind. The nightmare screams returned the moment their heads reformed. They stood up and ran forward, but stopped just a few feet past the hatch.
“What do we do now?” Angela asked. Her eyes were wide, and her face was pale.
Drake closed the door. “Take the stairs all the way to the top,” he said.
Olivia nodded. She was having a hard time catching her breath. How long would the seal hold out? Would the nightmares come charging through that door any second? She shoved the thoughts down. That was all out of her control. Focusing on it would only bring the panic in. “We’ll follow you,” she said.
Drake started up the stairs.
“So, are the Valor soldiers on their way to pick us up?” Angela scaled the steps behind Drake at a clipped pace, with Olivia close behind. The color was returning to Angela’s face.
“Yeah, they are,” Drake said. “They’re just not picking us up here.”
Given their limited mobility, that wasn’t good news. But Drake seemed calm enough. He must be confident in whatever plan he’d laid out. At least, that’s what Olivia told herself. Considering the alternative wouldn’t take her anywhere worth going.
“Then where are we meeting them?” Olivia kept her breathing even as she scaled the stone steps.
“Epistylium,” Drake said.
Olivia blinked. A whole other planet? That wasn’t a plan, that was a wish. Blind trust wasn’t going to cut it for this. She needed details.
“How are we getting there?” Olivia asked.
“Are we using the towers?” Angela asked. “The teleporters?” She was breathing so heavily, she had to pause between words.
Drake tapped the revolver hung on his hip. “Yeah. I already wrote the command on a bullet, so we’ve got to get there before the planets are out of alignment.”
Olivia nodded. Angela had mentioned the towers the night before after her conversation with Drake, so this information wasn’t totally new to her. The mechanics of teleportation were beyond her understanding, but 169 had teleported her out of the Air Palace when he’d taken her. At the very least, that meant it was possible. If Drake could accomplish the same thing, then it was certainly a viable escape method. Though if it was anywhere near as painful as 169’s teleportation had been, it wouldn’t be her first choice for traveling.
Drake pushed open a heavy wooden door when he reached the top of the staircase. Sunlight flooded the stairwell.
Olivia followed Drake out onto a stone rampart. At one point, this library had clearly been a castle of some sort. Almost the entire city was visible from this height. The surrounding forest had largely reclaimed the city, making it greener than any place Olivia had ever seen on New Earth.
Drake walked over to a large wooden machine that pointed out over the city. It was shaped like a giant crossbow. Olivia assumed it had been used as some kind of primitive defensive weapon for the castle.
“How are we getting to the tower?” Angela asked between heavy breaths. She stepped out of the stairwell.
Drake pointed out toward the city. “There’s a crashed hovercraft about a quarter mile that way.” He moved to the giant crossbow, examining the launch mechanism. “I spent some time fixing this up last night. It should be able to launch about that far.”
Angela narrowed her eyes. “Are you insane? You’re going to use that piece of shit to launch us off the roof?”
Drake started cranking a lever. The machine’s base rotated to point toward the crashed hovercraft he’d mentioned. “It’s a ballista. And it’s not to launch you.” Drake removed the belt with his revolver holster and sword sheath and strapped them to the gigantic arrow.
Olivia cocked her head. “Why are you getting rid of your weapons?” she asked. She could tolerate Drake’s typical eccentricity, but he’d just strapped their only weapons to a giant arrow. She was going to need more details to get onboard with this plan.
“It’s a good motivator to make sure I get there.” After a moment of thought, Drake drew the Valor saber from its sheath and held it out, handle first toward Olivia. “It’s probably better if I leave you with protection, though,” he said. “That seal should have more than enough time left on it for me to come back and get you, but if the nightmares start coming, you’ll need to get into a defensible position and hold them back with this.”
Olivia took the saber, eying Drake. Had she trusted the wrong person? He’d kept them safe until now, but his actions were getting increasingly erratic.
Drake looked at his revolver. He hesitated for a moment before yanking a lever on the ballista. A pair of tensioned leather cords snapped, sending the long wooden projectile — and Drake’s revolver — sailing into the city.
Without any explanation, their best weapon against the nightmares was gone.
“Drake,” Olivia said in her most commanding voice. “I don’t think you’re in the proper mindset to continue leading this mission. That hovercraft crashed years ago, and there’s a sky killer bomb in the atmosphere. The engine won’t work. Plus, you’re trying to get there with no weapons. There has to be another option.”
Drake shrugged. “Relax. The sky killer bomb only destroys engines in the upper atmosphere. The hovercraft should be unaffected. And even though it’s old, if we’re lucky, I can still get it to go long enough to get us to the tower.”
Olivia gripped harder on the handle of the Valor saber. “And if we’re not lucky?”
“Then we’ll die. But I’m usually pretty lucky.” Drake removed his shirt and tossed it to Angela.
Olivia blinked in surprise. She’d gone to the gym with Valor soldiers for all of her life. She had a pretty inflated standard of what a man’s body ought to look like. Drake did not fall short. Every muscle was visible and toned, but more surprising than his physique was his tattoo. The intricate design of black Mystic letters that had been just visible at the edge of his sleeve actually ringed his entire torso and abdomen.
Olivia blushed in spite of herself. “Why are you taking your clothes off?”
Drake kicked off his boots. “This is going to be a rough trip for me, and I don’t want to ruin my clothes.” He started unbuttoning his pants.
Olivia looked at Angela. She was blushing, too. She had her eyes fixed on Drake’s abs.
“Drake,” Angela said, finally lifting her gaze up to his face. “We need more answers than you’re giving us.”
“No time.” Drake tossed his pants at Angela’s feet. “Just know that I’ve done this before. I’ll be back for you as quickly as I can.” Stepping to the edge of the rampart in nothing but his underwear, Drake stared at the ground below. “Knune’s fire,” he muttered. “This is really going to hurt.” He was visibly trembling.
“Drake,” Olivia said. Her voice shook as she realized what Drake was planning to do. “This is not a good plan.”
Drake jumped.
Olivia ran to the edge of the rampart. Drake flailed as he fell, screaming until he crashed through the tree cover.
Olivia felt nauseous. She stepped slowly backwards. Her knees were weak. Had Drake just... was the situation so overwhelming for him that he’d just cracked? That would be completely out of character for him, but what other explanation was there?
Olivia dropped the Valor saber and sat down on the stone rampart. What was she supposed to do now?
“Drake!” Angela yelled. She looked over the rampart for a few moments before turning and sitting next to Olivia. Her face was so pale she was almost transparent.
“He seemed so sure last night,” she said after a moment of silence. “A lot of what he said didn’t make total sense to me, but I was so sure he could get us out of here. He did it before.”
Olivia swallowed hard and grabbed the Valor saber. This wouldn’t break her. There had to be a way out of this.
“Did he give you any details about how he got off this planet before?” she asked.
“He said it was painful.” Angela shrugged her shoulders in resignation. “Then he told me about the towers. But we can’t use those without his Vhy’ Rai.”
The pair sat in silence for several minutes. Was this how it would end?
Olivia tightened her grip on the sword. Drake wouldn’t have left them with no options. That couldn’t be right. Though it seemed impossible, she had to trust that he’d survived his fall. He wouldn’t have told them he’d get the hovercraft if he didn’t actually think he could do it. He’d gotten them this far against all odds. Why couldn’t he come through now?
“We’ll have to fortify our position.” Olivia stood up and looked around the castle wall. “If this is the only doorway that leads up here, we’ll be in good shape. Hopefully, the nightmares can’t climb.” Olivia turned to examine the steepness of the wall, but stopped as she spotted a small hovercraft rising out of the trees roughly a quarter mile away.
That was fast. Drake must have recovered from his fall and sprinted a quarter mile through the trees in just a matter of minutes. Who in Providence could do something like that?
“I can’t believe it,” Olivia said. “Just who is this guy?”
Angela stood, her eyes widening as she saw the hovercraft approaching fast. “I’m going to kill him,” she muttered.
The hovercraft arrived moments later, hovering level with the edge of the rampart, with an underwear-clad Drake in the pilot’s seat. Apparently, his worries about torn clothing had been valid. The underwear had holes torn in the upper thighs. Though, thankfully, the waistband still held them on. Drake had also recovered his holster and wore it fastened around his naked waist. 
The craft he’d brought had certainly seen better days. Its doors had long since fallen off of the rusted frame, as had the windshield. The pilot’s seat seemed to be the only chair that remained. The engine sputtered every few seconds, as if it was about to give up entirely.
Drake pulled on a rusty lever to put the craft into a self maintained hover next to the wall, and beckoned for the girls to climb in.
“How are you not dead?” Olivia climbed into the back of the shaky craft.
“Don’t forget my clothes!” Drake yelled to Angela, who doubled back, gathering his clothing before climbing aboard.
“Can you fly this thing, princess?” Drake took his clothes from Angela and stepped into the back of the craft.
Olivia narrowed her eyes. “Why don’t you fly it?”
“Because I want to get dressed.” Drake snatched his pants from Angela. He pointed through where the windshield used to be toward a tower made from black stone. “That’s where we’re going.”
Olivia considered just waiting for him to change, but thought better of it. Who knew how long this thing would stay in the air? It would be better to get moving. She nodded and slid into the pilot’s seat, then handed the Valor saber back to Drake. He was unorthodox, to say the least, but Drake had proven he knew what he was doing.
She released the lever, keeping the craft in place, and took hold of the yoke. The craft was a couple of decades old, but the controls were roughly the same as the craft she’d flown in training. Olivia pushed the throttle and pulled up on the cyclic control to maintain altitude. The craft shook, threatening to fall out of the sky, but by some act of Providence, it stayed airborne.
“You need to go faster,” Drake said, buttoning up his pants. “You wouldn’t believe how high nightmares can jump. We can’t be going slow enough for them to catch us.”
Olivia nodded and increased the throttle. She couldn’t tell if Drake was serious or not. They were more than sixty feet in the air. It was hard to imagine anything could jump that high. But until yesterday, it was hard to imagine a monster that could instantly heal from any wound. It was best not to underestimate what the nightmares could do.
The engine whined, but held them aloft as they soared over the city. Though the engine was loud, it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sound of nightmare screams below. Olivia shuddered involuntarily. She doubted she’d ever stop fearing that sound.
“We want to get right on top of it.” Drake pointed to the tower. “The Vhy’ Rai command I wrote is based on us being at the top.”
Olivia nodded, pulling up on the cyclic control. The engine gave a loud pop and then stopped completely.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake yelled.
The hovercraft dropped.
The sudden change of speed and direction launched Angela out the side of the hovercraft. She screamed, grasping desperately at the frame.
Drake jumped toward her. He grabbed onto the frame with one hand, then caught Angela by her ankle and yanked her back into the craft.
“I’m deploying flaps!” Olivia yelled out.
“Do it!” Drake yelled back.
Olivia yanked back on the release lever. A single flap popped out from the left side of the craft. The right flap failed to release.
Olivia yanked hard on the yoke to keep the craft from flipping as the wind caught the flap. The craft spun, moving in a downward corkscrew as it plummeted toward the ground.
“Brace!” Olivia clutched her chair.
Drake pulled Angela in close.
The craft came down hard, launching dirt and cobblestones into the air before skidding to a stop in the middle of the road.
Olivia blinked, the world around her spun in a hazy slow motion. She’d simulated crashes in training, but they hadn’t truly prepared her for this. Her mind flashed back to the Air Palace crash during 169’s attack. She could feel the fear constricting her lungs. The panic was taking over.
“Olivia!” Angela’s voice broke through. Olivia turned, meeting Angela’s eyes. “We need to run!”
A cacophony of nightmare screams echoed through the street. Olivia stood. The world was still spinning. Her hands shook, and breathing took effort, but she couldn’t stay here. She had to move, but she couldn’t control her legs. Angela grabbed her hand and dragged her. The tortured faces of incoming nightmares blended with crumbling architecture as they swirled around her.
She stumbled behind Angela until at last the world came into focus. Her breathing returned to a manageable state, and she felt a sense of control returning. By the time they reached the base of the tower, she’d let the panic go. Thank Providence for that.
Drake was kicking desperately at a wooden door. Was that the only entrance? How long did they have to get in there?
A scream pierced her ears, and she spun to find the source.
The nightmares were closer than she’d expected. Only a few dozen yards away.
“Drake!” she yelled. “We need to get in there now!”
Drake pulled out his revolver, spun the chamber, and fired at the door. An impressive gust of wind blew the wooden slab off its hinges with a loud crack. The inside of the tower was nothing more than a spiraling stairwell.
“Get to the top.” Drake used his thumb to twist the revolver’s chamber to line up with a new bullet, then turned to fire a barrage of icicles toward the oncoming nightmares.
“Come on!” Angela yanked on Olivia’s wrist, half leading, half dragging her up the stone stairs.
Olivia’s small bit of remaining dizziness faded only a few steps up the staircase. She quickly overtook Angela, pulling her friend behind her as they ascended.
Nightmare screams echoed through the massive stairwell as Drake gave up on holding them back. He charged through the door and sprinted up the stairs. Olivia looked upward. So far, she’d run the circumference of the tower about six times. The staircase spiraled upward at least fifteen times more before reaching the top. Angela was barely keeping up, and it was doubtful Drake could outrun the nightmares that were now climbing over each other to come in through the doorway. This plan wouldn’t work unless she did something.
Olivia stopped running.
“What are you doing?” Angela wheezed.
Drake launched dozens more icicles at the nightmares in the doorway as he ran haphazardly up the staircase four levels below. It wasn’t enough. The first nightmare broke through, One of the black furred dog ones. It was still regrowing a missing left arm as it ran on its other three limbs up the staircase.
Drake sent an icicle through its head, but not before two more had broken through to join it on the steps. These two were the ghoulish versions of 169. At this rate, Drake wouldn’t even make it to where Angela and Olivia were now, let alone the roof.
“Getting to the roof does us no good if Drake doesn’t make it,” Olivia said. Her heartbeat pounded all the way up in her ears. Every instinct she had told her to keep running from these monsters, but indulging in a fear response, almost never led to success. She would not let the panic win.
Olivia dashed down the stairs. She almost tripped a couple of times before she came up on Drake.
“You’re going the wrong way!” Drake yelled. Olivia made her final lap around the tower before reaching his level. Drake unloaded another barrage of icicles toward the five nightmares nearest to him on the stairs. A couple of them fell backwards into the group at the bottom that had clawed their way in through the door.
“You need help!” Olivia yelled back.
Drake shot blindly behind him and ran toward Olivia. He closed half the distance before a nightmare on the ground — one of the spikey, skeletal ones  — Crouched down, unhinging its jaw before springing into the air. It rocketed up at an impressive speed, easily rising the twenty feet it took for it to wrap its teeth around Drake’s bicep.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake collapsed. He dropped his revolver on the step next to him and howled in pain. The nightmare scrambled for footing on the steps while keeping its jaws locked tight.
“Get off of him!” Olivia screamed. She quickly closed the distance down the stairs to bring the heel of her boot against the nightmare’s stretched, leathery face. If the thing had had any kind of nose left, her kick would have broken it. The monster made a sort of gurgling noise as she pulled her foot back and delivered another hard kick to its face. She felt its skull cave in, but its jaws didn’t release Drake’s arm.
“My revolver,” Drake choked out.
Olivia grabbed the gun from the step, pointed it toward the nightmare, and pulled the trigger. The hammer clicked ineffectually.
“Damnit,” Olivia cursed under her breath. She delivered another hard, yet pointless, kick to the nightmare’s face. Of course, the gun wouldn’t fire for her. It ran on Mystic power. She needed a weapon she could use.
Nightmare screams echoed through the tower. She couldn’t even deal with this one. What would she do when more arrived? The monsters Drake had shot before were done healing, and were climbing over each other in a race to be the first one up the steps.
Olivia dropped the revolver on the steps. It was no use to her without Drake. She leaned down and yanked Drake’s Valor saber free from its sheath. This she could use.
A quick flick of her wrist severed the nightmare’s face from the rest of its head. The faceless body flailed. It rolled over the edge of the steps and crashed to the brick floor at the base of the tower with a sickening splat.
The severed jaw with its unnervingly human teeth dissolved away, moving to rejoin its body.
“Angela!” Olivia yelled. “Get Drake up the stairs!”
The nearest nightmare broke free from the tangle of monsters at the base of the stairs and charged toward her.
A single slash removed its head. Olivia stepped back. The nightmare’s body collapsed, still flailing its dangerously clawed hands around.
Another broke free, with another following shortly behind it. Olivia adjusted her footing on the steps and took a breath. There wouldn’t be any breaks from here on out.
Olivia slashed, making contact with the creature’s ribs. It was a difficult cut, even for a Valor saber. But the subtle technology of this blade had been well made. The nightmare’s rib cage gave way. Its torso split in two. With no time for a follow-up attack, Olivia moved onto the next nightmare, first removing its arm and then its head in two fluid strikes.
No time to rest. Another nightmare leapt up the stairs only to have its arm and neck removed.
This wasn’t sustainable, but the monsters were far too quick for her to make a retreat. She needed Drake to use his Mystic powers to take them out of here if any of them were going to survive.
“Angela!” Olivia decapitated another nightmare, then shifted her stance and sliced another through the abdomen. “Get Drake his gun! We’ll have to teleport from here!”
She couldn’t turn around to verify whether Angela had heard or understood her order.
Olivia slashed again, trying to keep her movements shorter than she’d done up till now. Her arms burned from so much swinging and lifting of the sword. Broad slashes were effective, but they took extra time and extra energy that she didn’t have. Her instructor would have scolded her if she’d seen the wide swings Olivia had taken before, especially since she was fighting with a Valor saber. The blade would go through flesh and bone like cutting through water; even with a light touch. There was no need to use so much force. She was letting the adrenaline drive her, and it wasn’t doing her any favors.
Olivia changed stances again, extending the sword at arm’s length in front of her. She turned sideways. Another nightmare charged. She flicked her wrist and severed the top of its head from ear to ear. She’d be able to maintain this stance for longer, but not indefinitely.
“Angela!” Olivia yelled again. She almost lost her balance as a hand grabbed her ankle from behind. Had a severed nightmare piece landed behind her and reformed, or was it a jumper like the one that got Drake?
Resisting the distraction, she decapitated another oncoming nightmare before twisting her hips and crossing her sword back to swing at the new aggressor. She stopped just inches short of severing Angela’s hand from her wrist.
“Drake, now!” Angela yelled.
Drake moaned, but didn’t move.
A nightmare screamed so close Olivia felt like her ears would burst. She swung the saber, but fell short of the mark, successfully severing the jaw, but leaving the rest of its face in-tact.
The nightmare tripped forward, stabbing its claws through Olivia’s boot. It barely left a scratch, but it felt like someone had jabbed a syringe full of acid into her foot. Olivia screamed, slicing the nightmare’s head away before falling backwards next to Drake.
“For Providence’ sake, pull the trigger!”
She could sense the nightmares closing in, smell their putrid flesh, feel their black eyes longing to devour her, but yet Drake still made no move. She couldn’t let these monsters win.
Olivia grabbed Drake’s hand and pressed his finger against the trigger of his revolver.
An icicle rocketed out of the revolver. It exploded against the wall.
Shit. Wrong bullet. Olivia twisted the chamber and tried again.
The nightmare screams continued for a moment. They were closing in. The pain in her foot burned like a branding iron. And then suddenly, Olivia felt nothing. The world around her disappeared.
It worked. Thank Providence, Drake’s plan had actually worked.
Chapter 23: Angela
Angela’s ears rang with a high pitch, like someone was blowing a whistle next to her head. Her vision flashed white, then turned red. And she could feel... everything. Each beat of her heart sent‌ tingling pulses through her veins. Every breath felt like a hurricane blowing straight into her lungs. It was too much. Angela collapsed onto something soft and hot. It stuck to her skin, burning and scratching her as she writhed.
The last she remembered she’d been in... where had she been? It seemed like she’d felt nothing for years and had now suddenly emerged back into being.
She curled into a ball. Some of the sensation faded, and the memories rushed back in. The tower, the nightmares with their jackal faces, black eyes and hateful screams. Olivia and Drake... A nightmare had bitten Drake!
Angela snapped her eyes open. The brilliant unfiltered sunlight rushed in. It felt like liquid fire being poured on her retinas. She squeezed her eyes shut again. That was stupid. She pressed her hands against the burning, scratching ground. She tried to push herself up, but fell immediately. The strain sent a stinging sensation up and down both arms. Time to try again. She repeatedly opened and immediately shut her eyes until she could keep them open for a few seconds at a time. Her vision was blurry, but the world around her was slowly taking shape.
The hot and scratchy ground was loose desert sand, and it was everywhere. They hadn’t landed on some ancient tower, as Drake had said they would. They were in the middle of a dune sea. The sunlight was excruciating, with no clouds to hold back its brilliance.
Where were Olivia and Drake?
Angela pushed against the sand again. This time, she successfully lifted herself up onto her knees. She blinked, taking deep breaths until the world stopped spinning around her.
“Olivia? Drake?” Using her voice felt like she was vomiting sounds rather than speaking.
“Angela?” Olivia’s voice came from somewhere behind her.
Angela turned. Olivia lay in the sand with her eyes shut, and Drake’s saber clutched in her hand.
Thank Providence she was here.
“Are you alright?” Angela crawled to the princess.
Olivia moaned. “Everything hurts.”
If Olivia felt anything similar to what Angela was feeling, everything hurts was an understatement. But Olivia didn’t seem to be seriously injured, aside from a bit of blood coming from her foot. Angela would look more into that once she found Drake.
“Where’s Drake?” Angela asked. Olivia would have died from her nightmare bite the previous night if Drake hadn’t intervened. Would Drake face the same fate? He wasn’t technically human, so maybe there was hope?
Olivia just groaned. Her eyes fluttered open, then shut again.
“Just rest.” Angela patted Olivia’s shoulder and scanned the surrounding sands, squinting against the sunlight. Drake lay face down about six feet away.
Angela stood. She took a shaky step and tripped into the sand.
“Damnit.” She pushed herself up onto hands and knees. For now, she was still relegated to crawling.
Her arms shook as she moved on all fours across the sand, but the harder she pushed, the more quickly her body returned to a normal level of sensation.
“Drake!” She shook Drake’s motionless body. He made no response. “You can’t die on us.” She placed her hands under his shoulder and rolled him over.
He wasn’t moving at all. He didn’t even seem to be breathing. Dark, inky blood dripped from his arm like tar.
Panicking, Angela pressed her fingers against Drake’s neck. Was there a pulse? She couldn’t tell. Every sensation was so intense, she was too overwhelmed to know what she felt. But she didn’t think he had one.
Damn it all. He couldn’t be dead. She wasn’t ready to deal with that.
Angela’s breath became quick and ragged. It felt like no oxygen was reaching her brain. Drake had stayed calm when the nightmare bit Olivia. He’d known what to do. He’d directed her. What was she supposed to do for him now? She could breathe for him and keep his heart going as she’d done for Olivia, but it was Drake and his revolver that had removed the poison.
His revolver. It wasn’t in his holster. Angela scrambled, feeling the sand around Drake until she felt the gun’s handle.
This could work. The thing he’d used to save Olivia was written on one of the bullets. She just had to find the right bullet and get Drake to pull the trigger.
Angela fumbled with the gun for a moment before finding the mechanism to open the chamber. The bullets sprung out, dropping into the sand.
“Shit!” Angela snatched up the bullets. Why had she bothered opening the chamber? The red bullets were labeled in Mystic. She didn’t have a damn clue how to read them.
Angela punched the sand in frustration. She regretted it instantly. Tendrils of pain coursed up and down her arm.
“Goddamnit.” She jammed the bullets back into the chamber and closed the revolver. “We’ll just have to find out the hard way.” Angela grabbed Drake’s hand. She wrapped his fingers around the revolver’s handle, then pulled the hammer back. She pointed the barrel toward the sky and pressed Drake’s finger against the trigger.
A fireball burst from the barrel. It launched into the sky like a signal flare.
“Not that one.” Angela pulled the revolver from Drake’s hand. Unlike a typical revolver, the chamber hadn’t rotated when the gun fired. After a moment of searching, Angela spotted a small button behind the chamber. She pressed it down, and the chamber moved over one slot.
“Thank Providence.” She slid the revolver back into his hand, pointed it up, and pressed his finger against the trigger again. Electricity launched into the air, spreading across the sky and cracking like lightning. Angela rotated the barrel and tried again. Nothing happened.
Angela moved to try again, but then paused. She hadn’t seen anything come from the gun when Drake had used it on Olivia. “Providence, please make this work.” She pressed the barrel against Drake’s wounded arm and pulled back on the hammer, and pressed Drake’s finger down on the trigger.
Drake convulsed violently, knocking Angela on her back. She rolled away in the sand before propping herself up on her forearms.
Drake continued to spasm. A dark, amorphous shadow erupted from the wound, spiraling and hissing above him for a moment before rocketing away into the sky.
“Drake?” Angela crawled back, touching Drake’s hand. His spasms stopped. His chest slowly rose and fell. He was alive. Thank Providence he was alive. She’d be screwed out here without him. She couldn’t even tell where they’d ended up.
“It came from over here!” A deep voice came from somewhere outside of Angela’s field of view.
Angela snapped her head to the side. A figure stood atop a nearby dune, no more than thirty feet away.
Her heartbeat quickened. Any sense of relief she’d felt vanished completely as she studied the newcomer.
Black fur, pointed ears, and a fanged snout like a jackal. A goddamned jackal. A real one, not a nightmare impersonation. Angela’s hands shook. A sudden weight pressed down on her chest and thighs. In that moment, she was back home in her bed with a jackal just like this one on top of her. She could smell his fetid breath; feel his unwanted hands and tongue moving up and down her body. Every touch a violation. She was powerless then, and she was powerless now. She needed to run before this beast could do that to her.
Angela felt like she couldn’t breathe. It was like when she’d met the nightmare’s eyes, but worse. This time, it wasn’t the result of some unknown magic. This was coming from her.
She moved her eyes to Olivia, who still held tightly to Drake’s saber. She’d seen the way Olivia had used that blade to slice cleanly through the oncoming nightmares. Damn it. If Olivia or Drake were up and moving, they could fight, but she couldn’t do it. Not right now. She was too weak.
Angela moved toward Olivia. The dizziness faded as adrenaline spiked through her veins. She hadn’t survived 169 and the nightmares just to be captured by the same monsters who had taken her in the first place. She had to wake up the princess. Then they stood a chance.
“Identify yourself!” The jackal drew out a crescent-shaped blade and descended the dune.
Angela stepped to Olivia and shook her. “Wake up. You’ve got to help me.”
The jackal stepped up to her. “I said identify yourself. What are you doing out here?”
Angela shook Olivia again. “Please. You have to...”
The jackal placed his furry hand on Angela’s shoulder. The unwelcome touch sent ice through her veins. He said something, but Angela heard the voice of the first jackal she’d met. “You won’t be able to enjoy human men again after I’m done with you.”
Something inside her snapped.
She snatched the Valor saber from Olivia’s hand and spun around. She slashed at the jackal. It went through his wrist like his flesh and bones weren’t even there.
The jackal screamed and reeled back. Blood oozed from the stump on the end of his arm.
Angela looked down at the jackal’s severed hand, then back up to his horrified face. He was afraid of her. Angela was overcome by a sense of triumph. Seeing the fear in the jackal’s eyes was so... satisfying. She wanted more.
Angela sprang to her feet and charged forward. The jackal barely had time to react before the saber rammed through his chest. It slid through easily. Angela kept pushing forward. She and the jackal fell together into the sand.
Blood spurted from the jackal’s wound. Large hot drops splashed onto Angela’s face. The jackal fell back against the sand.
“Why are you doing this?” The jackal choked on his own blood, then fell back.
Angela pulled the saber free. She held it for a moment, watching the dying jackal cough, and try to roll over.
A thrill of satisfaction shot through her. She had the power now. This damn beast would never dominate her again.
She brought the sword down again. It went straight through the Jackal and into the sand below. The jackal grunted in pain. More blood spurted out. She twisted the blade, then snatched up the jackal’s short sickle sword. She swung the curved blade down again and again in a frenzy of angry movement.
She screamed. She failed to form any intelligent words. All she could do was scream.
The jackal had long since stopped moving when Angela finally dropped the blade.
Her hands shook.
The jackal was unrecognizable. Just a pulpy mass of fur, torn flesh, and blood. So. much. blood. Rivers of the red liquid oozed from the corpse, soaking into the sand like water after rain.
Had she done this? It had felt incredible. But now that it was over, she felt hollow and nauseous. The jackal’s blood was all over her. Her hands were soaked in it.
Angela looked at the ground where some of the jackal’s blood had pooled. Her mind flashed back to the night of her capture. She’d been tied up in the street where she’d watched her father succumb to his wounds. His pooled blood that night looked the same as the jackal’s did now.
Exactly the same.
What the hell kind of difference was there? There was supposed to be a difference. She needed this to be different. But it wasn’t.
Her heart sank.
Had the Mystic who’d slashed her father’s stomach open felt the same thrill she’d just felt stabbing this jackal to death? Was she the same as her father’s killer?
“Angela?” Olivia placed her hand softly on Angela’s shoulder. “Are you alright?”
Angela stared blankly forward. She didn’t have an answer to that question. The jackal was dead. She’d killed a Mystic. One of the monsters who had burned down her home and murdered her family without a second thought lay beneath her, completely conquered. She’d shown that she was better than this monster, hadn’t she?
Angela’s breath grew ragged. Pressure welled behind her eyes, threatening, but never fully forming tears.
That is what she’d shown, wasn’t it? The galaxy was better off with one less savage beast Mystic in it, after all. She was better than the Mystics. She was better...
“We have a soldier down! Move in!” A voice carried from atop a nearby dune.
Angela didn’t look. She didn’t have to. As her adrenaline faded completely, she filled with sickening clarity. The jackal hadn’t been out here alone. One dead Mystic had done nothing to change their fate.
She’d escaped slavery, and 169’s captivity. She’d outrun the nightmares twice. And now she’d become a murderer... for nothing.
Angela sighed and fell sideways, feeling completely drained. Her face landed in the hot sand. She stayed silent as the Mystic soldiers rushed in. They bound her wrists and hauled her to her feet.
She didn’t resist. What would be the point?
She watched as they did the same to Olivia, and then Drake.
Drake was barely coherent as they bound him and hauled him up. All he could say was, “Not my revolver.” As if that mattered right now.
By the time Angela was ready to let the tears come, they wouldn’t. Her fate was either going back into slavery or torture, followed by execution at the hands of Mystics. She was right back where she’d started. But this time, maybe she deserved it. 
Chapter 24: Olivia
Oliva tugged at the bindings on her wrist. Unfortunately, her Mystic captors had been thorough when they’d secured the ropes. She wouldn’t be wiggling out of this. Had she been more alert during her capture, she might have been able to position her wrists differently. Or perhaps she could have grabbed something sharp to cut the rope. Unfortunately, she’d barely been able to move at that time, let alone plan an escape.
Fortunately, she’d recovered well. Even the wound in her foot had proven to be superficial. The pain from the nightmare’s touch had faded with time.
She breathed in calmly, taking stock of her options. The panic was easy to hold back. These soldiers weren’t Anti-Lucks or nightmares. Just normal Mystics. Normal Mystics could be defeated. It was a small group, too. Just a dozen soldiers in the group that brought them in, though there was likely double, maybe triple that number in the encampment. The camp itself was less than impressive; little more than a dozen large framed tents set out on the sand.
By her best guess, they’d been found by a scouting group in a mostly uninhabited zone; not any kind of well-trained combat unit. They hadn’t even questioned her further when she’d offered a fake identity. With any luck, the soldiers in this backwater camp still hadn’t realized that they’d captured the princess of the Human Empire.
Olivia shifted her gaze to the single guard — a standard type Mystic, almost indistinguishable from a human, with blond hair and a wispy attempt at a beard — who stood at the entrance to the spacious canvas tent that currently served as Olivia’s prison. His slack posture and bored expression confirmed Olivia’s suspicions. They definitely weren’t dealing with an elite force. This guard looked like he was ready to fall asleep.
Olivia tugged at her bindings again, then sighed. They definitely weren’t coming off unless she got some help. Unfortunately, the Mystics had taken Drake elsewhere for questioning. Perhaps when he returned, something could be done. Defeating upwards of thirty soldiers would be out of the question, but with Drake’s help, they could probably get their bindings off. From there, overpowering this one sleepy guard and escaping into the desert could be a viable option.
Olivia laid her head back against the central post that provided support for the tent.
That plan, of course, assumed that Drake had successfully recovered from the nightmare bite he’d received. If not, Olivia and Angela would have to find a way out on their own. The thought of losing Drake left a pit in Olivia’s stomach.
Olivia shifted her gaze to where Angela lay in the dirt with her hands tied behind her back. The blood of the Canine Hominus she’d killed in the desert still soaked her shirt. Angela wasn’t likely to be of any help if Olivia made a move to escape. She hadn’t moved or spoken in over an hour. Perhaps Olivia would be the same if she’d done what Angela had.
Olivia shuddered at the memory. A lifetime of combat training had prepared her for a lot of things, but not a kill like that one. She’d heard Valor soldiers talk about the brutality of war — especially close combat with edged weapons — but she’d always imagined actual combat would be cleaner than what she’d seen Angela do; a series of quick kills with a single slice of a valor saber. Not a mess of blood and torn flesh from repeated stabbing.
Olivia wanted to reach out, to help Angela process her first kill. But how was she supposed to do that? She had to assume that any conversation they had would be overheard by their guard, and in her current state, Angela couldn’t be trusted to not reveal Olivia’s identity. But even if they could speak freely, what would Olivia say?
Despite her training, she’d never killed anyone before. She had no first hand knowledge of what Angela was feeling right now. How was she supposed to lead Angela through this if she didn’t even know what she needed to lead her through?
Olivia sighed. She returned to fidgeting with the rope around her wrist. It didn’t clear her mind like an exercise regiment, but it would have to do for now. There was nothing she could do until Drake returned.
An animalistic scream split the air.
What the hell was that? Olivia sat up straight, feeling her pulse quicken. The guard suddenly stood at attention, clutching the short sword hung at his waist. Even Angela seemed to stir for a moment.
More screams followed. The world outside the tent grew steadily louder until at last it exploded with a cacophony of sounds. Men yelling orders, swords clashing, and that same angry scream.
“What is happening?” Olivia made eye contact with the guard.
“I, I’ll find out.” The guard drew his sword, steeling himself for a moment before stepping through the tent flap.
He returned a moment later. Or rather, his leg did. The tent flap parted for only a second. The severed limb, torn off at the hip, flew through. It crashed down with a sick thump in the sand.
Olivia stared for a moment in disbelief before bile rose in her stomach. What the hell had done that?
Don’t let the panic take you. She started a regimen of counted breaths. One... two... three...
She fought back the urge to vomit. Instead, she forced herself to focus on the situation at hand. Whatever was happening outside, the Mystics were fighting against it. At best, this was a rescue effort from the Human Empire. At worst, this was a new enemy that would happily kill her along with the Mystic soldiers. Either way, it was an opportunity to escape.
She cast her eyes around the tent. There had to be something sharp enough to cut her bonds. Her eyes landed on the soldier’s severed leg. A small knife handle protruded from the top of his boot.
Thank Providence.
Olivia shuffled across the floor to the severed limb. She squatted with her back to it. That way, her bound hands could reach for the knife. She paused before reaching for it. She was grateful to not have to look at the bloody stump, but the thought of touching it brought the nausea right back.
Someone yelled outside the tent. Their yell cut out halfway. There was a sickening splat of liquid against the canvas of the tent.
Shit.
Olivia reached back. She felt the cold flesh of the guard’s severed limb. She suppressed her gag reflex and moved her hands down until she felt the cold steel of the knife. She yanked it free. With a bit of effort, she placed the blade against her ropes and sawed until they came free.
She stood up, shaking the feeling back into her hands. How much time did she have? She stopped and listened, but the commotion outside had ended. She closed her eyes and listened more closely. Not a single sound. What the hell? The whole thing had taken a matter of minutes. What kind of fight ended that quickly? And what disturbed her more was that she couldn’t hear any sound from whichever side had won the battle. No reverie, not even a conversation. Where had the victors gone?
Olivia moved to Angela and cut her ropes. “We’ve got to go,” she said.
Angela sat up slowly. She nodded, but didn’t move anywhere. “Are they coming to kill us?” Her gaze was unfocused.
Olivia cursed under her breath. She was in shock. Getting her to cooperate was going to be a task. Depending on what awaited them outside, this impediment could prove deadly for both of them.
Olivia shook her head. “Never mind. Just stay here.”
She’d had training on what to do when a fellow soldier had this reaction to trauma. Unfortunately, the protocol for this situation was very clear. There was no time to convince her. She had to leave Angela behind.
Olivia bit her lip. Maybe a seasoned Valor soldier could make that choice, but Olivia couldn’t.
“I’ll find Drake,” she said. “Then we’re coming back for you.”
Olivia turned and exited the tent.
****
Drake sat in the soft sand, staring at the revolver in his hand. He’d retrieved it, along with his line transceiver, from an equipment storage tent in the center of the encampment. His hand shook, but there was no chance he’d let go of the weapon. He squeezed it tighter, relishing the sense of wholeness that came with it. But that feeling did nothing to remove the blood coating his hands.
Why the hell did he have to enjoy the killing so much? Was he really a monster? Was it a small part of him that he had to work to suppress, or was the monster his true self, and the rest of his life was just holding it back?
He sat for a few minutes. The sense of wholeness faded back to normalcy and left him alone with the reality of what he’d just done. He took a deep breath. It was time to deal with things. Drake moved to holster the revolver but found his gun belt missing. In fact, aside from the shredded remains of his pants and underwear, none of his clothing seemed to have survived the fight with the Mystic platoon. Of course, neither had the Mystic platoon. Their bodies lay strewn about in more pieces than Drake’s tattered clothing.
Emotion swirled around inside of him, threatening to come out. He stuffed it down. Angela and Olivia were still around here somewhere. What the hell was he going to tell them happened here? He’d only just convinced Angela he wasn’t a monster.
Drake sat down in the sand. He looked at the surrounding carnage. He’d convinced her of a lie. Monster was the only word to describe someone who did something like this.
Drake dropped his head. He’d hoped to get a break from looking at the carnage, but the once golden sand was now stained the same shade of red as his revolver.
He’d been careless again. All of this death was the result. How many more people would end up paying the price for his stupid mistake? He never would have done it if he’d known this was the consequence.
“Drake?” He recognized Olivia’s voice.
Knune’s fire. How was he going to explain this?
****
Olivia stepped carefully over a severed arm and tiptoed to where Drake sat.
She had to hold back her nausea. Had it not been for her training, she would definitely be vomiting right now. Fortunately, she’d seen plenty of photos and videos of real life battlefields, and even worked with cadavers as part of her anatomy training. Still, the smell of entrails exposed to the air was enough to make her feel queasy, and the amount of blood and body parts spread around the camp was more sickening than any single thing she’d seen before.
Drake looked up at her, but didn’t say a word. His clothes were in shreds, and he was soaked in blood. Olivia had struggled before to reconcile the brutal version of Drake she’d read about in reports, and the man she’d met. He’d even told her those reports were true, but it had felt so far removed from her experience with him up until now. Now there was no question. Drake was a mass killer. That was obvious. The only question was how.
“What happened here?” Olivia asked. She wasn’t sure she really wanted the answer, and Drake didn’t offer it. He just stared out at the carnage around them.
Was she the only one here who wasn’t in shock? That wouldn’t do. She needed Drake coherent. She didn’t know if all the Mystics were dead, or if they’d be back with reinforcements. She didn’t know the best place to go from here. Hell, she didn’t even know what planet they were on right now. There was too much information she needed from Drake to just let him sit here, spaced out.
“Drake.” She tapped his shoulder lightly.
“I killed them,” Drake said. He was barely loud enough for Olivia to hear.
Olivia looked around at the carnage. That much was obvious. She furrowed her brow and met his eyes. “How?”
Drake gave her a sideways glance. “Does it matter?” he asked. “They’re dead. I did it. We’re safe now, so we can focus on getting you home.”
Olivia bit back her torrent of questions. He looked ready to break down. If she overwhelmed him now, she wouldn’t get any answers. A steady drip of information would be better than shutting the faucet off completely.
She sat down next to Drake. “You know, when I heard your name, I was a little afraid of you.”
Drake didn’t answer, so Olivia continued. “Your kill record would intimidate anyone. Even a seasoned soldier. Honestly, until right now, I thought those numbers had to be inflated. I’ve got to be honest, I don’t even know the total number.”
Drake swallowed. His lip was quivering. “Neither do I.” His voice shook, heavy with emotion.
Olivia paused. This was clearly upsetting Drake. She’d hoped that framing it as an accomplishment would pull him through more quickly, but she’d clearly taken the wrong tact. Providence, this conversation made her uncomfortable.
Drake inhaled sharply and suddenly. He pinched his eyes closed, but tears squeezed through. “How could I not know?” Drake sobbed. For Providence’ sake, he was crying? This definitely wasn’t a reaction she would see from a Valor soldier. What was she supposed to do?
Olivia scooted cautiously closer. She thought about patting his shoulder, but the layer of blood coagulating on Drake’s skin made her think twice. What could she say to make this better? What would her father say? He’d have some kind of pithy speech ready to go that would put everything into perspective. That’s what people expected from royalty. That’s what they expected her to be able to do.
“Death is part of war,” Olivia said after a moment. “But we have to believe it serves a purpose. Today you saved me and Angela. That’s not a bad thing.”
Drake buried his face in his hands. “They didn’t have to die.”
Well, that didn’t work. She’d never be as good as her dad. He would have fixed this in a minute flat, and had Drake excited to complete the rescue. But her dad wasn’t here. She’d just have to try again.
Olivia counted to ten in her head. That should be long enough for a solemn pause. She took a quick breath before speaking. “Regret will never change the past. All it does is keep us from moving forward.”
If Drake heard her, he didn’t show it. He just kept sobbing into his hands. This wasn’t working at all. All she wanted to do was just give this poor guy a hug, but that wasn’t exactly a regal way to handle things. She doubted her father would ever hug a soldier. Screw it. She was out of ideas, and it wasn’t like she was being evaluated on this.
Olivia leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Drake. The blood soaked through her clothes. It felt disgusting against her skin, but she was fully committed now. She wouldn’t let that stop her.
Drake continued sobbing for a moment, then took in a deep breath. “What are you doing?” he asked.
Olivia shoved down her embarrassment and kept her arms wrapped around Drake. “I’m giving you a hug. It’s what you do when your friends are sad.”
“Friends?” Drake asked. “Since when did we become friends?”
Olivia felt her cheeks flush. This was why she didn’t like to speak without planning it out first. So embarrassing. “Now that I’ve soaked myself in blood giving you this hug, we’d better be friends. Now shut up and cry out all that self-pity that’s holding you back. You’ve still got to finish rescuing me.”
Drake wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in tighter. He buried his head in her shoulder and continued crying for a full five minutes. Olivia held him in silence. She had to shut her eyes to keep from looking at the dismembered corpses littered around the camp. Was she really hugging the man who had done this? It was awkward, but also felt weirdly right.
She hadn’t known Drake for long, less than a full day, but it felt accurate to call him a friend. If she pressed herself, she really couldn’t think of another person who fit that description. The only people in her life were her father, her employees, and her fellow soldiers. She got along well with all of them, but none of them were her friends. Strange as it was, Drake was the only one on the list. He was capable of a massacre, but there was clearly more to his story. She’d reserve judgment until she knew more.
Drake let go first, releasing his arms and pulling away. Olivia did the same and sat back down in the sand.
“Thank you,” Drake said. “That was, um... that was really nice. I feel a little better.”
Olivia nodded. Surprisingly, the exchange had calmed her anxiety as well. She shifted and a bit of blood ran down her torso. “This might be a longshot, but do you think there’s a place we could get cleaned up?”
Drake stood up and pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. “Yeah, they’ve got a water trough over there.”
Olivia stood and walked in the direction Drake had pointed. The trough wasn’t much. Just a long, wooden box filled with water for pack animals to drink from. Olivia sighed. It would have to work. She pulled off her top. Fortunately, she’d been wearing a sports bra underneath her clothes when 169 took her. This was what she wore to the gym, so it wasn’t awkward to disrobe to this point in front of Drake. She dipped her blood-soaked top in the trough and rang it out.
“I’m not sure you’re going to be able to save that top.” Drake stepped up to the trough. He leaned down and began scooping up water to scrub the blood from his body. It washed right off, revealing the expansive and intricate tattoo that covered his torso. He didn’t have a single scratch. He’d torn a full troop of Mystic soldiers limb from limb, and he hadn’t been hurt? He still had a bite mark on his arm from the nightmare, but nothing else. She itched to ask him what had happened, but she doubted he was ready to answer. Better not to push it.
“I guess you owe me a new one, then.” Olivia scratched at the stain on the shirt, resisting the urge to question Drake further. Drake was right, this stain wasn’t coming out. Still, she could live with a stain as long as she didn’t have to feel the blood up against her skin.
“I suppose that’s fair.” Drake splashed water onto his face and let it run back down into the trough. All the water had turned red, but Drake still had a lot of cleaning up to do. He looked up at Olivia. “I know you’re dying to know what happened out here. I probably owe you an explanation.”
Olivia met his eyes. They were swimming with so many emotions, it was hard for Olivia to pin down a single one. He was sad, uncomfortable, and afraid. She wanted so badly to know what had happened out here, but she’d just held him while he’d cried in the aftermath of it. Did she want to make him relive it so soon?
“You’re not a danger to me or Angela, right?” Olivia asked.
Drake shook his head. “No. I have it under control now.”
Olivia sighed. Was she really going to let this opportunity go? “Then you can tell me later. I want to know, but I’ll let you wait until we've got some distance from all this.”
An expression of relief passed over Drake’s face. “That’s incredibly cool of you.”
Olivia waved her hand dismissively, trying to act casual about it. Hopefully, Drake would buy the act. “Just finish getting cleaned up.”
Drake nodded and returned to washing up.
“It seems like you’re doing at least a little better, though,” Olivia said, after giving Drake a bit more time to get clean.
“I guess.” Drake stepped up into the trough and sat down to start cleaning his lower half.
Olivia blushed as she realized just how little clothing Drake had on. With the caked on blood, she hadn’t noticed, but now it was impossible to miss. She turned around and started shaking out her wet shirt. “Well, you’re functional again. You’re going to have to teach Angela how to do that.”
“Why would Angie need that? Is she alright?” Drake’s concern seemed genuine. What exactly was his relationship with Angela?
Once the redness faded from Olivia’s cheeks, she turned back around. “Do you not remember what happened when we were captured?”
Drake shook his head. “It’s all a blur after the nightmare bit me.”
Olivia nodded. It had been the same for her when she’d been bitten. Whatever venom those things carried was potent. Still, it would have been better if Drake had seen Angela’s kill for himself. She wasn’t sure how to express the brutality of it to him. Though, given the surrounding carnage, perhaps Angela’s kill wouldn’t seem all that brutal to Drake.
“She killed one of the Mystics when they came for us. It was...” Olivia motioned to the dismembered corpses and blood around them. “Well, it was a little like this. Scaled down, but similar.”
Drake stepped out of the trough. He had a concerned look on his face. “Well, damn.” he shook his head. “How is she?”
Olivia pulled her shirt back on and shrugged. “Basically catatonic.”
Drake stepped up next to Olivia. “Take me to her.”
“Alright.” That was a quicker response than she’d expected. She wasn’t about to argue with it, though. If Drake could help Angela, it would improve their chances of survival. Drake’s attitude seemed to have shifted as well at the prospect of helping Angela. She hadn’t done it in the way that her father would have, but in her own way, Olivia had made a difference in this situation.
Olivia turned and headed for the tent where she’d left Angela.
****
Drake followed Olivia through the flap of the tent.
Angela lay on the ground. She had almost as much blood on her as Drake did before washing off. Knune’s fire, that kill really was as messy as Olivia had said. Still, it wasn’t worse than Drake’s first kill. Not much could be.
He exchanged looks with Olivia. His hug from the princess, though awkward, had been shockingly helpful for him. He couldn’t think of the last time someone had hugged him. Maybe the same thing would work for Angela, but she’d probably hit him again if he tried it. Better to try talking it out first.
“Hey, Angie,” Drake squatted down next to her.
Angela sat up. Her eyes were puffy. “You’re not dead,” she said in a low voice, almost a whisper.
“Sorry to disappoint,” Drake offered a fake smile. As much as he wanted to commiserate and wallow in shame along with her, that’s not what she needed right now.
Angela didn’t react to it. She looked Drake up and down. “What happened out there?”
“Nothing you want to see,” Drake said. “The important thing is that we’re safe now. You can take the time to process what you’ve been through.”
Angela furrowed her brow. “You saw what I did?” Her eyes were full of fear. At least Drake understood that feeling. The shame after a kill. After the high of fully unleashing your rage on another person, the comedown was about as bad a feeling as you could experience. It wasn’t something you would ever want anyone to know about. Drake wished he could just lie to her, but she’d be able to tell if he did. That would only make things worse for her.
Drake shook his head. “The princess told me.”
Angela nodded slowly. It seemed like she was taking in his appearance for the first time. Even though he’d cleaned up, he still looked a mess. He had bits of blood he’d failed to wash away under his fingernails and matted in his hair. “It looks like you did the same thing,” she said.
“Yeah,” Drake said. The admission made his insides squirm. Unwanted memories of what he’d done outside flashed through his mind. The faces of the soldiers he’d slaughtered would haunt his dreams for as long as he lived.
“But at least yours was helpful.” Angela’s voice quivered. She looked on the verge of tears. “I couldn’t stop us from being captured. I couldn’t fix anything. I’m not... I’m not as strong as you.”
Drake swallowed hard. What the hell was he supposed to do with this? He looked back at Olivia. She nodded reassuringly and motioned for him to keep going. Is this how she felt when she’d come out to speak to him? She’d handled that better than he was handling this. There was no other choice. He was going to have to be a little vulnerable.
Drake sighed. He wiped the nervous sweat from his palms on what remained of his pants, then sat all the way down on the ground next to Angela. “If you can avoid it, you don’t want to be anything like me. What I did out there, I didn’t do it because I’m strong. It’s the exact opposite, actually. What you’re going through right now is the part that takes strength. But I think if anyone is strong enough to get through it, it’s you.”
Angela looked up at him. Her green eyes were shiny with nearly formed tears. She didn’t speak, but her eyes asked the obvious question. What did she do next? Drake wished he knew.
Drake’s one remaining pocket buzzed.
A Line transmission. Thank Knune. He had no idea how he would have continued with this conversation.
Drake pulled out the line transceiver and checked the ID. His heart felt lighter the moment he read it.
“Your Valor soldier brother?” Angela asked.
“Someone better,” Drake said. “My best friend. He was expecting us to show up at the top of the tower. We obviously missed that, so he’s probably worried.” Drake looked at Angela’s watery eyes. “I can call him back if you...”
“No.” Angela shook her head. “I’ll be alright.”
Drake nodded, thankful for an excuse to avoid sharing more than he had. He pressed the button to accept the transmission and held the transceiver up to his ear.
“Al,” he said. “I bet you’re wondering where we are.”
“I half expected you to be dead when you didn’t appear on the tower,” Al said over the line transceiver. “Just tell me you got off of Rabbit’s Foot.”
“Yeah,” Drake said. “But we didn’t quite make it to the top of our tower before we had to make the jump. We might have missed the time window too. We landed in a desert somewhere.”
There was no way of knowing just how far off they were, but if they’d missed by a significant amount, they would’ve ended up in space. At a bare minimum, they were at least on the correct planet. Fortunately, Al was quite familiar with the geography of Klade Hyras. It shouldn’t take much for him to sus this out.
“What kind of desert?” Al asked.
“The kind with big sand dunes,” Drake said. “Any chance you can find us out here?”
“That’s got to be the Yridian desert. You didn’t miss the tower by much.”
“I feel a but coming. Just tell me what the problem is.”
“I’m in Hyras City right now,” Al said. “Which is probably the closest civilization to you, but the Yridian desert is huge, with very few landmarks. If you don’t know your precise location, it could take weeks of flyovers for me to find you.”
Drake cursed and shook his head. Maybe he could find a map in one of these tents that could give them their coordinates. “We’re in a Mystic army encampment so I’m sure we could...”
“You were captured?” Al cut him off.
“Yeah.” Drake sighed. Al was going to want to have another discussion about his feelings. As if trying to talk things out with Angela hadn’t been hard enough.
“How many are dead?” Al cut straight to the chase.
Drake felt a pit forming in his stomach. This was the second time in a week he’d lost control. He’d hoped to never have to mention it to Al. “I really don’t want to talk about it,” Drake said after a long pause.
“You might not want to, but you need to.” Al’s voice was soft, and kind as usual. But a damn therapy session wasn’t what Drake needed right now.
“Knune’s fire, Al, this isn’t the time.” Drake loosened his hand as he realized how tightly he was squeezing the line transceiver. “Look, I’ll find a way to get to Hyras City, and I’ll call you when we do. After the princess is back home and we’re done with all this nonsense, I’ll tell you how I’m feeling, okay?”
Al waited a moment to respond.
“Fine.” He sounded disappointed. “But there’s one more thing I have to ask before you go.”
“What is it?”
“I found a man here in Hyras City interested in discreetly buying large quantities of Euphodine.”
Drake paused, taken aback. With everything else going on, he’d completely forgotten about the hundreds of gallons of the blood red drug they’d liberated from the Caetus. Though it had probably been weighing heavily on Al’s mind this whole time.
“Do you think he’s trying to get it for Dathan?” Drake asked. He’d never found out what Dathan wanted with the shipment of drugs. It was an odd thing for the king of the Mystics to want, but he’d hired a full crew of Dracos to take it. It must have mattered to him.
“I’m almost certain he is,” Al said. “It could be a good opportunity to find out what Dathan wants to use it for.”
“Sell him a sample that we can trace,” Drake said. “We should move the rest somewhere secure.”
“It’s already in our storage unit,” Al said.
Drake smiled. As usual, Al was running their operation in Drake’s absence far more smoothly than it ever ran while Drake was around.
“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll let you know when we make it to the city.”
Drake ended the transmission.
Angela and Olivia looked toward him expectantly.
“So what’s the plan?” Olivia asked.
Drake stood up, sliding the line transceiver into his one pocket that was still intact.
“This camp probably has an emergency radio somewhere,” he said. “The people on the other end should know where this camp is located, so we’re going to call an ambulance.”
Chapter 25: Olivia
Olivia adjusted the ill-fitting Mystic air ambulance uniform.
Drake’s plan to call an ambulance for pickup had gone off without a hitch. He’d radioed in a minor emergency, and when the air ambulance arrived, he’d jumped the driver and medics. He’d subdued them quickly and taken their clothes. They now sat with their wrists bound in the tent’s corner.
She examined her reflection using a piece of glass she’d found in one of the other tents. She sighed. It was less than flattering. The uniform was a full size too large for her. Not to mention it had an awkward hole cut in the back of the pants to accommodate the tail of the Mystic medic she’d taken it from.
The tabloids would have a field day if someone snapped a picture of the CEO of Lipstick and Combat Boots dressed like this. Something like that shouldn’t matter in a situation like this, but Olivia couldn’t help but care. At least wearing this uniform would be better than going into Hyras City wearing her blood-stained military fatigues.
“Are you ready to go?” Olivia looked at Angela. She was doing up the final button of her uniform. It was strange seeing her dressed in the royal red and green of the Mystic Empire. The Empire’s symbol — an equilateral triangle with three chevron lines pointing inward from the right side — was emblazoned in gold on her shoulder. When she was dressed like this, it was impossible to distinguish her from a standard type Mystic. It would be better not to mention that to her. She wouldn’t like hearing that she looked like the people she hated. At this point, Olivia was just happy she’d gotten dressed.
“Yeah,” Angela said. Her voice was subdued. After speaking with Drake, Angela had come somewhat back to life. She was moving again, and generally responsive. But she was still a long way from normal. Maybe some small talk would get her back into the rhythm of things.
“You know,” Olivia said. “We’re going to be home soon. I think the thing I’m most looking forward to is a shower. How about you?”
Angela shrugged.
Olivia pursed her lips. She wasn’t doing well with this. If she was going to lead one day, she was going to have to spend a lot more time learning emotional support techniques. Nothing she said seemed to even phase Angela.
“It’s time.” Drake stepped into the tent. His new medic’s uniform fit him perfectly, though it was odd to see a medic with a revolver holstered on his waist.
“We’re ready,” Olivia said.
Drake turned to the three Mystic medics tied up in the corner of the tent. “You can feel free to start trying to escape now,” he said. “Once you get the ropes undone, there’s a radio in one of the other tents. Find it and call for help. When they rescue you, make sure to tell them that Drake Ashbell did this, and he left a message for King Dathan.”
The pilot — an Insectus Hominus with a head like a praying mantis — slowly lifted his bulbous eyes to look at Drake. “What’s the message?”
Drake met his gaze with a serious expression. “Screw you, dickhead. I want that delivered verbatim. The dickhead part is especially important. I called him that once when I was a kid and he got pissed.”
The praying mantis stayed quiet.
“I’ll take that to mean you understand.” Drake turned to Angela. “When we go outside, don’t look around. There’s nothing out there you want to see. Just follow me to the ambulance.”
Angela nodded.
Drake turned to Olivia. “I know you’ve already seen it, but the same goes for you.”
Olivia nodded. She had no interest in revisiting the massacre outside. Just the smell of all those shredded bodies baking in the desert sun was nauseating. The last thing she wanted was to see them again.
“I’ll follow you,” she said. She still burned with curiosity over how Drake had killed the soldiers of this encampment, but she held them back. She’d press him for answers when this was all over, and the wounds weren’t so fresh.
Drake nodded. “Let’s go then.”
Olivia kept her eyes on Drake’s back while she and Angela followed him to the air ambulance. It was an old-model hovercraft which — just like every vehicle the Mystic Empire owned — looked to have been stolen or purchased secondhand from a more advanced Federation member nation.
Drake slid into the pilot’s seat and fired up the engine while Angela and Olivia climbed aboard.
Olivia looked over at Angela. Should she try talking to her? Probably not. She had enough failures under her belt for the day. They sat in silence while they flew above the seemingly endless expanse of desert. Olivia looked out the window. The terrain below slowly changed from sand to dirt, and then steadily grew greener until a city appeared on the horizon: Hyras City.
The Mystic capitol was impressive to see. She’d seen photos, but had never expected to see it in person. Not unless she was invading it to end the war. There were thousands of cities larger than Hyras City in the Human Empire, but they were made from metal and glass. Hyras city had been constructed entirely from intricately carved white stone. All that is, except for the spaceport and the spectacular main palace. That behemoth of a building had been carved directly into a jutting cliff that extended out into the city from the black and gray mountain behind it. The color contrasted sharply with the other buildings and made it feel impossible to look away from the massive structure.
The ambulance jolted. Drake had pushed them into a rapid descent. Olivia grabbed the bar above her head and held tight. The ambulance touched down in a vast meadow over a mile outside of the city. Were they not going to land in the city?
“What’s going on?” Olivia asked. “Why are we stopping?”
“We don’t know how long it’ll take those medics to escape and report that we took their ambulance.” Drake stepped into the back of the hovercraft and opened the door. “There could be soldiers waiting for us in the city. Best to walk from here.”
Olivia sighed. She looked down at the oversized boots on her feet. Drake’s point made sense, so she wasn’t about to argue. But she wished Drake had told her this part of the plan ahead of time. Had she known this would happen, she would have thought twice about leaving her old shoes behind.
****
Drake lowered his hand to his revolver. He softly touched the handle as they approached the edge of Hyras City. It took the edge off, but he still felt agitated.
He hated coming here. How long had it been since he’d come here the first time? Since he’d discovered the full scope of his uncle’s corruption? He’d missed his chance to take his birthright through any official channels. The only thing this city held for him was disappointment.
“Where are we meeting your crew?” Olivia stepped up behind Drake. She’d been unusually quiet as they’d walked. She’d mentioned her shoes being uncomfortable at the start, but once Drake had made it clear he didn’t care, she’d been silent. He had to give her credit. Despite everything she’d been through, this was the first time he’d heard the princess complain. She was sturdy, reliable, and kind. He hated to admit it, given who her family was, but he actually liked having her around. It had felt good when she’d called him a friend.
“At the first easily identifiable place we can find,” Drake said. “I don’t want to go any deeper into the city than we have to.”
“Agreed,” Olivia said.
Drake turned to Angela. She hadn’t said a single word on the walk here.
Should he try comforting her? He understood better than anyone else the pain she was going through, but what was there to say? If he told her to move on, it would just make him a hypocrite. He hadn’t forgiven himself for the deaths he’d caused. He probably never would. What could he possibly say to convince Angela to do something he couldn’t? He was guilty of far worse than she was. He deserved to suffer far more than her.
“Keep your heads down and avoid eye contact,” Drake said. “We don’t want anybody recognizing us.”
Olivia nodded, ever the obedient soldier. “We’ll follow you.”
Angela shrugged in a somewhat affirmative gesture, but didn’t speak. That would be enough for now.
Drake started into the city. The dirt road turned to cobblestone and the white brick and plaster buildings became more tightly packed as they walked deeper.
“This place looks as good as any.” Drake motioned to a two story tavern tucked neatly between a bakery and a cobbler’s shop. He pulled out his line transceiver and opened a transmission line to Al. 
Al answered immediately. “You got to the city faster than expected. I’m just about to sell the sample.”
“Finish up what you’re doing, then come find us at the...” Drake read the sign above the door. “Khryary’s Embrace Tavern in the Hulun district.” The place looked kitschy as hell. It had a massive relief carving of a celestial winged figure wrapping its arms around a young woman above the door frame. The proportions were slightly off, and some of the angles weren’t quite right. It looked like the kind of thing a rich hobbyist with more money than talent would churn out over a long weekend.
“Isn’t that one of Rugo’s places?” Al asked.
Drake reexamined the carving. That shit had Rugo written all over it. “The name is tacky enough to be one of his,” Drake said. “Does it matter?”
“Maybe not,” Al said. “But I talked to him when I picked up that bunch of freed slaves you left at his safe house. He seems to think you promised him some money.”
Drake looked back at Angela. Damnit. He’d completely forgotten about the deal he’d made with Rugo to let her and the other freed slaves hide in his safe house. He’d demanded a shit ton of money for it. Drake had planned to pay Rugo with the stolen stingray, but then Angela had gotten kidnapped and he’d flown the damn thing back to New Earth.
“I’ll..” Drake trailed off as he looked through the slightly warped glass of the tavern’s front window. A purple haired Feline Hominus man was staring at Drake. He had mostly human features accented by furry ears and whiskers protruding from his cheeks. He stood with his hand out in front of him, beckoning for Drake to enter.
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed under his breath. “Rugo’s here. Come fast.” Drake ended the transmission.
“Wait out here for a minute,” Drake said to Olivia. He pocketed the line transceiver and pulled open the heavy wooden door of the tavern. Hopefully, shit wasn’t about to hit the fan. What were the odds of running into Rugo like this? Was his luck even working? This couldn’t be from what Al had warned him about. He knew what he wanted, didn’t he?
Drake stepped slowly across the central room of the tavern and inn. The interior decor matched the tacky exterior. A great wooden carving of an angelic, winged figure wrapped its arms around the central pillar that held up the roof. The thing had feathered wings and a face, which meant it looked nothing like the description of the Khryary from Mystic scripture.
“It’s nice to see you, Drake.” The slum lord leaned on a wooden, bar-height table and sipped at a cup of tea. “Are you here to settle your debt?”
Drake glanced around the room. Debt settlement wasn’t an option, so he’d have to weigh out what he could actually do. There were six other people in the room, including Rugo. The bartender was a skinny old man with shaking hands and a balding head; hardly a threat. There was a young family seated at the nearby table; a beast type woman with gray and white fur, except around her eyes where it turned black like a racoon. Her husband was a standard type mystic with scarlet hair. The pair had a young daughter who had inherited her mother’s pointed ears and striped tail, but otherwise resembled her father. They didn’t seem to be dangerous, though Drake didn’t love the idea of starting a fight with a kid around.
Those two men who stood behind Rugo would be a bigger problem, though. The first was a Bovine Hominus beast type with tight skin and tan fur like an ox. The other was a half Reptile Hominus with scaly skin and an obvious history of hitting the gym. Those two would put up a decent fight, especially since Angela had managed to lose Drake’s Valor saber. With only his revolver and his fists, beating down these two could turn into quite a commotion.
“I’m on a job right now.” Drake stepped closer to Rugo, trying to appear calm. “I’ll have your money when it’s done.”
Rugo shook his head, then nodded toward his reptilian bodyguard. Shit. Clearly, Rugo had expected that answer. The lizard man nodded back before leaving through the back, probably to fetch additional goons.
“I’m disappointed,” Rugo said. “You’re always entertaining to work with, but you’re way past due on what you owe me. I’ve been patient, but how much longer do you really think you can go without paying me back?”
“I’m hoping at least another hour.” Drake offered a false grin. He could see Angela and Olivia peeking in at him through the front window. He ignored them. This was about to turn into a fight. Angela couldn’t be a part of it. It might break her.
Rugo shook his head. “What collateral can you give me to convince me to keep Brutus here from having some fun with you?” Rugo twitched his head back toward his remaining Bovine Hominus bodyguard.
Drake patted his pockets. He had his revolver and its bullets, his line transceiver, and the stolen air ambulance uniform. Nothing else.
“I parked a hovercraft just outside town,” Drake jerked his head in the direction they’d come from. “Take it.”
Rugo shook his head and made a tsk sound. “Judging by your uniform, is it safe to say that hovercraft is an air ambulance that you stole from the Mystic military? You would have to pay me to take that off your hands so close to Dathan’s palace.”
Damnit. That was Drake’s only card to play. A line transceiver might appease Rugo, but then he’d have no way of contacting Al or Vahn for his ride out of here. The revolver was out of the question. There was really only one choice.
Drake drew his revolver and opened fire, literally. A ball of flame exploded against Rugo’s bodyguard. The ox man stepped backward in surprise. He patted frantically at the fire on his chest. He succeeded in putting it out, only to be hit again by Drake’s second shot. The young family at the table screamed while the aging bartender ducked under the counter.
Drake turned the barrel toward Rugo. “You’re going to give me an extension,” he said.
Rugo looked pensive for a moment. He stroked a blood-red gem set into one of the many rings that adorned his hairy fingers. The gem flashed, and the stone floor rumbled and cracked beneath Drake’s feet. The stones coalesced together into a giant stalagmite that shot up from the floor.
Knune’s fire! Drake tried to sidestep the attack, but was a second too slow. He managed to avoid being impaled, but the thing still knocked him off balance.
He stumbled, catching himself with one hand against the wall. Rugo rubbed the ring again, and another stalagmite formed from the floor. Drake leapt to the side, dodging with plenty of time to spare. Taking quick aim, Drake launched a fireball toward Rugo.
Rugo’s hemoignisium ring flashed again. A flat wall of earth erupted from the ground, forming a barrier in front of Rugo. Drake’s fireball exploded harmlessly against it.
Drake cursed. That ring was impressive. Damn impressive. For it to work the way it did, the command lines carved into it would have to take the user’s thoughts as variables in its equation. That kind of control was way beyond anything Drake could make. Even more impressive, though, was that it was carved into such a tiny jewel. The inscription would have to be nearly microscopic to fit. Only a master artificer from the Church of Delpha could have produced it. That ring probably cost more to make than most people would see in their entire lives. This wasn’t going to be an easy fight.
Drake sprinted across the room until he had a line of sight on Rugo again. He needed to land a hit as fast as possible. A new rock wall shot up before he had a chance to pull the trigger.
Drake caught a flash of movement from the corner of his eye. Rugo’s Bovine Hominus body guard must have recovered from the hit he’d taken to the chest. Drake spun.
It wasn’t Rugo’s bodyguard.
The stalagmites Rugo had used for his first two attacks had collapsed into sand and reformed together into a humanoid shape. Apparently, Rugo’s ring could make much more than spikes and walls.
Shit. That didn’t look good. How do you fight something like that?
The clay golem held out its hand. Stones from the floor broke into dust and floated up, reforming into a stone sword in the golem’s hand.
“Well, screw this.” Drake turned his revolver’s chamber and fired a barrage of icicles at the thick front window. It shattered spectacularly. Hopefully that window cost Rugo a lot. Drake charged forward and leapt through the new exit into the street.
“Time to run!” he yelled to Angela and Olivia when he landed on the cobblestone.
He’d barely finished his sentence before the stones in front of him launched up, forming a sword wielding golem.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake ducked a sword swing from the new golem before firing an icicle point blank into its chest.
The golem’s torso exploded, spewing cobblestones into the road behind it. The rubble in the street didn’t even fully settle before launching back to fill in the hole in the golem’s chest.
“Shit!” Drake yelled.
Without missing a beat, the golem swung its sword.
Drake stumbled sideways, barely avoiding the attack.
He raised his revolver to shoot again, but stopped short. He leaped to the side as a second golem rose out of the ground. This one held a giant stone hammer. Why the hell did Rugo bother hiring bodyguards if he could do this?
Drake launched a barrage of icicles at the new golem. What minor damage they did was instantly repaired.
Attacking the golems was a losing game. He had to escape. Where were the girls?
Drake glanced to the side. Angela stood in the street, staring at the chaos Drake had created. But where was the princess? The former occupants of the nearby buildings had emptied into the streets to watch the commotion. Had she mixed in with the crowd?
Drake sidestepped an attack from the new golem’s hammer, then ducked a sword swing from the first. He launched an icicle to blow off the first golem’s arm. It reformed in seconds.
The golems were slow, and fairly easy to dodge, but they’d wear him out quickly if he had to keep this up.
The second golem moved in to take another swing, but then collapsed.
Drake blinked in surprise. Olivia had smashed a fence post against its knee.
Thank Knune for that princess. Why hadn’t he thought to go for the legs before now?
“Get Angie,” Drake said. “We need to run.”
Olivia nodded, then swung her fence post into the knee of the first golem. The post snapped in half, but still blew out a chunk of the golem’s leg, causing it to collapse under its own weight.
Drake jumped over the reforming mass of rocks and headed toward the crowd in the street. He didn’t make it. He jumped to the side to avoid a swinging ax. Another golem? Drake locked eyes with Rugo’s Bovine Hominus bodyguard.
“Oh, yeah, I forgot you were here.” Drake turned the chamber on his revolver.
The Bovine Hominus raised his ax again, only to be hit in the knee by what was left of Olivia’s fence post.
The ox man roared in pain and dropped to one knee. He’d been so focused on Drake, he hadn’t even noticed the princess coming in from the side. Neither had Drake, for that matter. The girl was quick. It was a good thing she was on his side.
Drake pulled the trigger and blasted the bodyguard’s chest with a hurricane force wind that sent him tumbling over.
Drake nodded gratefully toward Olivia. “It scares me how good you are at taking out people’s knees.”
“Just make sure you stay on my good side.” Olivia turned the broken fence post over in her hand. “Let’s get Angela and go.” 
Drake nodded. Angela hadn’t moved, had she? Drake looked and spotted her instantly. Her eyes were wide with fear. A man held the blade of his sword to her throat. A man with silver hair and blood-red eyes.
“Hello, Drake,” 169 said.
Damn it all.
Drake raised his revolver, aiming at 169’s head. “How are you even here right now?”
Rugo’s half Reptile Hominus bodyguard stepped up next to 169. “King Dathan recently doubled the price on your head,” he said. “When I told the palace guards where you were, they sent their best man.”
Drake shook his head. Well, that confirmed who 169 had been working for. Rugo had never planned to capture Drake. He’d only been trying to distract him long enough to get a payout from Dathan.
Damnit. Rugo had been annoying, but manageable. The thought of getting captured by his damn traitor of an uncle made his blood boil.
“There’s no happy ending here if you fight.” 169 pressed his blade ever so slightly closer to Angela’s throat. His voice was clipped and terse. He had subtle bags under his eyes.
Drake tightened his grip on the revolver. He couldn’t show his fear. It would kill him to give that satisfaction to someone working for Dathan.
He pointed the revolver at 169’s face. “You look tired, Sixty-niner. Did your joyride around the galaxy wear you out? Just how long did it take you to crack the password lock I put on the tachyon drive?”
169 smirked. “Given what I’ve divined of your rather simple nature, you’ll never guess this password in all caps didn’t take me long to try.”
Drake huffed. “But I used an exclamation point at the end. You weren’t even a little thrown by that?”
How the hell could he get out of this? Drake stepped sideways to put some distance between him and the re-formed golems. They stood ready to attack directly behind him. He kept his revolver trained on 169.
169 stepped forward, pushing Angela in front of him. “Submit now, or this girl’s blood is on your hands.”
Drake glanced at Olivia. She gripped her broken fencepost as if it was the only thing keeping her alive. Her muscles were taut, ready for a fight, but her face was pale, and her eyes were wide. She didn’t stand a chance against 169. Truthfully, with no valor saber, and Rugo’s golems standing behind him, Drake didn’t either.
Knune’s fire. He could escape if he turned and ran now. Olivia might get out too, assuming 169’s abilities didn’t make her trip. But Angela...
169 wouldn’t be threatening her if it wasn’t for Drake. He’d killed so many people already, but being responsible for Angela’s death would be the worst of them all. He’d never be able to go on with that on his conscience.
Drake holstered his revolver.
“You’d better not hurt her.” Drake knelt down, placing his hands behind his head.
169 smiled. “Good choice.”
Chapter 26: Angela
The jackal lay in the sand, choking on his own blood. Angela stood over him, plunging her blade into his chest. Each stab filled her with equal measures of thrill and disgust. Was she killing a monster, or was she the monster?
The memory played through Angela’s mind on an endless loop. It wasn’t real. She knew that. But somehow, it felt more like reality than her present situation. She barely responded to her many nameless and faceless captors. They prodded her forward. The soldiers bound her wrists as soon as Drake had surrendered to 169, but they hadn’t added the gag or the bag over her head until they’d arrived at the palace gate. That felt like a lifetime ago. It was anybody’s guess where she was now.
One of the guards poked something sharp into her back, prompting her to continue stumbling blindly forward. She was too numb to care. She was scared and angry the first time the Mystics had taken her. But what had that done for her? It was better to feel nothing. All alone in the darkness watching that jackal bleed out, repeating his final words, “Why are you doing this?”
Her captors continued pushing her forward until, at some point, they reached their destination. Angela was only half aware as they shoved her into a chair and strapped down her wrists. She could hear voices; some of them were even familiar to her in a distant sort of way. But she was with the jackal. Staring into his wide, lifeless eyes, forever locked in his final terrified expression. The events in the room around her were just whispers pretending to be her reality.
Someone tore the bag from Angela’s head. The jackal’s haunting face vanished in a flash of light. Angela blinked. The light stung her eyes, and it took her a moment to adjust. She’d expected to find herself in some dank dungeon, or perhaps in a filthy slave camp, but the room she was in was perhaps one of the nicest she’d ever seen. The walls and ceiling were black stone, seamlessly connected, as if carved directly out of a mountain. Elaborate tapestries hung on the walls, illuminated by an ornate crystal chandelier.
Olivia sat bound and gagged in a chair next to Angela. A few feet in front of them, Drake was in a similar position, though his mouth was uncovered. A needle and tubing protruded from his arm, emptying into a bag hung from a pole next to him. His nose was caked in dry blood, and his cheek had swollen up. Despite that, the look in his eyes told Angela he was far more concerned for her than he was for himself.
She hated that. She didn’t deserve concern from anyone.
“Everything’s going to be fine,” Drake said. “I won’t let them hurt you.”
Angela looked down and shook her head. She deserved for them to hurt her. The Mystics may be monsters, but now so was she.
“I won’t be the one who hurts her.” A new voice spoke directly behind Angela. “I’m quite certain you’re the one who’ll be doing that.”
A dark-haired man with shoulder-length hair and a well-trimmed beard stepped out in front of Angela. His skin was as dark as Drake’s, but it had more of a waxy sheen to it. His eyes were a striking blue instead of gray, and he had an unattractive, beak-like nose. Angela was sure she’d seen him before, or perhaps a photo of him, but she couldn’t place it.
Drake locked eyes with the man, his expression flipping from concern to stubborn defiance. “Nice to see you again, uncle,” he said. “It’s a shame you only invite me over when you need royal blood. If your claim to the throne was legitimate, we’d never see each other at all. What a tragedy that would be.”
Angela narrowed her eyes, searching the man’s face. Suddenly, Drake’s words sank in. Angela’s eyes went wide involuntarily. Holy shit! She had seen this man’s face before. This was Dathan Ashbell, the goddamned king of the Mystics.
“I’ve missed your jokes.” Dathan squatted down to Drake’s eye level. “Your father liked to joke too. Though that seems to be the only trait you inherited from him. You take much more after your gold-digging bitch of a mother.”
The defiance in Drake’s eyes faded away, replaced by a rage that Angela knew all too well.
Dathan shook his head. “Not an ounce of nobility in that woman,” he continued. “She wasn’t really fit for palace life, and she was as stupid as you are. Though, despite her shortcomings, I do see what your father saw in her. Her perky breasts were truly fit to be the playthings of a king. Kind of like your human friend over here.” Dathan motioned toward Angela. “If she survives the interrogation, perhaps I’ll add her to my harem. She and the princess should make for a fun night.”
Bile rose in Angela’s stomach. For the moment, the memory of the jackal had fled from her mind. The thought of this man’s hands on her body made her pulse with anger.
Drake lurched toward his uncle, but the leather straps on his wrists held him firmly to the chair.
Drake snarled. “If you touch either of them, I swear I will burn down the world to take revenge on you.”
Dathan smiled. The smug bastard actually seemed amused by Drake’s threat. He rose up and stepped next to Angela. He locked his abnormally blue eyes onto her. A paralyzing fear ran up and down her spine. She couldn’t read the emotion in those eyes. It was like meeting the eyes of one of the nightmares. Not because of some kind of paralyzing magic, but because they were both broken. It was like some fundamental piece of Dathan that should have been reflected there had gone missing.
Without warning, he ran his hand through her hair, smiling coldly as he did. Angela shivered. His hands were hot, like he had a fever, but at the same time, there was something cold about them. The skin felt sort of waxy, like it belonged to a corpse.
Angela clenched her jaw and tightened her fists. Her fear changed to revulsion. She wanted to yell at him, but the gag in her mouth prevented her from making more than an angry growl.
“Oh, dear. I don’t think she likes being touched.” Dathan scrunched up his face and ran his hand down Angela’s cheek. He turned to face Drake. “But I suppose it’s better this way. There’s no sport in it if they don’t resist.”
“Your problem is with me,” Drake hissed. “There’s no need to hurt her.”
“I already told you.” Dathan retrieved a leather bag at Drake’s feet. “If she gets hurt, you’re going to be the one who does it.” Dathan reached into the bag and pulled out Drake’s red revolver.
Drake’s eyes widened for a moment before they returned to an angry scowl.
“So tell me...”
The heavy wooden doors burst open.
“Dathan!” 169 stomped into the room. His hair was disheveled, and he had dark bags under his blood-red eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. “You promised me payment.”
“Not a good time,” Dathan said dismissively. “Come back later.”
“Pay me now, or I won’t come back at all.” 169 walked across the room. He didn’t acknowledge the people tied up there. His bloody eyes stayed on Dathan. “You need me more than I need you.”
Angela caught sight of Olivia from the corner of her eye. She was pale and sweaty. Her eyes were bulged and fixed on 169. It looked like she was struggling to breathe. What was going on with her?
Dathan sighed exaggeratedly and returned Drake’s revolver to the bag. “Just a down-payment for now.” Dathan reached into his vest pocket and produced a small vial of what looked like blood. He tossed it to 169.
169 snatched it up eagerly. He uncorked the top and swallowed the contents in one gulp.
“You’ve got to be kidding me, Sixty-niner,” Drake said. “He’s paying you with Euphodine? You’re doing this for drugs? I mean, you’re a bad guy, no way around that, but I assumed you at least had some nuanced reason for it. I can’t believe you’re just a junkie. It’s disappointing.”
169 narrowed his eyes. The dark circles beneath them had already vanished. He took in a deep breath, seeming to relish the air, then punched Drake hard in the face. Drake’s chair fell backwards. He crashed down on the stone floor.
Drake groaned from the floor. “Nice hit, but it’s a lot less impressive now that I know you’re doping.”
169 unsheathed a short sword.
Dathan waved his hand toward 169. “Calm down. His blood won’t work for us if he’s dead. Just have a seat while I finish my interrogation.”
169 scowled, but sheathed the sword and walked behind Angela.
Dathan returned to the leather satchel and pulled out Drake’s revolver. “As casters go, this one is pretty impressive.” He held it out so Drake could see it from the floor. “The command lines have some inefficiencies, though. Not up to the standards of the Church of Delpha. Did you make this one yourself?”
What the hell was this asshole on about? The princess of the Human Empire was tied up next to Angela, but Dathan had barely even looked at her. Instead, he wanted to know about Drake’s weird gun.
Drake twitched in his chair. “As much as I’m loving this little chat, can you just ask what you want to ask?”
Dathan bent down, smiling. Then, with his free hand, he grabbed Drake by the throat. With a strength that his slender body shouldn’t possess, he lifted Drake — with his chair still attached — into the air above him.
“I’ll conduct my business the way I wish to conduct it.” He held Drake up for a few more seconds, watching him gasp for breath. Then he sat him down.
Angela rocked in her chair, fighting against her restraints. Anger pulsed through her. She felt 169 place his hand on her shoulder. She stopped struggling.
“Fighting will only make this take longer,” he whispered.
Angela shook her shoulder, and 169 removed his hand, stepping back again.
“What do you want from me?” Drake choked, pulling Angela’s attention back to him. “You already have my blood.”
Dathan held the revolver up again. He pointed to a string of Mystic symbols carved into the handle. “I’d like you to tell me about this command line. A command to make an object a soul anchor is out of place on a caster, and it’s not a command that even master artificers would know how to write. Where did you learn it?”
Angela tried to process the words, but couldn’t make sense of them. Command lines, soul anchors, and artificers were well outside of her range of understanding. Why did Dathan care so much about this?
Drake spat at Dathan’s feet. “If you’re going to kill me, can we please just skip to that part?”
Dathan frowned. “I’m getting sick of repeating myself.” He stepped backwards until he stood behind Angela. “This one is your favorite of the two, is she not?”
Angela’s pulse quickened. Was he going to put his hands on her again?
Drake only scowled in response.
Dathan abruptly grabbed the back of Angela’s chair. Every muscle in her body tightened with fear. He tilted her back and dragged her over to a small window.
“Your blood won’t work for me if you’re dead, so there’s no sense in killing you.” Dathan let go of Angela’s chair and slid the window open. “But this one is of no use to me.”
The color drained from Drake’s face.
“I received the reports of what you did to my soldiers in the desert when they took this from you,” Dathan said. “I also got the message you left for me. Screw you, dickhead. It must have taken you hours to come up with that one. I’m sure you thought it was terribly clever at the time.”
“Please don’t do this.” Drake’s voice was uncharacteristically soft and contrite.
“Does she know what will happen if I toss your soul anchor out the window with her sitting in front of it? I wonder how much of her body you’ll leave intact.”
Angela looked back and forth between Drake and Dathan. Nervous sweat ran down her forehead. Images of the Mystic encampment flashed through her mind. The blood and severed limbs that had littered the ground. She’d only seen part of it for a second, but it was enough. It wasn’t clear how Drake had done that, but there was no question that he had. Had that happened because of his gun?
Would she share the same fate as those Mystic soldiers?
Dathan grabbed her by the jaw and forced her to look into his eerie blue eyes. The fear washed over her completely. She hadn’t thought it possible, but this was worse than the Mystic soldier who had pinned her down on her bed. That monster had been using her to satisfy his lust. This monster was unreadable, and so much more powerful. There was absolutely nothing Angela could do, and she didn’t even know why it was happening.
Dathan held the revolver in front of her face.
“He cares about this more than he’ll ever care about you,” Dathan said. “He’ll pursue it relentlessly. He’ll kill anything and anyone in his way.”
Dathan turned to Drake. “So tell me, nephew. Where did you learn how to do this?”
“I won’t just kill her if you throw that out,” Drake said, his fists clenched so tight he could have crushed rocks in his grip. “I’m not going to run in a straight line. It doesn’t work like that. I’ll kill everyone I see on my way to it. If you really plan on throwing that out, then you and Sixty-niner had better say your goodbyes first.”
Dathan smiled. “I think you’ll find me harder to kill than that. But shall we test?” Dathan held the revolver out the window.
“Stop!” Drake yelled.
“Where did you learn how to make this?” Dathan still held the revolver out the window.
“A book,” Drake said. “In the royal library on Rabbit’s Foot.” He’d gone pale, and sweat streaked his forehead.
Dathan narrowed his eyes, then pulled the revolver back in. “The Book of Abiriam? You read it? Did you bring it with you, or is it still there?”
“I left it there.” Drake grimaced as if he was fighting the urge to vomit.
“Did you copy anything from it?”
“Only the command line on the revolver,” Drake said. “I swear.”
Dathan dropped the revolver back into the leather satchel and tossed it at Drake’s feet. The color returned to Drake’s face.
“Did you learn how to perform the other taboos?”
Drake shook his head. “There was only one I was interested in. It was bad enough. I don’t want anything to do with the others.”
Dathan narrowed his eyes, then sighed. “He’s no threat to our plans.”
“Should I take them to the dungeons?” 169 asked.
Dathan scrunched up his face. “The women, yes,” he said after a moment. “But Drake is trickier. If we let him keep his caster, he’ll escape our dungeon. If we take it away from him, he’ll escape even faster and massacre my soldiers while he does it. We can’t hold him for long. Let’s at least put him somewhere where his escape will be fun to watch. Perhaps the Grand Martekan.”
169 nodded. He moved toward Drake.
Dathan held up a finger, signaling 169 to stop. “On second thought. Only take the princess. We’ll send the other girl with him too. She’ll help motivate him.”
169 changed course, picking up a burlap bag — the one that had previously covered Angela’s head — from the floor. Angela locked eyes with 169. She glared as he pulled the bag over her head, leaving her back alone in the darkness with nothing but her memories.
Chapter 27: Drake
Drake grimaced as the slave master cut the bonds on his wrists. The tranquilizers Dathan had used to knock him out had started wearing off nearly twenty minutes ago. He still had a headache, but the reality of his situation was finally sinking in. He was in the Grand Martekan; the largest of the gladiatorial arenas on Klade Hyras. But where was Angela? Hadn’t Dathan said they’d be sent here together? He didn’t see her anywhere.
“I hope the drugs have worn off enough for you to fight.” The slave master — an Avis Hominus with a cracked beak and green plumage atop his head styled into a feathery mohawk — tossed the cut ropes onto the ground. “You’re up next.”
“Do you usually make new arrivals fight?” Drake glanced around the room, noting the exits. He and the slave master stood in a long, curved hallway that likely formed a complete circle underneath the Grand Martekan’s external structure. The outer curve of the hallway was solid stone. Men and women of various races sat chained up every few feet along the wall. The so-called competitors Drake would be facing in the arena. There were no exits to speak of. The inside curve had barred doors every thirty feet or so. Those likely led to the main arena. Not a great escape route.
He looked over the line of chained slaves. Angela wasn’t with them. Where was she? There was no chance he’d break out of here without her. He’d brought her too many problems as it was. She didn’t deserve to suffer, only Drake deserved that.
“New arrivals don’t usually fight for a day or two, but we generally don’t let them bring in their own weapons, either.” The slave master nodded toward Drake’s revolver, which, thankfully, hung holstered on his hip. “We tend to make exceptions when the king requests things.”
Drake breathed a sigh of relief. Thank Knune he still had the revolver. Dathan was unquestionably a monster, but he clearly wasn’t stupid enough to want a mass slaughter.
The slave master lifted a key ring that hung on his belt and unlocked the nearest barred door. “I’d prefer to have you in full fighting shape before your debut, but Dathan wants you fighting right away. It makes no sense to me, but fealty to the king is the same as fealty to Knune, no?”
The slave master bobbed his head to the side, motioning for Drake to follow him through the unlocked gate.
“I won’t kill anybody for you.” Drake stood still on the sandy floor.
“You’re not the first to say that.” The slave master waved his hand to beckon Drake forward. “We have ways of breaking people. Everybody kills eventually in the Grand Martekan. We have big plans for showcasing you, Traitor Prince.”
“Rightful King would be a better name.” Drake smiled. “And there’s no way Dathan wants me to die here. So why the hell should I cooperate with you?”
Dathan had told 169 that Drake’s blood wouldn’t work unless he was still alive. Drake was certain that wasn’t a bluff. There was no way this slave master had plans to defy Dathan’s wishes.
The slave master sighed and stepped up to Drake. “Of course, we’re not going to let a cash cow like you die.” He kept his voice low enough that the nearest chained gladiators wouldn’t hear. “If the battle isn’t going your way, we’ll release our current champion to assist you. But even though we’re not allowed to kill you, Dathan gave us permission to hurt you as much as we want.” The slave master narrowed his eyes. “The same goes for the woman Dathan sent with you.”
Drake’s pulse quickened. So they did have Angela. Damn it all. He couldn’t let her be tortured.
“Where is she?” Drake moved his hand to his revolver.
The slave master stepped back into the hallway and motioned again for Drake to follow. “If you don’t come now, the only way you’ll be able to find her is by following the screams.”
Drake clenched his jaw and followed the slave master.
“Stand here.” The slave master pointed to a wooden platform with chains on each corner stretching up into the ceiling.
Drake stepped on. He tightened his grip on the revolver. This place couldn’t hold him for long. He’d find Angela and get out. And one day, he’d make Dathan pay for sending him here.
“Remember, your opponents are going to die no matter what you do. So save you and your friend some pain, and put on a good show for us.” The slave master retreated down the hallway.
“Bite me,” Drake growled.
The ceiling panels folded open. The room flooded with light and a booming voice filled the air. 
“We have a special treat for you today!” The announcer needlessly elongated every vowel to drag out his introduction. “Courtesy of your king, we bring you a one of a kind event! Today, justice will be brought down upon the long-time scourge of Mystic society. Our own, once future king turned pirate of the stars, the one and only Drake Ashbell, the Traitor Prince!” 
The chains groaned, and the platform rose into the main arena. Though it was huge, the arena was essentially just a big circle of loose sand surrounded by elevated seating. Of course, looks could be deceiving. Just like the trap doors that had served as Drake’s entrance, there would certainly be plenty of machinery hidden under that sand.
The crowd roared. A few cheered, but most booed.
Drake raised both middle fingers in the air.
Though the noise from the audience’s initial reaction had been impressive, the torrent of angry jeers that followed was outright deafening.
Drake spun in a slow circle, making sure every audience member got a full view of exactly what he thought of them. He spotted doors at several points along the edges of the arena as he turned. They were massive; almost impossible to break down. And they didn’t seem to have any kind of opening mechanism on this side. It was too much to hope for an easy escape.
The announcer’s booming voice silenced the jeering crowd. “And for his opponent, the Traitor Prince will be facing off against a promising fighter. After arriving three weeks ago, this former Valor soldier has racked up twelve victories in the ring. Today he’s hoping to make the Traitor Prince his thirteenth. For your enjoyment, we present Captain Eric James!”
A set of trap doors opened about ten feet in front of Drake, and a platform rose from beneath, carrying a tall man wielding a sword. He had a shaved head and wore no shirt. The dude looked like he could bench press a train car.
The crowd cheered, and Eric waved to them. He’d clearly adapted well to the gladiator lifestyle.
As the crowd quieted down, he turned to face Drake, pointing his sword forward with a cocky expression on his face.
“You don’t stand a chance,” he said.
Drake shot him.
The ball of fire hit him hard in the stomach, laying him flat out on his back.
The crowd booed, and the announcer prattled on, calling it an illegal move. He mentioned something about a penalty for attacking before the start signal. Drake ignored it all and sprinted forward. It wasn’t like the crowd didn’t expect the Traitor Prince to cheat, anyway.
Drake stomped one foot on Eric’s right wrist. He held the other over his throat.
“Yield.” Drake pulled back the hammer on his revolver and pointed it at Eric’s face.
“You cheated,” Eric choked.
“I think you should worry less about what’s fair, and more about how it’s going to feel if I light your face on fire.”
Eric growled, trying to kick up his feet.
Drake pressed down on his throat, quickly thwarting his effort. This guy wasn’t giving up. If he wouldn’t yield, then Drake would have to hurt him. He didn’t seem like the most pleasant guy, but ultimately, he was a prisoner of war. He didn’t deserve this.
The announcer finished what he was saying, and the crowd erupted into another round of cacophonous cheers. Drake had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t seem likely that it meant he’d won.
Drake looked up. Three sets of trap doors had opened in the sand, and his new opponents rose up from below.
“Knune’s fire,” he cursed as he observed the new gladiators. Things just got more complicated. 
****
Angela stood on the wooden platform. Her hands bound, and her body shaking involuntarily. What the hell was she doing here? After leading her into this room, the slave master had left her here with no explanation. Just a threat of pain if she stepped off the platform.
A part of her itched to disobey the bastard, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She was a coward.
Staring into the dark corner of the room, Angela’s imagination filled the void with the mutilated face of the jackal she’d stabbed to death.
She’d replayed that interaction in her mind so many times, she could no longer tell which parts of the memory were real or imagined. Had the jackal threatened her? Had he made sexual advances? Or were those things she’d invented back when she was still trying to justify her actions? One thing was certain. No matter what lead up to it, the memory always ended with her killing him, and enjoying it.
She deserved to be here. She deserved pain.
A muffled voice came from the ceiling, along with what sounded like... cheering? Or maybe they were booing. What the hell kind of prison was this?
Angela sighed. Maybe she wouldn’t have to find out. Drake was here somewhere. He probably already had a plan to rescue her. How many times would he do that before he realized she wasn’t worth the effort?
The ceiling opened up. The sounds above went from inaudible to deafening within a second. Light stabbed at her eyes. Angela squinted. It only helped a little. Chains creaked at each corner of Angela’s platform, hauling her upwards into a spacious arena.
“Since the Traitor Prince doesn’t care to play by the rules, we’re offering him a little incentive!” a bombastic announcer’s voice echoed from every corner of the arena.
Angela blinked, looking around. Three other platforms had risen up. Each one carried a prisoner. The first — about twenty feet to Angela’s left — looked human, though his blue hair suggested he may have been a standard type Mystic. Another twenty feet past him was a beast type Aquine Hominus with chitinous red armor for skin, and an elongated claw like a crab in place of his left hand. The third stood somewhere around twenty feet to Angela’s right and was the strangest of all. It had a metal body, with exposed gears at the joints. In place of a head, it had a clear dome with black and purple liquid swirling beneath it. A Clossian from the Minge Caliphate; another member nation of the Federation. Angela had seen pictures of Clossians before, but had never interacted with one. They didn’t have the best reputation.
“Angie!”
Angela turned around. Drake stood a few dozen feet away with his foot pressed against a prone man’s throat, and his revolver drawn.
Angela breathed a slight sigh of relief, though her shaking didn’t stop. Drake had clearly just finished a fight, and all three of the people who had entered the arena with her were armed.
Why was Angela the only one who was still bound?
The announcer’s voice filled the stadium again, as if to answer her question. “The rare beauty before us is none other than the human lover of the Traitor Prince.”
The hell kind of announcement was that? Drake had tried to kiss her once, and she’d hit him for it. They weren’t even close to lovers. Why did this piss her off so much?
The crowd booed, yelling obscenities at Angela. But they quieted down as the announcer spoke again. “The first gladiator to remove her head will receive their own weight in gold, courtesy of our gracious King Dathan!”
Angela’s heart dropped. It was a contest to see who could murder her first? The audience’s screams of approval could probably be heard from the upper atmosphere.
Angela locked eyes with Drake. His cocky yet calming demeanor was gone, replaced by wide-eyed fear.
Angela’s breath caught in her throat. He didn’t think he could save her. Holy shit, he really didn’t think he could do it? Since killing the jackal in the desert, she’d wondered more than once if she was ready to die. But now that it was a reality, it felt different. Now she knew the answer. She might deserve to die, but she still didn’t want to. Not on someone else’s terms.
“Let the game begin!” the announcer screamed. The crowd cheered in response.
Drake fired in the face of his pinned opponent and darted toward Angela, but couldn’t match the speed of the blue-haired Mystic to her left.
Angela ducked in time to avoid getting slashed by his sword, but almost fell over in the process. The man recovered from his attack and was readying another swing when Drake’s fireball exploded against his uncovered jaw. The man shrieked. He dropped his sword and patted desperately at his burning face.
Angela kicked him in the stomach. He fell over, the wind knocked from his lungs. Angela took a step back to recover her balance, then stomped on him again. The image of the jackal’s face returned to her mind, but she pushed it back. She kicked the fallen man again and again. She wasn’t enjoying it this time. Fear was the only thing pushing her forward.
“Angie, run!” Drake yelled.
Angela turned to find Drake grappling with the Clossian. The mechanical beast had knocked the revolver from his hand and was trying its best to get its metal fingers around his neck.
The noise of the crowd was too deafening to hear what was going on around her, but the unpleasant scent of rotting seaweed caused her to turn just in time to avoid a swipe from the crab man’s clawed left hand.
Her foot caught as she back stepped, and she fell hard onto the wooden platform. Seizing the opportunity, the crab man swung his claw down toward her chest. Angela rolled to the side, barely avoiding being impaled.
Adrenaline spiked through Angela’s veins. She continued to roll out onto the sandy floor of the arena. With her hands tied behind her, there wasn’t much else she could do.
The crab man’s claw stuck hard in the wood of the platform, giving Angela a few spare moments to sit up and wiggle her way back up to her feet.
She looked around frantically, taking stock of her situation. The crab man was more stuck than Angela had expected. She could put a good amount of distance between them if she started running now, but what good would running do her? Drake was still grappling with the Clossian. He was successfully preventing it from choking him to death, but he was a long way from defeating it. Her eyes landed on a shiny metallic object lying in the sand; the blue-haired Mystic’s sword.
Angela squatted down next to the weapon and began sawing the rope around her wrists furiously against the blade.
The audience cheered. Angela looked up. The crab man had pulled his claw free from the wooden platform and raised it triumphantly into the air, showboating as he turned back toward her.
Angela sawed faster. The rope split. Thank Providence.
Angela flipped onto her knees, then snatched the sword and stood. The audience roared. The announcer declared that Angela was more of a contender than they’d expected, but the crab man seemed unphased.
Her fight with the jackal flashed through her mind. The jackal had been a trained soldier, and she’d still defeated him, but only because she’d surprised him. Could she do the same with this crab? How the hell would she live with herself if she did that again?
Angela’s hands trembled. Providence, she was losing confidence. The crab man approached.
He smiled, drawing a knife from his belt with his non-clawed hand. He stepped closer.
There were no good options for her, but she had to do something. Angela gritted her teeth and swung the sword.
The crab man caught the blade in his claw. He scissored it closed. The blade snapped in two.
Damn it! Angela’s eyes went wide. The crab man had no intention of stringing her along. He was out for blood, and she’d blown her only chance to stop him.
He raised the knife in his hand. Angela breathed shakily. What should she do? Did she have time to run away?
Something hit the crab from the side. He toppled over. Angela exhaled sharply. What the hell had hit him? Angela looked down. Drake lay in the sand, looking as dazed as the crab Mystic. How had that happened?
“It looks like the Mechanical Titan is in no mood to be bested today!” The announcer’s voice boomed over the roar of the crowd.
Angela turned her head. The Clossian barreled toward her, its mechanical limbs propelling it forward with impressive speed. Had it thrown Drake at the crab? Damn it. This thing wanted to be the one to kill her.
No time to think. Escape was the only option. Angela waited for the Clossian to get near, then juked to the side, sprinting behind it. The Clossian stopped with mechanical precision, rotating its entire torso to face her as the legs came to a stop. Then the legs rotated to join the torso. The thing dashed toward her. She jumped to the side, hoping to get around it.
It stuck out its arm, clothes lining Angela and knocking her flat on her back. Angela gasped, trying desperately to refill her empty lungs. She’d barely managed half a breath when the Clossian wrapped its metal fingers around her throat. A new sense of panic washed over her. There was no escaping this.
The Clossian lifted her in the air for the audience to see. Angela wrapped both hands around its metal forearm. She pulled herself up in a desperate, but futile, attempt to breathe.
She stared into the transparent dome that served as the Clossian’s head. The swirling black and purple liquid contained within was going to be the last thing she’d ever see. The corners of her vision grew dark.
Without warning, the Clossian dropped Angela. Air rushed into her lungs and the light returned to her eyes. Angela rolled over and coughed. Why had it dropped her?
The Clossian reeled backwards with black and purple liquid spewing from its dome. Drake crouched on the Clossian’s shoulders with his bare fist rammed inside of the dome. He screamed with rage and yanked his fist free. The remaining liquid spewed out of the Clossian like a geyser. The mechanical beast shook for a moment, then dropped.
Angela continued coughing. How the hell had Drake just done that?
Drake landed deftly on his feet, his shoulders heaving up and down as he locked eyes with her. His posture was hunched, and his pupils were dilated to the size of coins. They took up so much of his eyes that the iris was barely visible. His skin had gone pale and grew paler by the second. His lips were curled into an animalistic snarl.
He stared at her for a long moment. He twitched, as if to move toward her, but he hesitated. Then he darted off to the right and snatched something out of the sand. His revolver. He curled up in the fetal position, clutching it to his chest.
Dathan’s words ran through Angela’s head. What had he called that thing? Drake’s soul anchor? He’d seemed certain that Drake was dangerous without it. Angela looked over to the motionless Clossian that had seemed so unstoppable only moments before. There was no question now that Dathan had been correct.
Angela’s eyes moved to the crab man, who lay motionless on the wooden platform. His clawed arm was ten feet away from him in the sand. When had Drake done that? How had he done it?
Angela rose and stumbled toward Drake.
“Are you alright?” She knelt down next to him.
“I’m sorry,” Drake said, his voice barely audible. “I didn’t want to do that.”
Angela couldn’t make any sense of her emotions. Adrenaline still spiked through her veins, and part of her was terrified of Drake for what he’d just done. But another part of her wanted to hug him and cry.
“Don’t be sorry,” Angela said. “You saved my life. You saved me again.” She could feel herself getting choked up. How many times had Drake saved her now? She’d lost count. Why the hell did he keep doing it? She’d given him nothing but trouble.
The color returned to Drake’s face, and he sat up. “We have to get out of here.”
The announcer’s booming voice echoed through the stadium. “Against all odds, the Traitor Prince has prevailed!”
A mix of cheers and boos sounded from the audience.
The announcer continued. “But this wouldn’t be the Grand Martekan if we let him off that easily. Now, for your viewing pleasure, the Traitor Prince will face off against our current grand champion!”
A set of trap doors opened, and a new platform rose from the ground fifteen feet away from where Drake and Angela sat in the sand.
A Draco Hominus with full armor, and four scaly wings unfurled behind his back. He raised a gigantic sword into the air as his platform reached the top. The damn monster was at least seven feet tall.
Angela balked. How in the hell were they supposed to survive a fight with that?
The crowd chanted in rhythmic unison. “Titus! Titus! Titus!”
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed. “Not him again.”
Chapter 28: Drake
Drake stared down the Draco on the other side of the arena. Titus’s reptilian face lit up with glee. He continued pumping his sword up and down in time with the chants of the crowd.
“Do you know him?” Angela asked. Her face was pale, and her eyes were wide.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Drake said. “And he cancels out my luck, so this isn’t going to be an easy fight.”
Angela swallowed hard. “I’m starting to doubt that you had much luck to begin with. If you did, I doubt we’d be in a gladiator pit. But you can still do to him what you just did to the Clossian, right?”
Drake shook his head. His heart was still beating so fast. Losing his revolver to the Clossian had been a stupid mistake. This was the third time he’d lost it in a week. He’d been denying it until now, but Al had been right. Drake had lost his focus, and it was stopping his luck from working. Not that it mattered with Titus around.
“I’m never doing that again if I can help it.” Drake tightened his grip on the revolver. He looked at what remained of the Clossian’s metal shell. The black and purple goo that made up the Clossian’s actual body was hissing and popping in the sand as the oxygen degraded it away. He hadn’t meant to kill it. The same was true of the Aquine Hominus, whose clawed arm he’d ripped free of the socket and tossed across the arena. The little control he’d possessed had saved Angela from a similar fate, but only just. If he’d gone any longer without retrieving his revolver...
“We need a way out.” Drake cast his eyes around the arena, searching frantically for any possible exit. The announcer was giving him ample time to plan by announcing the long list of gladiators slain by Titus in the two days since he’d arrived at the Grand Martekan.
Damnit. Not a single good exit point. There were a few places where Drake may have been able to scramble up the wall, but Angela would never make it. Drake’s eyes landed again on the form of the Clossian’s now empty shell. The mechanical body was fully outfitted for a Clossian soldier — retractable blade arms, micro-thrusters on the feet, the works.
“I bet that thing’s got a line transceiver built into it,” Drake nodded to the empty shell. “It’ll be a little black box about the size of your palm.”
“I know what a line transceiver looks like,” Angela said. “How is having one supposed to get us out of here?”
“You need to call my friend, Al,” Drake said. “He was supposed to pick us up in Hyras City, so he’ll be nearby. He’s probably already searching for us. Tell him we’re in the Grand Martekan and we need him to do a Vidrian birthday party. He’ll know what that means. His line address is AAA55648.”
Angela blinked. Knune’s fire, had that gone over her head? How much longer did he have before Titus charged?
“Let the battle begin!” the announcer called out.
“Knune’s fire.” Drake cocked his revolver and launched a fireball toward Titus, who was already barreling forward. “Say it back to me,” he said.
“I’m calling Al,” Angela said. “Vidrian birthday, and his line address is AAA55...”
“648.” Drake finished for her, taking another shot at the charging Draco. “You’ve got it. Go now.”
Angela darted away. Drake took one more futile shot at Titus. He raised his middle finger at the Draco, then sprinted off to the left. Hopefully that would piss him off enough to ignore Angela.
Titus stopped. He puffed out his chest and spewed a line of fire across the sand in front of Drake. Oh, shit. Drake stopped just short of the flames. His feet slid in the sand.
“There’s nowhere to run!” Titus bellowed. The crowd roared their approval as Titus continued his approach.
Drake turned the revolver’s chamber and fired an icicle. It glanced off Titus’s shoulder plate. Drake cursed. He’d been aiming for Titus’s head. Did his normal shots rely that much on his luck?
“It’s going to take a lot more than that.” Titus hefted his gigantic sword.
“Alright.” Drake alternated his fingers on the trigger, rapid-firing six icicles in quick succession. Most of them missed Titus completely, but one struck the target, tearing the metal helmet free from Titus’s scaly head.
The crowd gasped. Titus felt his scalp, where the tiniest bit of blood trickled down.
“That was a lucky shot.”
“Actually, for once, I’m pretty confident it wasn’t.” Drake fired another icicle that whizzed past Titus’s webbed ear. “Or maybe it was.” Drake rapid-fired another barrage of icicles. Titus responded with another belch of flames that reduced the projectiles to puffs of steam long before they reached the Draco.
Drake chanced a glance at Angela. She’d made it. From here, he’d just have to trust her.
“It’s time for you to die.” Titus stepped out from the cloud of smoke and steam that surrounded him.
Drake launched another icicle that shattered harmlessly against Titus’s breastplate. “Lucky shot? Time to die? Do you say anything that isn’t a cliche?”
He had to keep Titus as angry as possible. He didn’t think clearly when he raged. As long as he was mad at Drake, he wouldn’t notice what Angela was doing.
Titus blew out another line of fire. This flame was darker than the previous ones. It gave off plumes of acrid black smoke. Drake fired another barrage of icicles, but couldn’t see if they hit anything.
The audience burst into an outright frenzy of cheers. The cheering wouldn’t be for him, but through the smoke, Drake couldn’t tell what Titus had done to merit the applause. His answer came moments later. Titus dropped toward him from the sky.
Knune’s fire! He didn’t even know Titus could do that.
Dracos were too heavy to truly fly, even with four massive wings on their back. But the wings did provide enough lift to make them pretty impressive jumpers. In the past, Drake had always faced off against Titus in cramped spaceship hallways where wings and fire breath were a disadvantage. With enough space to move, Titus was truly formidable.
Drake dove to the side. Titus smashed down like a meteor right where Drake had been standing. Damnit, this was bad. Drake raised a hand over his eyes to protect them from the explosion of sand displaced by Titus’s impact.
Drake stood, ready to run again before Titus could launch another attack. He was too late. The Draco swiped his thick tail, slamming it into Drake’s ankles. His knees buckled, and he fell hard.
Titus’s heavy foot pressed down on his chest. Drake gasped. The pressure was intense.
Titus smiled, holding the tip of the blade against Drake’s throat. The crowd sounded like someone had just offered a mountain of gold to whoever could cheer the loudest.
Was this really how it was going to end? Drake had faced death before, but it had never quite caught him. Perhaps today his lucky streak was finally over.
“Any last words?” Titus took just enough pressure from Drake’s chest to allow him to speak. How many times had he heard that question? In fact, the last time had been only a few days before. Ironically, Titus had been around for that.
Drake locked eyes with Titus. Realization flooded his brain. Titus had seen him without his revolver. He knew what Drake could do. Maybe there was a way out of this. “That’s the same thing they asked me in Hades Prison.” Drake said.
Titus hesitated.
“You saw what happened there, right?” Drake continued. “How sure are you that I’ll die when you run that blade through my throat?” Drake paused for a moment. “And what do you think happens to you if I don’t die?”
He was bluffing, of course. His death would be swift and permanent if it happened while he held his revolver, but what were the odds that Titus would know that?
Titus’s eyes darted around, and his hands were visibly shaking at the memory.
Drake seized the chance. He twisted his revolver chamber and fired a gust of hurricane force wind against the bottom of Titus’s chin. The heavy Draco didn’t move far, but it was enough to knock him off balance. His foot lifted off Drake’s chest. Drake rolled free and fired again, this time against Titus’s chest. The Draco fell flat on his back, eliciting a series of gasps from the audience, and a bombastic “what just happened?!” from the announcer.
Drake leapt onto Titus’s chest, and yanked a blade free from the Draco’s belt — Titus probably thought of the thing as a knife, but it wasn’t much smaller than a typical Valor saber. Drake pressed the tip of the blade into Titus’s open mouth, touching it against the soft skin within.
Titus’s eyes went wide. Drake hesitated. As much as he hated Titus, he didn’t want to be the one to end him.
A shadow cast over the open roof of the stadium. Drake glanced up and smiled at the familiar silhouette of the Vagabond’s Lullaby. Al had arrived. Angela had come through. Thank Knune.
“I don’t want to kill you,” Drake turned back to Titus. “I actually have a job I could use your help with.”
Smoke bombs dropped from every port of the Vagabond’s Lullaby. The crowd screamed.
“Take it or leave it right now,” Drake said.
Titus mumbled something inaudible. Drake slowly pulled back the blade, allowing him to speak.
“What’s the pay?” Titus asked.
“You’re negotiating right now?” Drake asked. “I don’t have any money. I’m paying you by not killing you.”
“Working with you costs more than that. What about the cargo you snatched out from under me? I know your crew got away with it before we were arrested.”
Drake cursed. Only a Draco would care about payment in a situation like this. But if he didn’t get Titus on his side, he’d have to kill him, or get attacked from behind. He’d have to negotiate.
“That cargo was euphodine,” Drake said. “It’s not easy to move. I haven’t sold any yet.”
“Then I’ll take the euphodine as payment.”
“Are you an addict now? When did that happen?”
“Will you give it to me or not?”
“Fine.” Drake rolled his eyes and stood. “Part one starts now. Quit canceling my luck. We need to get Angela, and get onboard that ship.”
“You’d better make good on the payment.” Titus stood and charged off to kill the Grand Martekan security who were already flooding the arena.
Drake darted into the smoke toward the fallen Clossian shell. Angela was still there.
“You did good,” he said.
Angela extended a line transceiver toward Drake. “I’m still on the line with Al.”
Drake took it. “Drop the ladder,” he said. “And Titus is coming with us, so don’t knock him down when he tries to climb.”
“Are you kidding me?” Al asked over the line transceiver. “I don’t want to work with him again.”
“Just do it,” Drake said.
A long chain ladder unrolled from the side entrance port of the Vagabond’s Lullaby. It touched down in the middle of the arena.
“Thanks, Al.” Drake took Angela’s hand. They ran toward the ladder.
A Martekan guard stepped out to block their path. “You won’t leave here, Traitor Prince.”
Drake held out his revolver and took aim.
Titus rammed into the guard before Drake had a chance to fire. The guard launched back, getting lost somewhere in the smoke.
“Well, that works.” Drake pulled Angela the rest of the way to the ladder. Angela climbed first, with Drake behind. As soon as Titus grabbed hold, Drake gave Al the order to ascend. He worried for a moment that the ladder wouldn’t take Titus’ weight, but it held.
The Vagabond’s Lullaby started climbing, taking the chain ladder out of reach from any overzealous guards. Angela, Drake, and Titus finished the climb.
“Get us off world,” Al ordered the crew as soon as the ladder retracted. “Then ready a tachyon jump. There are bound to be pursuers.”
“Nix the tachyon jump,” Drake said. “Ditch anyone on our trail, and then head back to Hyras City.”
“Did you hit your head?” Al asked. “Why would we go back to Hyras City?”
Drake locked eyes with Al. “Because we’ve still got a princess to save.”
Chapter 29: Olivia
Olivia exhaled, dipping to a squatted position. She held the pose for a second before inhaling and rising, then repeated the motion. The exercise helped to calm her down. The cells of the palace dungeon were small, and not particularly conducive to most exercise. A fact which was especially irritating, since the main room of the dungeon outside of her barred door was as large as a ballroom. It had a cavernous ceiling held up by rows of brick pillars. Still, at least there was enough room in her cell for squats. There was technically room for other exercises, but with the state of the floor, Olivia didn’t care to do anything that required her to touch it with her hands or bring her face anywhere near it. If she stayed here much longer, maybe she’d have to chance it.
Captivity on 169’s ship had been distressing to be certain, but at least the red-eyed devil had kept her in a clean room. The cobblestone floor of the palace dungeon didn’t look like it had been cleaned, well, ever.
Olivia closed her eyes, exhaling again as she squatted down. Her legs burned. The exercise helped calm her mind, but she couldn’t just do squats forever. At some point, she was going to have to confront the reality of her circumstance. Drake’s rescue mission had failed. She was a prisoner of King Dathan now, and as such, she was likely to stay here as a political hostage until the end of the war. Maybe she could get out on a prisoner exchange if she was lucky. But even that would take time.
Perhaps she could be rescued. If 169 was elsewhere, then perhaps an elite team of Valor soldiers may be able to get her out after a few months of planning. A rescue like that certainly wouldn’t be coming anytime soon.
“Hey, Princess. It’s time to go.” Olivia’s eyes snapped open at the sound of a familiar voice.
“Drake?” she cocked her head to the side. Was she hallucinating? Drake waved to her from the other side of the barred door. Hadn’t Dathan sent him away to some other prison? “How are you here?”
“I’ve got a Draco making a ruckus upstairs.” Drake said. “The guards are so distracted, I just walked right in.” He held up a ring of keys. “I got these too.”
Her mind raced with questions. It was difficult to keep time alone in the dark, but Olivia hadn’t thought she’d been separated from Drake and Angela for all that long. A day at most. In that time Drake had planned a rescue, and hired a Draco to help him pull it off? Did he have a ship waiting to get them off-world? Was there going to be a clear path for them to get out of here once she was out of the cell?
Unable to settle on a question to ask, she said, “I’m not sure I’ve ever been happier to see another person.”
“I’m happy to see you too, but go easy with the flirting.” Drake tried the first key in the lock on her cell door. “You’re way too put together to be my type. Besides, I’m kind of into Angela, and I just got her warming up to me.”
Olivia shook her head. “I wasn’t... never mind. What’s the plan for getting out of here?”
Drake pulled the first key free and tried a second in the lock. “I’ve got a ship parked on the outskirts of town and a carriage parked outside the palace walls, ready to take us there. We’ve just got to open this door and walk out the same way I came in. Piece of cake.”
Olivia sighed in relief. It wasn’t much of a plan, but Drake had succeeded with less to go on than that. No reason to stop trusting him now.
“I didn’t think you’d come back for me,” she said.
Drake shrugged. “We’re friends, right?” He pulled out the key, selected a new one from the ring, and tried the lock again. “This is weird,” he said. “I usually get stuff like this on my first try.”
“Thank you for coming,” Olivia said.
“Yes, thank you.” A chilling voice spoke from the entrance.
Olivia looked up to find a pair of blood-red eyes looking back at her. Every muscle in her body tightened involuntarily at the sight.
“Well, that explains why I couldn’t guess the right key.” Drake stood up. He tilted his head to each side to crack his neck, then turned toward the entrance. “How’d you know I was down here, Sixty-niner?”
“Was it supposed to be difficult to guess? You escaped the Grand Martekan with Titus in tow a few hours ago. Then he showed up upstairs. Where else would I think you were?”
Drake gripped the revolver on his belt. “Alright, so my plan was obvious. All that matters is that it’s going to work once I get through you.”
Olivia reached through the bars and grabbed the key ring. No matter how this fight went for Drake, things were going to go better for her if this door was unlocked.
169 stepped out into the dim, cavernous dungeon. He held a short sword in one hand and had a red pistol holstered on his hip. Like a dark mirror of Drake. “We already have your blood. We don’t need either of you anymore. Dathan was happy to let you leave with the princess. But as insignificant as you are, you’re also the closest thing I’ve found to a worthy match. We’re yet to have a battle with a decisive winner, and that fact niggles me.”
Drake chuckled. “Niggles. You made that word up, right?”
Olivia looked at Drake while she tried a key in the lock. Her mind flashed to the carnage of 169’s attack on the air palace. Armored soldiers with automatic rifles had been cut down like grass. Drake had apparently fought 169 before, but Olivia hadn’t seen it. Skilled as Drake was, it was hard to imagine this would go well for him.
169 didn’t react to Drake’s goading. “What do you say, Drake? Let’s fight. If you can beat me, you and the princess can walk away. Nobody will chase you. Even the Draco you brought will be free to go.”
“Actually, you’d be doing me a favor if you didn’t let the Draco go.” Drake took a step toward 169, taking a wide stance with his hand on his revolver like he was about to have a quick draw contest.
Olivia pursed her lips. The idea of her freedom being staked on a duel between the carefree Drake and the red-eyed devil who had cut down the entire palace guard in minutes wasn’t appealing. Though Drake had defeated an entire Mystic encampment alone. Neither of these men could be judged by typical standards.
“So it’s settled then?” 169 asked.
“Yeah.” The word was barely out of his mouth before Drake unholstered his revolver and launched three fireballs toward 169.
Straight faced, 169 sidestepped Drake’s attacks. He danced forward with a deadly precision. He crossed the room in a matter of seconds. Drake barely had time to draw his own saber before 169 was upon him, swiping his short sword toward Drake’s hip.
Drake jumped backwards, almost crashing against the door of Olivia’s cell. 169 pressed his attack, trying to pin Drake against the cell door with another swing of his short sword. Drake parried, but 169 recovered easily, and took another swipe.
Drake side-jumped. Foregoing a counterattack, he broke away, retreating to the open space at the center of the cave-like dungeon.
Olivia nodded without thinking while she tried the next key on the ring. It still wasn’t the right one. Even so, she felt the slightest bit of hope budding inside her. Drake was making all the right moves. Not only did he keep himself from being pinned in a corner, he gave himself some much needed space. 169 was dominating him at short range. A little distance kept the odds even. Although he was a bit reckless, he’d clearly been well trained.
169 charged in again, but Drake was ready this time. He parried 169’s slash, then stepped around his moving opponent, delivering his own slash from behind.
169 twisted to dodge. But he was a half a second too slow. The tip of Drake’s saber skated across his upper arm. 169 stepped back, snarling. Olivia squinted to see what she could make of the damage done. The wound was superficial, unfortunately. It wouldn’t even slow him down, but a fight wasn’t just physical. Drake had drawn first blood. He’d set the tone for the rest of the battle.
Olivia grabbed the next key on the ring, pushing it into the keyhole. It twisted with a satisfying click.
“Thank Providence.” She pushed the cell door open and stepped out.
Drake hopped backwards, avoiding another slash from 169. “Come at me!” Drake taunted. “I’ll make your arms match!”
169 glared, but didn’t take the bait. He raised his caster and pulled the trigger. An almost imperceptible wave snaked through the air. Drake ducked, covering his head. The wave sailed over him, colliding with a stone pillar about ten feet behind him. It exploded, sending shrapnel spraying through the dungeon.
Olivia ducked behind a pillar, taking shelter from the flying bits of rock, only poking her head out after the pinging rocks had settled.
“Knune’s fire! I hope that wasn’t load-bearing. What kind of maniac are you?” Drake yanked a long stone splinter free from his right forearm. Blood ran down freely, but Drake’s expression remained amused.
169 shot forward. Drake raised his sword to shove off the attack, but the wound in his arm and the slick blood that now coated his hand had compromised his grip. His saber skittered across the room.
169 moved in for a follow-up slash, but Drake jumped back out of his reach. Drake pulled his revolver free, but 169 knocked it from his hand with a quick flick of his sword. It slid across the floor and stopped at Olivia’s feet.
Drake charged forward. He caught 169’s sword arm by the wrist, then rammed his other hand into the Anti-Luck’s nose.
Olivia gasped. Drake was in a perilous spot, but Providence, seeing 169 take a hit was satisfying.
Drake kept his grip on 169’s wrist and continued pummeling him with his other hand.
169 dropped his sword, gasping for breath between hits, but he wasn’t done. He slid his hand down to the pistol hanging on his hip.
“Drake!” Olivia yelled. She was too late. 169 pressed the gun into Drake’s chest and pulled the trigger.
A ball of fire exploded between the two men, launching both of them backwards. They rolled backwards, and both frantically patted out the fire on their clothes.
169 staggered to his feet first and leveled his pistol at Drake. This was bad. Drake was going to lose unless she did something, but what could she do?
She glanced down at Drake’s revolver. It was just sitting there at her feet. She had to get it to Drake, but anything she did would go poorly for her with 169 around. She picked up Drake’s revolver. If she could get this to him, at least the odds would be even again. She looked down at the Mystic symbols inscribed on the gun. Or would that make it even? What had Dathan said about these symbols during Drake’s interrogation? Maybe it didn’t matter if she got this thing to Drake. She’d still try. A straight win was still the best outcome, but they might win no matter what happened next.
Olivia took careful aim at Drake. He’d stood up now, and was looking at 169, ready to dive out of the way of the next shot that came his way.
“Drake, catch!” Olivia hurled the revolver in his direction. It was the worst throw she’d ever made. The revolver sailed high over Drake’s head and clattered to the ground behind 169.
Drake glanced back at her. He didn’t speak. He was badly burned, but there was something else wrong with him. His face was pale and sweaty. His eyes had dilated to the size of coins.
“Admit that you’ve lost, and leave the princess here with me.” 169 shot another fireball.
Drake stepped around it. It exploded against the far wall of the dungeon.
Olivia stepped out. “You’re the one who lost!” she yelled.
169 glanced at her with a quizzical expression. “This is between me and Drake.”
Olivia stood her ground. “That gun I just threw behind you is his...” what had Dathan called it? “His soul anchor. You remember what Dathan said would happen to anyone who stood between him and it? Guess where you’re standing right now.”
169 narrowed his eyes, then looked at Drake. Drake screamed. It was the same primal sound she’d heard from the tent in the Mystic camp. Right before Drake had killed them all. Was she about to see firsthand how he’d done that?
Drake charged forward. 169’s eyes went wide. He hesitated for a second, cursed under his breath, then ran his thumb along a slide on the pistol of his handle and pulled the trigger. He vanished seconds before Drake would have hit him.
Olivia blinked in surprise. He’d run away? So she’d been right. Whatever it was Drake was about to do had frightened him. A sense of triumph welled up inside of her. She couldn’t defeat 169, but at least she’d played a part.
Drake barrelled forward through where 169 had stood and leaped onto the floor. He snatched up his revolver and hugged it tight to his chest. He snuggled the thing like it was a baby.
“Drake!” Olivia ran to him. He was breathing heavily, still clutching at his revolver. Slowly, his pallor faded away, and his skin returned to its normal tone. He opened his eyes. The pupils had shrunk back to normal.
Drake stood up slowly. “Thanks. I suppose you’re going to want an explanation about that whole soul anchor thing, huh?”
Olivia looked at Drake’s burns. They honestly weren’t as bad or as widespread as she thought they should have been. Not even close. And the gash on his forearm had stopped bleeding. Maybe that hadn’t been as deep as she’d thought it was? Still, it all looked painful enough.
She shook her head and looked toward the exit. “You can tell me after you take me home.”
Drake nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”
Chapter 30: Angela
Angela sat on the boarding ramp of the Vagabond’s Lullaby. She stared at the towering buildings of Hyras City. After escaping the Grand Martekan, the ship had completed a few accelerated orbits around the planet before touching down in this field. They were just a few miles outside of the city. It probably wasn’t far from where Drake had parked the stolen air ambulance that had brought them to Hyras City last time.
Angela sighed. That felt like it had happened years ago, not days.
And it felt like it had been an eternity since Drake had left her behind on this ship while he left to rescue the princess. It wasn’t until he was gone that she realized just how alone she was. Ever since her initial kidnapping by the Mystic army, she’d had someone with her. Despite starting as complete strangers, Olivia now felt like a friend. And as much as she hated to admit it, she actually kind of enjoyed spending time with Drake.
But they weren’t here now. Aside from one Line Transceiver conversation with Al, she didn’t know anyone on this crew. And given that the lot of them were Mystic pirates, she didn’t think she really wanted to.
She heard footsteps behind her. “Do you mind if I sit with you?” A male voice came from the cargo bay.
Angela jumped at the unexpected voice. Al stepped out. His hulking silhouette was menacing as he approached. With his fanged canine face and the leathery wings on his back, Al looked more beast than man, and much too similar to a jackal for Angela’s liking.
She shoved the memories down.
“I can leave if you’re uncomfortable.” Al took a disarming step back.
Angela fixed her eyes on the floor. Uncomfortable was an understatement. Had her discomfort been that transparent? Al had never wronged her, but he was a Mystic. And his face was so similar to that damn jackal. Should she just send him away?
“No,” she said after a moment. “Drake says you’re his friend. You can sit here.”
Moving with surprising grace for his size, Al slid into a seated position on the ramp next to Angela. “I came because I thought you’d want to hear about how your friends are doing.”
Angela blinked. A sudden rush of guilt came over her. How had she not asked about the other women yet? Was she that selfish? After everything that had happened — Being taken by 169. Escaping the nightmares on Rabbit’s Foot. Killing the Jackal — she’d forgotten to ask.
“You took care of them while Drake came to save me?” Angela asked, finally lifting her eyes from the ground to look Al in the eye.
Al nodded. “They were all in various states of shock, but they have a good chance of recovering. I dropped them off at a refugee camp on Caeruleum. Unfortunately, Novalis Six is still occupied by Mystics. It didn’t seem like the best idea to drop them there.”
Angela stared at Al’s deep brown eyes. His face was still frightening, but his eyes looked like a sweet puppy. He’d really come here just to let her know her friends were safe. Was he as kind as he seemed? He was a Mystic. A beast type Mystic at that. Angela looked down. She couldn’t keep up eye contact. His face was too much like the jackal.
Angela shoved down the guilt. “Thank you. I know you didn’t have to help us.”
Al shook his head. “Think nothing of it.” Al sat up, gazing out at the city.
Angela looked too. The palace, carved directly out of the black stone of the mountain behind it, stood out from the white buildings that made up the rest of the city. Drake was there now, fighting to rescue Olivia. Providence willing, he’d be successful this time.
Angela glanced back toward Al. Was he going to speak again? He seemed content to just sit in silence. Angela shifted her weight, then stretched. Al said nothing. She didn’t really want to talk, but it was so damn awkward just sitting here.
“So...” she said, finally breaking the silence. “Is Al your full name, or is it short for something?”
Al smiled. It looked odd seeing the inside edges of his snout curl up, but it was undoubtedly a smile. “Al Jhuras Rase Se Kamarik Yes’yenwa He Dhrad’Rai Etra.”
Angela blinked. “I see why they call you Al.”
“It does save a lot of time,” he said. “Roughly translated, it means ‘My purpose is to help others according to the will of Knune.’ Do your future children a favor and don’t make their name a mission statement. Especially one they can’t live up to.”
Angela nodded. How was she supposed to respond to that? “If I have a boy one day, I always liked the name Lucas.” Was that a stupid thing to say? How the hell did she talk to this guy?
Al laughed. It was a strange sound, sort of halfway between a normal chuckle and a bark. But it was endearing in a way Angela hadn’t expected. She didn’t want to like this guy. Why did he have to be so damn sincere?
“Lucas is a fine name.” Al sat up straighter. “I’m sorry. I can tell this is awkward for you, but I have another reason for being out here with you.”
Angela narrowed her eyes. The other shoe had to drop, eventually. What was Al’s real game? “And that is?” Angela asked.
Al shifted a little to look her in the eye. “I’m afraid I don’t have a great deal of trust in our current crew. I overheard a group of them discussing your... figure.” Al motioned to Angela’s body. “Drake’s reputation may be enough to keep them from acting on their desires, but all the same, I thought it best that you have some company until he returns.”
Well, that was different. If it was true, that was very kind. Angela nodded. “Thanks.”
Al nodded back. “We can sit in silence if you’d like, but I’d prefer to have a conversation. Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”
Angela pursed her lips. She knew exactly what she wanted to ask. Dathan’s words about Drake’s taboo had been rattling around in her head ever since he’d said them. And then, when Drake had killed their opponents in the Grand Martekan, something had been different about him. Something terrifying. Was it okay to ask Al about that? It was probably best to save those questions for Drake. She’d have to come up with something else.
“There’s one thing I’m curious about,” Angela said. “But if it’s too rude, you don’t have to answer.”
Al raised an eyebrow. “I’ll do my best to not get offended.”
“Well...” Angela shifted her position to fully face Al. “What exactly are you? The other Beast Mystics I’ve seen are just mixed with one animal. You look like a wolf, but I’ve never seen a wolf with wings. Are you a bat or something?”
Al laughed again, a deep, full sound from his belly. “I’ve wondered that myself,” he said. “All of my people have wings. We’re undoubtedly Canine Hominus based on our Vhy’ Rai gift, but when Korah created the beast men, he didn’t use just one animal for every mixture. The categories we give are just approximations.”
Angela nodded, but then paused. There was something off about what he’d said. “I’m sorry, Korah? I thought Knune was the Mystic god.”
Al furrowed his brow. “You don’t know much about what Mystics believe, do you?”
“I... I guess I don’t.” Angela had heard things here and there about what the Mystics believed. Stories about backwards customs like plural marriage, and their inconsistent rejection of certain technologies, but she had to admit that she knew little of their actual theology.
“Do you want an explanation, or would that bore you?”
Angela had to stop and think about that. Her thoughts flashed back to her night on Rabbit’s Foot with Drake. He’d told her that Al loved to quote Mystic scripture. She was in no mood for a sermon. But he’d also told her that Al was the reason he’d learned to function without so much hatred. She was so damn tired of hating people.
Angela shrugged. “You might as well. It’s not like I’ve got somewhere else to be.”
Al stood and walked down the ramp, motioning for Angela to follow. She hesitated for a second, but complied. A breeze blew across her skin as she stepped into the grassy field.
Al stopped a few dozen feet away from the ship. Then he turned and spoke. “In the beginning, Knune created three classes of beings. From clay, He created the Mystics.” Al extended his hand. A small puff of dust swirled up from the ground in front of him and coalesced into a humanoid shape. “From fire, He made the Jhyrus, and from light the Khryary.” A fire burst into life next to the cloud of dust, taking a similar form. It was followed by a ball of bright light. The whole scene was dazzling.
Angela inspected the little figures, her eyes wide with wonder. “How are you doing that?”
The three figures walked around in the air as if they were tiny living creatures.
“I used Vhy’ Rai,” Al said.
That should have been obvious. Why had it surprised her? She shook her head as she realized the answer. “I’ve never seen Vhy’ Rai used for anything besides fighting,” she said. “I didn’t know it could create things.”
“Creation is its purpose,” Al said. “It’s the power that Knune Himself wielded to create us, and eventually gifted to the Mystics.”
Angela bit her lip. This was approaching sermon territory. This was more interesting than she’d expected, but it wasn’t like she was about to convert to Mysticism.
“Why would he give his power away?” she asked.
“That’s what this story is all about,” Al said. The figures of clay, fire, and light danced around in the air. “The Khryary were the most powerful of Knune’s creations. They were given Vhy’ Rai from the start, but had no free will of their own. They existed only to serve Knune, so they stayed with Him.” Al wiggled his clawed fingers and the ball of light vanished, leaving the figures of fire and clay to dance alone.
“The Mystics and the Jhyrus were placed here on the planet Klade Hyras to live their lives according to their own pleasure. The Jhyrus were gifted with the power of Xan’ Rai.”
Angela cocked an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard of that. How is that different from Vhy’ Rai?”
“I suppose the result is the same,” Al said. “And most people just use Vhy’ Rai to describe both, since both manipulate matter according to the will of the user. The difference is in the source of power. Vhy’ Rai is the power of authority. It draws the energy for the command from within the matter itself. Xan’ Rai is the power of compulsion, which draws the energy from the user.”
Angela continued staring at the figures in Al’s hand. “I’m not sure I understand the difference.”
Al lifted his other hand in the air. It lit on fire.
Angela stepped back in surprise.
Al extinguished his hand. “Doing that required nothing from me but the will to make it happen, and a well structured thought to make sure it happened the way I wanted. That’s the power of Vhy’ Rai. But you’ve seen Drake use his revolver, yes?”
Angela nodded. She hadn’t thought much about it, but what Al was doing wasn’t even close to what Drake did with his revolver. Drake had to inscribe things into bullets to make it happen. Al just did it with his mind.
Al continued. “Drake uses Xan’ Rai to power his revolver. For reasons unknown to me, the material hemoignisium can tap into Xan’ Rai. It requires written instructions to direct matter, and it needs blood for power. It’s useful, but finite. Drake can fire each bullet in his revolver hundreds of times in a row, but eventually, he has to feed them more blood to keep them working.”
Angela looked up. “So isn’t Vhy’ Rai better, then? Why doesn’t Drake use it?”
Al’s face held a sad expression. “Vhy’ Rai only works for those who are worthy of it. Most Mystics can’t use it. Not just Drake.”
Angela’s heart felt like lead. It required worthiness. What the hell did that mean? Only good people could use it? Could the jackal she’d murdered in the desert use it?
Al leaned closer. “Is everything alright?”
Angela blushed. Had she been that bad at hiding her expression, or was Al just that intuitive? “Tell me the rest of the story.”
“Of course.” Al looked back down at the miniature fire and clay figures. Angela followed his gaze.
The figure of fire grew and circled around the figure of clay. “There was peace between the Mystics and the Jhyrus for a time,” Al said. “But it didn’t last. The most powerful of the Jhyrus was named Korah. He was spiteful, and jealous of the Mystics. Though they had no powers, they had tactile bodies that allowed them to experience life in ways the Jhyrus never could. So he tortured them. He used his power to twist Knune’s creations. Xan’ Rai couldn’t create new life, so he mixed the Mystics with the other existing life on the planet.”
The clay figure exploded into dust and reformed into thirteen smaller figures, each taking the form of one of the Mystic races. A dog, cat, cow, mouse, fish, lizard, frog, bird, insect, and a dragon. The remaining three kept their humanoid shape, though one grew long, pointed ears.
Angela examined the new figures. It wasn’t a very scientific story. She doubted any of this had actually happened. But the mythology was interesting. “And that’s where the Beast Mystics came from?”
Al nodded.
“But when did the Mystics get Vhy’ Rai?”
Al waved his hand and the ball of light returned. It split into twelve parts and pressed itself inside twelve of the clay figures. All except the one with pointed ears.
“Knune wouldn’t stand for the torture of his creations,” Al said. “So he granted the Mystics the power of Vhy’ Rai to allow them to fight back against the Jhyrus, so long as they remained worthy. And as recompense for their suffering at Korah’s hands, the ten beast races each received a special gift that wasn’t contingent on their worthiness. And thanks to their valor, certain among the non-beast Mystics were given a gift as well. They became the Fortunatus. Though they received no gifts, the remaining Mystics were still granted Vhy’ Rai. The twelve races used their new power to unite against Korah and sealed the Jhyrus away. Only one Race sided with Korah, the Delphines. They still worship him to this day.”
The fire figure vanished, and the twelve clay figures began dancing on their own.
Angela watched the figures dance incredulously. The story was probably just old superstition, especially considering that it didn’t account for the creation of Humans or any of the other races in the Federation aside from the Mystics and Delphines. But there was no questioning that Vhy’ Rai was real, and certain aspects of the story were intriguing. If nothing else, the story was keeping her from thinking too much about what might be taking Drake so long to return.
“How are the gifts different from regular Vhy’ Rai?” Angela asked.
Al dismissed the clay figures. They collapsed into dust and blew away in the breeze. “Typically, they take away the burden of worthiness, knowledge, and, in some cases, intention that’s usually required for Vhy’ Rai to work.”
Angela scrunched up her nose. “You lost me.”
“Take Drake’s luck, for example. He subtly manipulates the matter around him to maximize the chances of fulfilling his desires. But he doesn’t choose how that manipulation happens. His gift does it for him, and it does it whether or not he stays worthy of Vhy’ Rai.”
Angela squinted at Al. “Since we’re on the subject, I’ve got a question about that.”
“Should we sit back down?” Al motioned toward the ramp. Angela nodded, and they both moved back to the ship.
Angela sat on the boarding ramp. “So, if Drake is so lucky, why is everything that happens to him so shitty?”
Al folded his wings around himself like a cloak before taking a seat next to Angela. “Noticed that, huh? You’re not wrong, but you’re not fully right either.”
“You want to clarify that?”
“Drake’s gift can’t control other people, only unintelligent matter. If someone wishes him ill, there’s nothing his luck can do to change their mind. Though the things around them may act up a bit if they act on their desires to hurt him. But that’s really only half the answer. Many of the things that happen to Drake don’t seem lucky because most people have too basic a definition of luck.”
Angela pursed her lips. “Is it not just having good things happen to you?”
“It is,” Al said. “But goodness is subjective. What makes one person happy might make another miserable. True luck is being in a circumstance where your current needs are easily met.”
“So, what are you saying? Drake’s gift just makes sure he can always breathe, eat, drink, and whatever else he needs to survive?”
Al shook his head. “You mistake the nature of needs. Most people assume needs are superior to wants, but that’s backwards. Necessity is born from desire. In other words, needs can’t exist without wants.”
Angela squinted. Drake had mentioned Al’s tendency to wax philosophical. This conversation definitely had the potential to transform into preaching if she wasn’t careful. At least he wasn’t quoting Mystic scriptures at her yet. If he started that, Angela might need to find an excuse to leave. For now, she could take part.
“I’m pretty sure I still need air, food, and water, no matter what I want,” Angela said.
Al shook his head vigorously. “Not true in the slightest. You only need those things if you want to stay alive. If you wanted to die, then getting rid of air can only help. Any need you can come up with is only necessary if you want something else first.”
Angela wasn’t sure how she felt about that. “That’s kind of dark,” she said after a moment.
Al leaned closer to her. “Not all truth lives in the light. But, however unpleasant the example was, it’s a good illustration of Drake’s problem. His luck manipulates the nearby matter to make sure he always has what he needs. It works well when he has a clear goal. The trouble is that most of the time he doesn’t know what he wants, so his needs are inconsistent at best.”
Angela bit her lip. “So what you’re telling me is that I got chased by monsters, held as a prisoner, and forced to fight in a gladiator battle, all because Drake can’t figure out what the hell he wants? What needs were those things fulfilling for him?”
Al looked pensively toward the city. “He wants to be a good person and live a good life, but he also wants to be punished for his past mistakes. The more he fails, the more he feels he deserves misery, and the more his luck tries to deliver it to him.” Al sighed. “Unfortunately, I suspect that suffering is the need his gift is trying to meet.”
Angela stared in disbelief. Al’s explanation felt counterintuitive. Why would Drake want bad things for himself? He fought so hard to overcome every challenge they faced. How could a person like that not want the best for themselves? And yet... wasn’t she doing the same damn thing every time she remembered the jackal? Was she hoping to be punished for that? When she’d been alone in the chamber under the Grand Martekan, hadn’t she felt like she deserved to be there? When she really thought about it. Did a part of her still think she deserved to be there?
Al’s pointed ears perked up. “They’re coming.”
Angela sat up straighter. Drake was finally back? Did he have Olivia?
A simple, horse-drawn carriage — the one Al had procured for Drake before sending him on his rescue mission — rolled across the wide field. It was moving fast, almost recklessly fast.
The carriage rolled up, skidding to a hard stop in front of the loading ramp.
The door swung open, and Olivia jumped out. Angela’s heart felt so full it might pop. The princess was disheveled, maybe even a bit dirty, but obviously uninjured. Drake had saved her.
Al stepped up to Olivia. “Were you pursued?”
She shook her head. “No, but Drake is hurt.”
The joy Angela had felt vanished in an instant, as if her previously full heart actually had burst, leaving a hole behind.
“You make it sound like I’m dying. It’s not that bad.” A scowling Drake limped out of the carriage, wincing as he put weight on his legs. His clothes had singed holes revealing angry red skin underneath.
Angela stepped up next to Al. “We need to take him to a doctor.”
Al leaned down and hovered his hand over Drake’s wounds. “No need. Drake isn’t the only one with a Vhy’ Rai gift.” A soft glow emanated from Al’s hands, shining a soft light on Drake’s burns. The cracked skin responded immediately. It stitched itself back together as Al passed his hand over it.
Angela leaned in closer, staring in amazement. Every wound sealed itself with ease, and within seconds, Drake was standing straight. He was back to normal. Holy shit. That had worked faster than an auto-doctor machine.
“That’s some gift,” Angela remarked.
“All of Knune’s gifts are great,” Al nodded to Angela before turning to Drake. “But you still need to be more careful.”
“I made it back, didn’t I?” Drake nodded toward Al. His expression seemed appreciative, even if his words weren’t. “So, are we ready to go? I think I need a break from this planet for a while.”
Olivia nodded fervently. Angela nodded as well, but for reasons she couldn’t identify, didn’t muster the same enthusiasm as Olivia.
“Not without my payment!” an angry voice boomed from the carriage. The door popped open, and Titus poked his huge, scaly head out. How did he even fit inside of there?
Angela jumped, startled at the voice, and even more so at Titus’s appearance. Unlike Al, whose frightening appearance had softened considerably after a brief conversation, Titus only got worse the more he spoke.
Drake rolled his eyes, then turned to Al. “Unfortunately, Titus made it too,” he said. “Did you do everything I asked to get his payment ready?”
Al nodded. “It’s done.”
Drake turned to Titus. “The euphodine is in storage garage 312 in the Tzaajaar facility on Jhilt Yutri, the third moon of planet Vhiderine. It’s password protected. I’ll give it to you when you’re ready.”
“I’m ready now,” Titus said.
Drake put on a self-satisfied expression. “‘SUCK IT TITUS I STOLE IT FIRST.’ All caps with spaces between each word. No punctuation.”
Titus snorted angrily and puffed smoke into the air. “It had better be there.”
Drake raised his middle finger toward Titus. “It will be. I hated working with you, and I hope I never see you again.”
“The feeling is mutual.” Titus turned to Olivia. “You, however, were great. Please think of me if you ever have a job requiring my skill set.”
“I certainly will.” Olivia extended her hand. Titus reached out, taking her hand between his enormous thumb and pointer finger to shake it. He offered one more snort of smoke toward Drake before pulling himself back into the carriage. The driver cracked the whip, and the carriage sped away.
Angela gawked at Olivia as she waved to the departing carriage.
“They’re best friends now,” Drake said. “I’m as disappointed as you are.”
“We’re hardly friends,” Olivia said. “All I did was thank him for his role in the rescue. I didn’t ask him to share his life story.”
“You didn’t stop him either.” Drake turned to Al. “But get this, Titus was in the Grand Martekan because he lost a fight with his dad. His dad dumped him there because he said he wasn’t good enough for real combat.”
Al released his hearty barking laugh. “Learning that almost makes this whole job worth it.”
Drake nodded to Angela, flashing her a quick smile before stepping onto the cargo ramp. “Come on,” he motioned for the others to follow. “It’s finally time to take you home.”
Chapter 31: Vahn
“You’ll be fine.” Vahn ushered the fox-eared Mystic boy onto the boarding platform. “Orphanages on Eleutheria aren’t like the ones in the Mystic Empire. You’ll have food, schooling, entertainment, everything you need.”
The boy just scowled. In the days since the inhibitor had been captured, he hadn’t softened a bit. That was despite Vahn’s best efforts. Since Drake had missed the rendezvous, and Vahn’s intelligence officers had been unable to locate him, Vahn had been stuck here on Finibus with little to do besides take care of the captured Mystic child.
As a minor, the boy — who Vahn had learned was named Tomlin — couldn’t be kept as a prisoner of war under Federation war regulations. However, since his ability made him a legitimate threat, he had two options presented to him. He could renounce his Mystic citizenship and join the Human Empire, or he could be taken to a Federation sanctioned orphanage outside of both the Human and Mystic empires until he became an adult. Although Vahn had gone into great detail in sharing his own positive experience of renouncing Mystic citizenship, Tomlin had chosen the latter option.
“We’ll take good care of him.” Jamison — the soldier waiting at the top of the ramp to take custody of Tomlin — motioned for the boy to enter the ship. Tomlin obeyed, shooting Vahn one final scowl before moving inside to take a seat.
Vahn felt unsettled. Despite Tomlin’s coldness, he’d actually miss the boy. Vahn understood his situation better than most. He’d thought more than once over the last few days how satisfying it would be to take the boy in and show him the kindness Vahn hadn’t received as a child. But he was in no place to take in a kid. All he could do now was hope that a family on Eleutheria would take him and give him the loving home that Vahn had gone without.
“Captain Ashbell?” Ramirez’s voice cracked through the speaker in Vahn’s helmet.
“Yes?” Vahn stepped away as the boarding ramp closed and the Stingray readied for liftoff.
“You’re going to want to get to hangar twenty-one as quickly as you can. A private ship just docked there. The Vagabond’s Lullaby.”
Vahn flicked his eyes over to the information that populated the corner of his view screen at the mention of the ship’s name.
The Vagabond’s Lullaby
Modified Sword-Fish Class Vessel
Registered Owner: Harry Baals (suspected alias of Drake Ashbell)
Vahn winked, dismissing the information from the screen, feeling torn between a sense of relief and profound irritation. Why hadn’t Drake called first?
“Is it really him?” Vahn asked.
“He’s verified,” Ramirez said, his voice eager. “And he delivered the expected cargo.”
Vahn broke into a sprint so quickly that he almost forgot to respond to Ramirez. “I’m on my way.” He rounded the corner onto the service road that ran behind the hangars. Thirty-eight, thirty-seven... he counted down with each wide hangar building he passed.
The mechanical assistance of his Valor armor made the run quick and easy. His breathing had barely sped up by the time he arrived at hangar twenty-one and pushed the metal back-door open.
A single ship occupied the expansive building — a sword-fish class vessel sized for a crew of twenty to thirty. This one had a few more mounted rail-guns than was standard, and judging by the scratches and additional welds marring the red paint job, it had plenty of opportunities to use them.
“Took you long enough!” Drake called from the ship’s open cargo ramp.
Vahn glanced at the stats of his run that sat in the corner of his visor. He’d just run over a mile and a half in four minutes.
“You’re two days late,” Vahn said. “You want to complain about a couple of minutes on my end?”
“I’m sorry.” Drake cocked his head to the side in faux sincerity. “Was it hard for you to wait around while I did your job for you? The Mystic army and their super soldier monster who blew up your pretty little flying castle all by himself gave me some trouble. But you’re right. That really only should have delayed me an hour or two.”
Vahn bit back the extremely unprofessional retort forming in his mind and turned to Ramirez instead. “Where’s the princess?”
“I’m here.” Princess Olivia stepped out from the cargo hold of the Vagabond’s Lullaby and descended the ramp. This was the first time Vahn had seen her in person. She had her matted blonde hair pulled up into a tight ponytail. She wore what appeared to be a Mystic medic’s uniform. That made about as much sense as any other part of Drake’s rescue plan. Her appearance was a far cry from the heavily make-upped beauty model version of the princess shown to the public. Vahn had only ever seen her wearing a ball gown paired with combat boots. Though he could never say it out loud, Vahn liked this version of her better. She felt like a real person this way.
“Princess.” Vahn gave a rigid salute. “I’m Captain Ashbell. Your father put me in charge of your rescue mission. I’m happy to see our operative was successful.” He didn’t mention just how unorthodox Drake’s rescue attempt had been. But she’d spent the last several days with him, so she certainly knew.
“Ashbell?” The princess squinted at Vahn, then looked at Drake.
“Half-brothers,” Drake said.
The princess nodded, then turned back to Vahn. “Right, of course. Thank you for your efforts, Captain Ashbell.”
“Is there anything you need?” Vahn asked.
The princess offered a perfect, practiced smile. The picture of dignity and grace despite the dirt smudged on her cheeks. “Maybe a shower,” she said. “But mostly I’d just like to go home.”
“Of course.” Vahn scanned over the mission parameters on the side of his visor. “Now that you’re safe, I’m supposed to notify your father,” he said. “Would you like to speak with him?”
This time, her smile was genuine. “I’d love that.”
“Call Ryker Winterton,” Vahn said, activating the voice controls from his visor display. “Priority one.”
Ryker’s face appeared in the corner of Vahn’s helmet. He wasn’t in his office. Men in military uniform hurried around behind him. He looked exhausted.
“Captain Ashbell,” he said. “What do you have to report?”
“Mission success,” Vahn said.
Ryker blinked, the creases in his hard face seeming to soften ever so slightly. “You have her?”
“She’d like to talk to you.”
“Put her on.”
Vahn flicked his eyes across the screen. His helmet clicked and Ryker’s face vanished from the screen. A panel latched open, and the line transceiver embedded inside his helmet slid out. He grabbed it and held it out to the princess.
“It’s a secure transmission,” he said. “You can say anything you want.”
The princess nodded gratefully, and took the line transceiver, placing it against her ear. “Dad?” she said. The warmth of her smile could have heated the entire hangar. “I’m just going to step over here,” she mouthed to Vahn, indicating a vacant corner of the hangar.
Vahn nodded, and the princess stepped away.
Drake waved to get Vahn’s attention. “If you don’t mind, my part in this is done, right? I’ll take my money and be on my way.”
“Come back to New Earth with us,” Vahn said. “The king will give you your official pardon and see that you’re compensated.”
Vahn looked at Drake’s face, gauging his reaction. If Drake responded favorably, Vahn might ask him to stick around longer. With no family to see, Vahn had accrued a tremendous amount of leave time. It could be a good opportunity to mend fences with Drake.
“Ugh.” Drake rolled his eyes. “Can’t we do that remotely? It’s not like I need your king to hand me a sack of gold personally.”
Vahn’s heart sank. Perhaps mending fences was too lofty a goal. After all, he was still yet to have a successful conversation with Drake about their past. Drake put those conversations to bed the moment Vahn brought them up. He clearly had no interest in the relationship. Just like all the rest of Vahn’s family.
“I wouldn’t mind going to New Earth.” A young woman stepped out of the ship’s cargo hold to stand next to Drake. “It could be fun to see where Olivia lives.”
ATLAS scanned the newcomer, automatically providing him with an ID on the screen.
Vahn skimmed the information. Her ID photo was much more flattering than her present state. Even looking at the picture, Vahn would have had a hard time matching it to her without the help from ATLAS. Her clothes were torn to the point that rags would be a better description for them, and she looked as if she’d spent the last week living in a mud-hole.
“Your name is Angela Fisher?” Vahn asked. “You were kidnapped as well?”
Angela looked up. “Do I know you?”
Vahn shook his head. “I’m the captain in charge. If you were taken as well, we’ll need to bring you in for questioning.”
“Oh.” Angela looked toward Drake as if asking for his permission.
Drake shrugged. “I don’t see why we need to go to New Earth. Line transceivers work from anywhere. Besides, I just paid Titus with a whole shipment of goods that I have to go steal back from him before he can turn around and sell it to Dathan. The longer I wait, the bigger a pain that’s going to be.”
A proximity sensor blinked on Vahn’s screen as the princess stepped up behind him. “You’re not coming back with us?” she asked. “What are we going to do if 169 comes back?”
Drake froze as if caught in the middle of a crime.
“You didn’t kill 169?” Vahn asked. How had he been so careless that he hadn’t confirmed a major mission objective?
“Not technically.” Drake shrugged. “But I scared him really bad. I think he learned his lesson.”
Drake’s expression was nonchalant, but ATLAS knew better. Drake’s pupils were dilated, and his skin temperature had an almost imperceptible temperature increase.
“Why didn’t you kill him?” Vahn asked.
“He escaped,” Olivia said. “Drake beat him, but he teleported away.”
Vahn nodded. “Why can’t you just give a straight answer like that?” he asked Drake.
Drake scowled. “Because if I did that, you’d want to keep working with me and dragging me places I don’t want to go.”
The princess stepped up to the ramp. “Drake, you did your job. I already let my father know that. We’ll pay you no matter what you choose to do from here. But the truth is that we need you. I need you. 169 broke in and stole me once. If you leave now, there’s nothing stopping him from doing it again. I want to hire you as my personal security. Please come with us, and help us stop that monster before he does more damage than he already has.”
Drake looked back and forth between Olivia and Angela. Both looked back at him expectantly. “For Knune’s sake.” Drake exhaled sharply. “If I’m getting dragged to New Earth, I’d better get a banquet thrown in my honor.”
“Thank you.” The princess stood back up and turned toward Vahn. “I don’t believe there’s any reason for us to stay here. I’m ready to leave when you are.”
Vahn saluted. “I’ll ready our ship.”
Chapter 32: Angela
Angela took a bite of what she hoped was spaghetti and meatballs. It mostly looked the part, but the color was a little off. That alone wouldn’t have mattered much except that the Insectus Hominus who had served it to her was literally half cockroach. Whose idea had it been to put him in charge of the mess hall?
Angela gagged a little. It definitely wasn’t spaghetti and meatballs.
“Are you alright?” Al asked from his seat across from her. He’d been sticking close to her during her time aboard the Vagabond’s Lullaby. She was grateful for it. She’d found him unnerving at first, but not nearly as much as the rest of the crew. They were Mystic pirates, after all. Even Al was wary of their intentions toward her. Olivia had opted to ride with the Valor soldiers. Angela probably could have as well, but she’d chosen to stay with Drake. Why the hell had she done that? When they’d asked, she’d just spoken without thinking her reasons through. Unfortunately, Drake had wandered away at some point, leaving her alone again with the crew of Mystics.
Angela swallowed one of the slimy, bitter noodles from her plate. She choked. “What the hell is this?”
Al began twirling the noodles around his fork. “Sometimes peace of mind is more valuable than knowledge. Suffice it to say, it’s been a while since we’ve pulled a lucrative job. Without fresh ingredients, our chef has to get creative. It’s not always good, but both body and mind require nourishment.” Al slurped down a forkful of noodles and grimaced. “Though fasting can often be a healthy practice.”
“They’ll feed us on New Earth, right?” Angela asked. “If they ever let us land.”
The tachyon jump from Finnibus to New Earth, though unpleasant, had only taken a few minutes. But when they’d arrived, they’d been barred from landing. The officials on New Earth had offered very little in way of explanation. Not just the Vagabond’s Lullaby either. That might have made sense. But Olivia and the Valor soldiers stayed in orbit as well. Whatever bureaucracy was preventing them from landing had already lasted more than half an hour, and showed no signs of ending.
Al pushed his plate to the side so that he could rest his elbows on the table. “Are you excited to be with humans again?”
Angela nodded. “I guess.” The prospect of returning to her old life felt hollow. Her family was dead, and her hometown was an occupied territory. Life would never be the same. Even if it could be, how could she go back to a life of maintaining farm machinery in the morning and packaging hydroponic lettuce in the afternoon? After all she’d been through? The thought of it sounded boring, and altogether more peaceful than she deserved. She wasn’t the same girl she was when she’d been taken. Whatever parts of that girl had survived her short stint in slavery were further beaten down by 169 and the nightmares. Then they’d been finished off in the desert along with the jackal.
Angela looked down at the red sauce on her plate. All she saw was blood spilling out on the sand. She fought back the urge to vomit. She didn’t deserve to return to a normal life.
“I know this tastes awful, but I didn’t think it was bad enough to make that face while looking at it.” Al pulled Angela’s plate away and stacked it on his own.
“Sorry,” she said. “It’s not the food. I’ve got a lot on my mind. I used to write out my feelings to figure them out, but I haven’t been able to do that in weeks, and so much has changed. I’m just confused about what I’m feeling.”
“I’ll see if I can find you a pen and some paper.” Al tilted his nose toward an exit door. “But in the mean time, you know, Drake’s quarters are just down that hallway. Third door on the left. I’m sure he’s holed himself up in there, and I know you want to see him. Whatever it is that’s putting that look on your face, Drake will probably understand it better than most.”
Angela blushed. She opened her mouth, ready to deny Al’s assertion, but the kindness in his eyes silenced her. There was nothing playful or teasing about what he’d just said. He’d meant every word of it. Did she want to talk things out with Drake? That couldn’t be. If they talked alone, he’d just joke around again. That’s all he ever did. Except... He hadn’t done that when he’d learned about what she did to the jackal. What he’d said to her then had been the only helpful thing anyone had said to her so far. Maybe... maybe she did want to talk to Drake.
Angela stood up and motioned toward the exit door Al had indicated. “Third on the left?”
Al nodded. “He won’t admit it easily, but he needs to talk as much as you do.”
Angela doubted that, but she thanked Al anyway. She exited the mess hall. It only took her a minute to reach Drake’s room, but it took her an additional five to work up the courage to knock.
Why was her heart beating so fast? It was just Drake. They’d spoken many times before. She’d never been nervous about it. Angela knocked on the door.
“I don’t want to be disturbed until we’ve got landing clearance!” Drake yelled out.
Angela hesitated. Should she just leave? Where would she even go? Back to the mess hall with its half cockroach cook and bucket full of fake spaghetti?
“It’s Angela,” she called through the door. “Can I come in?”
She heard some scuffling within, and then the door slid open.
“Hey Angie.” Drake stood in the doorway with damp hair and a towel in his hand. He wore a pair of rough, brown trousers with his revolver holstered in the belt. He wore no shirt. Angela couldn’t stop her eyes from wandering across the black Mystic letters inked up and down his muscular chest.
“My eyes are up here.” Drake looked amused.
“I didn’t realize you were in the shower.” Angela locked her eyes on the floor. “I can come back later.”
“That’s stupid,” Drake retreated into the room and waved for Angela to follow. “You’re here now. What do you need?”
Angela stepped into the room. It was sparsely decorated. It had a tiny shower stall in the corner, a bed, and a dresser — both bolted to the floor — and little else.
“I just wanted to talk,” Angela said.
“Take a seat.” Drake motioned toward the bed.
Angela sat down and grimaced. The mattress  — if it could be called that  — wasn’t much softer than the metal floor.
Drake rummaged through the dresser drawer. “I’m surprised. Since we met, you’ve made it pretty clear that you don’t like talking to me. Now I finally give you a break and you come find me. Were you just playing hard to get all this time?”
Angela felt her cheeks flush. Why was she embarrassed? Drake had said much worse to her than that before now.
“If you’re going to do more of your shitty flirting, maybe I should just go,” Angela said.
Drake pulled a long-sleeved blue shirt from the drawer and pulled it over his head. “Alright, no more shitty flirting. I’ll only come at you with the good stuff.”
Angela rolled her eyes. She had to cut off this banter, or the conversation would go nowhere. No more letting Drake dominate.
“I’ve been talking with Al,” she said.
Drake plopped down on the bed next to her. “What did he say? Did he give you an existential crisis?”
“Nothing really stands out. He just made me think about what’s coming next.”
Drake cocked his head. “And what is coming next?”
Angela bit her lip. “I don’t really know. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
Drake raised an eyebrow. “Well, I was going to drop you off wherever you wanted to go. After that, it’s up to you. You can do whatever you want.”
Angela stared pensively forward. What did she want? She remembered what Al had said about Drake’s luck. It was bad because he didn’t know if he wanted to be happy or be punished. She felt the same way about herself. Drake was sure to understand, but how the hell could she say that to him?
Angela took a deep breath. She just had to go for it. “I’m not sure I want to go back to my old life.”
Drake nodded. He looked thoughtful. “So, this is serious talk?”
Angela nodded. “Yeah.”
Drake sighed. “So much less fun, but I guess it’s got to happen. What options are you considering?”
Angela blushed. What the hell. It wasn’t even an embarrassing question. “I um... I haven’t really thought about anything.”
Drake shrugged. “Then just stay here.”
Angela balked. “Here? With you? I can’t do that.”
“Why not?” Drake asked. “It’s as good a place as any.”
Angela thought about the nearly poisonous spaghetti she’d just choked down, and the half-cockroach chef who’d slopped it onto her tray. “Well, your crew gives me the creeps, for one thing.”
Drake scooted back and leaned casually on the mattress. “Me too, actually. But they’ll be gone soon. Only me and Al stay on between jobs. But until you figure out where to go, it can be you, me, and Al. Ryker’s going to pay us a shit ton of money for bringing his daughter home, so it’s not like you’d even have to be part of any dangerous jobs. We’ll only take the ones we want.”
Angela locked her gaze on Drake’s silver eyes. There was no joke there. She couldn’t possibly entertain that though, could she? “What would I do here? I can’t fight, and I’ve never even stolen anything before. I’m not sure I want to.”
Drake glanced down, looking thoughtful. “There are plenty of other jobs. Comms operator maybe? You could learn to fly the ship. Whatever you want.”
There was that damn word again. Want. Drake made it all sound so simple, but was it what she wanted? Her heart beat fast. This wasn’t the direction she’d expected this conversation to go at all. Truthfully, though, it sounded nice.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “Why would you want me here?”
Drake took in a deep breath. “Look, this is serious talk, so you can’t make fun of me when I say this, okay?”
Angela eyed Drake. Still no joke in his eyes. “Alright, but if this is just set up for you to tell me I’m hot again, then I’m leaving.”
Drake shook his head. “At this point, me thinking you’re hot goes without saying.” He looked down at the floor. “Truth is, though, I was really wrong to focus on that when we met. I never said sorry for that, but I am. Especially when I tried to kiss you. That was a real dick move. I can’t imagine half the shit you’ve been through, or how many men have treated you like an object in the last few weeks. I’m sure it’s a long list, and I’m pissed at myself that my name is on it. You deserve better than that. I’m sorry. I’m never going to do that to you again.”
Angela felt a rush of relief. She’d been so focused on her guilt that she’d lost sight of everything else she’d been so angry about. Drake’s apology felt good. Validating. Providence, she’d needed that. “Thank you for saying that.”
Drake nodded. “It was long overdue. Look, don’t get me wrong. You’re way meaner about it than you need to be, and you’re always angry, but you call me on my shit. You’re strong, Angie. I’m not one to make friends easily, but I like having you around. I think I’m better when you are. Of course, you’re free to leave if that’s what you want.” Drake paused for a moment. “But please stay.”
Angela caught her breath. He’d delivered that with a completely straight face. Did he really mean it? She wanted him to mean it. Angela sighed. “I don’t want to leave,” she breathed out. “I want to stay here... with you.”
Oh, damnit. Why had she added that to the end? She felt her anxiety spike. That was so stupid. She really needed to think more before speaking. Drake was going to read way too much into that. Angela met Drake’s eyes, ready for the inevitable jokes.
Drake met her gaze, his silver eyes set in a serious expression. “I’d like that.”
Angela stared back. No jokes? Not even a cheesy grin? He wanted her here. He wanted her with him. Not just her body, but her, as a person. Providence, why did that feel so good?
Heat rose in her cheeks. Drake couldn’t hold back from making jokes while they were surrounded by soulless nightmares, but he kept a straight face now? And what was with the intense eye contact? Had his eyes always been so damn hot?
She could feel butterflies coming to life in her stomach. It was not okay for Drake to be giving her butterflies. Why the hell was he being so earnest? She couldn’t hate him when he acted like that. In fact, right now it was hard to remember why she’d ever hated him at all.
Heat rose in her cheeks. Dammit, she wanted him. Did he still want her back? “You know, that night when you tried to kiss me, I was mad because it came out of nowhere. We’d barely met.”
Drake nodded. He had a contrite look on his face. “I know that. I had a lot of shit going on, and I tried to use you. It was immature and stupid.”
Angela bit her lip. The apology was sweet, but she didn’t need another one. Was she the only one feeling the mood in the room? How obvious did she need to be?
“Right. It was bad then because we didn’t know each other. But we know each other now...”
Drake’s eyes widened with realization. “So... you don’t hate me anymore?”
Angela scooted a little closer. “You can’t hate someone once you understand them, right?”
Drake leaned slightly forward, but hesitated. His warm breath mingled with hers. “If I do what I’m thinking right now, are you going to hit me again?”
“Only if that’s what you’re into.” Angela brushed her hand along Drake’s cheek, then wrapped it around the back of his head. She pulled him in tight and pressed her lips against his. They were soft and warm. A thrill ran up and down her spine. This was really happening.
Drake kissed her back and wrapped his hands around her waist. He moved his hand up and ran it through her hair. He paused for a moment, breathing heavily, then pulled her in closer so that their bodies pressed together. Damn, that felt good. Angela kissed him again. She moved her tongue into Drake’s mouth and swung her legs up around so that she was sitting in his lap.
Drake ran his hands up and down the length of her body. Every touch sent chills through her. How did this feel so good? She used to hate Drake. His very presence had been irritating. Now he was rubbing his hands all over her, and she wanted more. So. Much. More.
Angela ran her hand down Drake’s muscular chest, then grabbed the bottom of his shirt and lifted it up. Drake broke away from the kiss and pulled the shirt free, tossing it onto the bed.
Angela leaned back, looking over his muscular physique ringed with tattoos. Drake ran his hand along her cheek, then pulled her in for another deep kiss.
Angela pressed her whole body against him. It felt like she belonged there. Providence, she hoped this would never end. The military could delay their landing on New Earth all they wanted. Angela no longer cared.
Chapter 33: Olivia
Olivia looked at the picture of a smiling six-year-old girl on the viewscreen of her Valor armor. 
“This is my youngest,” Schultz said. “She’s going to go nuts when I tell her I actually got to meet you. I gave her your official make-up set for her birthday, and she’s been obsessed with you ever since.”
Olivia was grateful she didn’t have to fake a smile through the opaque visor. It wasn’t that she had a problem with Schultz gushing about his family. Under different circumstances, she’d have enjoyed it. But after everything she’d gone through, she couldn’t help but feel like it was just the final hurdle before she made it home.
“She’s adorable. What’s her name?” Olivia masked the exhaustion in her voice. She used her eyes to scroll through the transcripts of chatter from New Earth. There had to be something to explain their delay in docking clearance. They’d been orbiting for several hours. She found nothing. Whatever the reason, it was clearly classified.
“Cai,” Shultz said. “She’s my little angel.”
“Once we’ve landed and debriefed, I’ll be sure to sign something for you to send her.” Olivia stood up. She braced one hand against the grab-bar that lined the ceiling of the stingray’s main bay. “For now, I’m going to see if I can get any information on what’s taking so long.”
Shultz nodded. “Of course. Thank you.”
“I won’t forget.” Olivia made her way through the narrow aisle that ran down the center of the troop carrier until she arrived at the cockpit door. 
The scanner on the door read her credentials as she approached. The latch spun, and the door came ajar.
She heard Captain Ashbell’s voice. “I’m a member of the king’s Council. My clearance should be high enough.”
Captain Ashbell spoke to the volumetric display of another Valor soldier who ATLAS identified as Second Lieutenant Carly Vance. The captain turned and saluted as Olivia entered.
“I’m sorry,” Vance said. “My orders are clear. I can’t answer your questions until I’m given clearance, even if you are a member of the king’s Council.”
“You think you could give some answers if the princess was asking?” Olivia stepped next to Captain Ashbell.
The tiny light image saluted rigidly, no doubt having just received verification of Olivia’s identity on her view screen.
It was reckless offering her identity so freely. Most likely her father and the men onboard this stingray were the only soldiers given full details of her rescue. But how else was she going to get the information?
“Of course,” Vance said. “If you order it, I’ll tell you whatever I can.”
“Thank you.” Olivia nodded toward the pilot — who ATLASI identified as Sergeant Joaquim Ramirez — and then to Captain Ashbell. “These two are cleared to hear it as well. So tell us why we haven’t received landing clearance yet.”
“We’re code orange right now,” Vance said. “A new Hostile appeared at Praesidium Station.”
Olivia’s heart sank. She still remembered what her father had gone through the last time a new Hostile had appeared. That was at least seven years ago. Why would it be happening now? This timing couldn’t be worse.
Captain Ashbell shook his head. “There hasn’t been a new one in a long time.”
“Not since Big Boy,” Ramirez confirmed, his voice subdued.
Olivia looked at each of the soldiers. She commanded ATLAS to pull up their service records. Each had served on Praesidium station before. Olivia had never seen one of the Hostiles — aside from blurry, overexposed photographs — but she’d read the reports, and heard the stories from the soldiers who served on Praesidium. The first Hostile force, nearly a thousand in number, had appeared sixteen years ago. Each one was deadlier than an entire army of Mystics. Fortunately, they attacked one at a time, and always at regular intervals. Otherwise, even an advanced battle station like Praesidium wouldn’t be able to hold them back.
Each one had its own code name, but Big Boy was the one people talked about. He showed up out of nowhere, nine years after the others. He was bigger than the rest of them. Faster too. He nearly destroyed Praesidium station on his first attack, and on a few of his attacks since then. Fortunately, he’d fallen into a routine just like the rest of them. He always returned at predictable times, and coming from the same direction, so the station had time to prepare. Nobody knew what had prompted his first appearance. What did it mean that a new one had appeared?
“What class is it?” Captain Ashbell asked after a moment.
“Class six,” Vance said. “Its designation is Titan. General Murdock estimates a fifty percent chance that they’ll be able to repel it. ”
Olivia couldn’t read anyone’s emotions through their helmets, but their stunned silence spoke volumes. Big Boy was class five. Up until now, class six had only been a hypothetical possibility.
Olivia broke the silence. “I need to speak with my father about this. Do whatever you have to. Get us docking clearance. Go now.”
Vance saluted, and the light figure vanished.
It took twenty minutes before docking clearance was granted, then another fifteen minutes for the stingray and the Vagabond’s Lullaby to enter atmosphere and touch down in the palace hangar.
It was possibly the longest thirty-five minutes Olivia had ever endured. All she wanted was to get back into her routine of classes, military training, and running her company. All of that was out the window if they had to deal with a rogue hostile.
She exhaled a sigh of relief as the stingray loading doors came open. She stepped out into the familiar hangar of the Royal Air Palace. It had taken some damage in the crash following 169’s attack, but if she ignored the cracks in the walls and the exposed wiring, it still felt like home.
“Olivia.” Her father’s booming voice echoed through the spacious hangar.
He stood near the entrance in his pressed dress-uniform. He had bags under his eyes, and new creases on his forehead. It looked like he hadn’t slept since Olivia’s kidnapping. And the appearance of a new Hostile certainly wouldn’t have helped his stress levels.
Olivia ran to him. He opened his arms. Despite being in full Valor armor, she hugged him without a second thought. If it hurt him, he didn’t show it. He wrapped his arms around her.
A warm comfort washed over her. “I missed you, Dad.”
“I missed you as well,” her father said. “Providence willing, you’ll never understand just how much.”
She couldn’t feel the embrace through the armor, but she didn’t have to. The stress of the past week slid away. She was home.
Olivia let go and took a step back. “So what are we doing about the new Hostile?”
“For now, we’re standing by and letting General Murdock do what he does best.” Her father turned, looking toward the Vagabond’s Lullaby where Drake and his Canine Hominus friend — Olivia had seen him, but the two hadn’t been formally introduced — were descending the landing ramp. “We’ll also be debriefing and thanking your rescuers.”
Her father waved down a set of Valor soldiers, who were moving to disarm Drake. “They’re cleared for armed entry,” he said. He looked toward Drake’s friend. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure.”
“I’m Al Jhuras Rase Se Kamarik Yes’yenwa He Dhrad’Rai Etra of the Venderian Healers.”
“We just call him Al,” Drake said. “He helps me with everything I do, including rescuing stolen princesses.”
Her dad bowed his head toward Al. “Then you have my gratitude.”
Al bowed respectfully, and much deeper.
“And who’s this?” Olivia’s father looked up the landing ramp. Angela stepped into view.
“That’s Angie,” Drake said. “She’s my...” Drake hesitated.
Angela blushed. “I was kidnapped as well,” she said. “Drake rescued me.”
“I’m glad you’re safe.” Olivia’s father stepped back and motioned for the others to follow. “There’s a lot that we need to talk about, but I don’t think the hangar is the ideal location. If you don’t mind, I’ll be happy to take you somewhere with chairs.”
Drake, Al, and Angela followed. Olivia joined as well, with Captain Ashbell and his squad following behind.
The king’s guard joined them in the corridor. Captain Elba offered a quick salute before he and three other Valor soldiers fell into formation around her father.
The group marched through the mostly empty palace corridors. The damage was extensive. Olivia could have counted the number of uncracked walls on a single hand. Hard to believe 169 had done this much damage acting alone.
A warning flashed on Olivia’s visor. Her heart dropped.
Captain Elba raised a fist in the air. The group stopped abruptly.
“We’re under attack,” he said, his voice even and measured. “No positive ID on the aggressor. It doesn’t look like the hostile, though.”
Olivia’s Valor armor suddenly felt like an oven. Sweat dripped down her forehead. Images of 169 cutting down Valor soldiers in the corridors of this very palace the week before ran through her mind. Had he come back for her? All the security of returning home vanished in an instant. She wasn’t safe here. She’d never be safe anywhere as long as 169 knew where she was.
“Take us to a safe room,” her father ordered without hesitation. How was he maintaining his composure?
An additional warning flashed on Olivia’s screen. This one was a health alert. Her heart rate had escalated from fifty to one-hundred and sixty beats per minute in only a few seconds. She couldn’t breathe. It felt like her armor was tightening in on her. Her legs shook. She couldn’t keep standing. Damnit. The panic was taking her. It hadn’t been this bad in a long time. She needed to breathe.
ATLAS spoke in her ear with a smooth, robotic voice. “You are experiencing a panic attack. Concentrate on your breathing. If symptoms continue, medication will be administered automatically.”
Olivia sat down and tried to inhale, but it felt like her throat had closed. Somebody grabbed her shoulders.
“Are you alright?” It was Captain Ashbell speaking, but his voice sounded muffled and distant, like he was speaking to her while she had a pillow pressed against her ears.
“Snap out of it, Princess.” A new set of hands grabbed her by the helmet. It was Drake. “He’s already got your blood. I doubt he’s after you again, but if Sixty-niner came back here, I’ll stop him. You’re safe.”
Olivia drew in a ragged breath. Drake was here. He could beat 169. She’d seen him do it before. She could do this. The panic wouldn’t take her.
Drake stepped back. “She’s all yours.”
Captain Ashbell grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “I’m going to take you to the safe room with your father. Even with Drake here, we need to take precautions. Titan could still break through.”
Sirens exploded to life, filling the air with a high-pitched wail. Olivia fought back against the flood of memories threatening to overwhelm her. Drake was here. 169 wouldn’t win so easily. Olivia knew that what Captain Ashbell had said should have been equally, if not more, frightening. Not even Drake could kill one of the Hostiles. But it was oddly comforting. Titan would have no personal animosity towards her. The idea of a Hostile breaking through Praesidium was still so abstract, so unreal. Her mind was perfectly equipped to deal with that.
“Are you good?” Captain Ashbell used the helmet to helmet comm link to be heard over the sirens.
Olivia took three long breaths, counting them out in her head. “I’m good. Let’s go.”
She followed behind Captain Ashbell and the rest of the group as they navigated the corridors. Captain Elba and the rest of the king’s Guard lead the way. ATLAS seemed content with her progress as she walked down the corridors. Her heart rate dropped steadily. No matter what happened next, she would stay calm. She refused to fail like that again. She’d be the leader the people needed.
Captain Elba peaked around a corner with his rifle, then stopped. “Contact,” he said over the helmet to helmet comm link. “King’s Guard, take point. Ashbell, your men set up a perimeter around the king and Princess.”
“Yes, Sir.”
The Valor soldiers sprang into action. Within seconds Vahn’s squad had taken defensive positions, and the king’s guard had moved down the adjacent hallway.
The popping of gunfire echoed through the corridors for only a moment before falling silent.
Footsteps.
Olivia’s heart rate spiked again. She didn’t need to see the bodies to know the king’s Guard was dead. It was just like last time.
The warning flashed again on Olivia’s screen. ATLAS gave her a notification, encouraging her to take deliberate breaths.
169 turned the corner. His eyes shone the same color as the blood dripping from his sword.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Drake said. 
Chapter 34: Vahn
Vahn locked his scope directly between 169’s blood-red eyes. The Anti-Luck’s appearance had changed since Vahn had seen him on Eijhur. Though his silvery hair and generally smug expression remained the same, he was now sporting a tattoo. Inky black Mystic letters ran along his neck from under his shirt-collar and continued up to cover the right side of his pale face.
Was that a change he should be concerned with?
Exhaling softly, Vahn squeezed the trigger. The shot went wild and ricocheted around the corridor.
Vahn cursed under his breath. 169’s power was formidable. Unaided, Vahn rarely missed the target. With an assist from ATLAS while wearing Valor Armor, he’d never missed before.
Vahn squeezed the trigger again with the same result. 
169 continued forward, completely unphased by the gunfire.
Vahn adjusted his aim toward 169’s center mass. Was it even worth taking another shot?
169 sidestepped, but not to dodge one of the many bullets Vahn’s squad was sending his way. Drake had launched a fireball in his direction using his hemoignisium revolver. Drake’s shot flew true to his aim, but 169 still avoided it easily. The fireball exploded harmlessly against the wall.
“I’m so glad you’re here, Drake.” 169’s voice was as dark and slick as an oil leak.
“Give me your saber,” Drake extended his hand toward Vahn.
Vahn hesitated for a moment. It felt wrong to be letting Drake handle this situation with a whole squad of Valor soldiers just standing by. Still, Drake had already shown that his luck truly did negate 169’s power. In this situation, he really was the only one who could win. Vahn hooked his rifle to his hip and reached up to pull the Valor saber free from its hidden sheath built into the back plate of his armor.
Drake snatched the sword and stepped forward, taking a defensive stance between 169 and the group in the middle of the hallway.
Vahn glanced back. The princess wasn’t coping well. She leaned against the nearby wall and seemed unresponsive to the events around her. Vahn wasn’t privy to her biometric readouts, but he didn’t need them to recognize the symptoms of a panic attack. He’d seen his fair share of soldiers have them in the field. She needed protection, and with the king’s Guard gone, that job now fell to Vahn. He retrieved his rifle from his hip and let ATLAS sight in on 169’s chest while Vahn used his eyes to type out a message to Ramirez, Shultz, and Nguyen.
Get the king and Princess back to the hangar. I’ll stay on Drake. Ramirez is in command until we rendezvous.
His squad obeyed immediately. From the corner of his viewscreen, he could see Ryker following Ramirez back through the corridor. He didn’t dare look away from 169 to follow the progress from there. Instead, he tasked ATLAS with tracking them.
169 showed little interest in the fleeing soldiers. His red eyes remained fixed on Drake, who had assumed a strong offensive stance in the middle of the hallway.
“I always knew you were stupid Sixty-niner,” Drake said. “But I didn’t know you were face tattoo stupid.” Drake took a single step forward and to the left. Vahn pulled up a small rear-view screen on his display. He half watched Ramirez take point, leading Ryker back the way they’d originally come. The princess, Angela, and other soldiers followed as well. Only Drake’s Canine-Hominus friend, Al, stayed behind, taking cover in a nearby doorway.
169 took a responsive step back and to the right, maintaining exact distance as he pointed his blade toward Drake. “I imagine it looks quite similar to yours.” 169 kept his lips curled in a smirk. “You deserve thanks, though. I couldn’t have made this happen without your blood.”
Vahn bit his lip. He knew he had other things to focus on right now, but these tattoos intrigued him. Drake had one too? Why did it require blood? Did it have anything to do with what he’d done in Hades Prison?
A message flashed on Vahn’s visor, and the rear-view window closed. The king and Princess were no longer in view of his suit’s rear cameras. Providence willing, 169 would be acting alone, and they could proceed to the hangar unchallenged. For now, his focus needed to stay on 169.
Drake took another step forward, and 169 responded with a perfect counter-step.
“First, second, or third?” Drake asked. “Which taboo did you do?”
Vahn widened his eyes. Titus had been trying to tell him about the taboos of Vhy’ Rai. 169 had done one too? Vahn remembered the field of dismembered corpses. Titus had said that doing things like that was the reason to commit a taboo, but 169 could already do that. What could he do now?
“Second.” 169’s lips curved further into an outright sneer. He raised his caster pistol. “And thanks to the bargaining power of your blood, I’ve captured it in a bullet. Infinitely reusable.”
Keeping his rifle sited on 169, Vahn began stepping sideways toward the door across from where Al braced for combat. This confrontation could turn deadly in a second, and he didn’t care to be out in the open when it did.
“The best part,” 169 continued, lowering the caster and lifting his short sword into an offensive stance. “Is that now that it’s finally created, I don’t have to keep you alive anymore.”
The anti-luck burst forward in a sudden flurry of motion. Vahn squeezed the trigger by instinct.. A burst of perfectly aimed bullets ricocheted down the corridor, hitting nearly everything except for their intended target. Vahn cursed under his breath.
Drake sidestepped. He parried the attack and responded quickly with one of his own.
Vahn sighted on 169 again, though he wasn’t sure what the point of it was. All he could do was watch and waste bullets. With his current track record and 169’s proximity to Drake, a shot now would be more likely to hit Drake than the Anti-Luck.
“I already beat you once. I can do it again.” Drake swung his saber just a second too slow to land a hit.
169 dodged and launched his own counter-attack.
ATLAS popped up the odds of Drake’s success based on the analysis of the fight so far. Though 169 was clearly skilled, Drake’s technique with the sword was superior. ATLAS gave him a sixty percent chance of winning.
Vahn allowed himself a smile. His small sense of comfort grew steadily as the next notification appeared. This one was a message from Ramirez.
King and Princess safe aboard the Basilius. Ready for launch.
Drake danced around 169, striking with each opportunity. The Anti-Luck was visibly agitated.
“It took me a while, but I’ve got you figured out, Sixty-niner.” Drake sidestepped another blow from 169’s short sword. “You’re not going to take the princess again.”
169 lunged forward, but Drake was ready. He knocked 169’s blade aside while simultaneously hooking his foot around 169’s ankle. The Anti-Luck tumbled down.
Vahn stopped himself from squeezing the trigger again. His shooting would be no help, even if 169 was on the ground already. But he allowed his smile to grow. Drake was winning. The nightmare brought on by this rogue Anti-Luck could end.
A new notification flashed on Vahn’s screen. Another message, this one from a surprising source: Captain Brooks Langley. Vahn hadn’t heard from him since his transfer to Praesidium. Why had ATLAS let this through? It had to be immediately relevant, or it would have been blocked until combat ended.
Vahn gasped as he noticed the subject line: Titan. He pulled it up in the corner of his screen.
Vahn, you need to get off New Earth now. A new Hostile, Titan, broke through Praesidium. Comms were down until now. Line transceivers attached to Valor armor are the only things we’ve got working so far. It’ll be arriving in a matter of minutes. I’ve never seen one this strong before. You need to warn everyone.
Vahn’s breath caught. His brain spun, unable to process it. A Hostile was coming here? For Providence’ sake, they were already overwhelmed with 169. Now one of the great unkillable behemoths from beyond charted space was actually going to be here? Now?
Space combat against the Hostiles happened across solar systems using lasers, drones, and guided smart missiles. Until now, he’d only seen the Hostiles through drone cameras while he sat several systems away, trying to dodge their attacks. Even that form of combat had been nerve-wracking. He wasn’t sure how they’d handle one actually coming to a planet. The self generated laser weaponry the Hostiles employed was far more destructive than anything the Human Empire could throw back at them, and was accurate over astronomical distances. Vahn had lost many friends to it.
Vahn flicked his eyes around almost spastically as the full urgency of the situation came clear. He forwarded the message to his entire squad, as well as the princess. They were already aboard the Basilius. The Hostile was minutes away, but if they launched now, they could get out in time.
Vahn looked back at Drake and 169. The Anti-Luck had somehow gotten back to his feet, but Drake had him on the ropes. This needed to end soon, or he and Drake would die.
“Finish him quick, Drake!” Vahn called out, poking his head out of cover. “We’ve got to go. Now!”
Drake cocked his head, looking toward Vahn with a sincere look of confusion on his face. Of course, he was confused. He didn’t know about the Hostile. Nothing could seem more urgent to him in this moment than dealing with 169, but that was only because he’d never seen the Hostiles before. The monsters didn’t speak, didn’t communicate in any way. They only killed, and they did it more effectively than any other living thing. 169 included. If he’d seen what Vahn had seen during his time stationed on Praesidium...
“I’m serious, Drake!” Vahn yelled. “If we don’t go soon, we’re dead.”
“You’re dead anyway!” 169 seized the opportunity to swing his sword wildly toward Drake.
Drake barely moved in time, but he executed his move flawlessly. He swung the Valor saber upwards, connecting with 169 just above his raised elbow. The Anti-Luck’s sword arm came free in one clean slice. Blood splattered on the walls. The severed arm spun in the air and hit the ground with a sickening splat.
169 reeled back, howling in pain, and clutching the stump. He stood against the back wall, his shoulders shaking. At first Vahn thought it was shock, or maybe rage, but it was neither. 169 was laughing. He’d seen plenty of men lose limbs before, and he’d even seen some respond to the event with hysterical laughter. Sometimes, when the mind wasn’t ready to process a loss, laughter just came out. But that wasn’t what was happening with 169. There was nothing uncontrolled about him. Did he actually find this funny?
“You really think you can beat me?” 169 stood up. He extended his stump toward Drake. “I committed a taboo, and unlike you, I don’t carry a cheat to cover it up everywhere I go. I embrace its power. You can never kill me.”
Vahn stared in shock. There was a lot to process with that statement. What exactly did it mean?
The fallen arm, and even the blood on the walls, hissed and steamed. It sublimated into vapor that swirled to 169’s stump. Moments later, the arm reformed on his body. All that remained on the floor to suggest it had ever been removed was the short sword 169 had been holding, and the portion of his sleeve that had come off along with the arm.
Vahn hung his mouth open in shock. In all his conflicts with the Mystics, he’d never seen such a thing. ATLAS spun as well, attempting to uncover an explanation, but found nothing. There was no precedent, and no physical law to explain what had just happened.
Drake, for his part, seemed irritated, but unsurprised.
“I didn’t have to kill you, Sixty-niner,” Drake said. “By now, the princess has already escaped. You were so focused on me, you just let her go.”
169’s laughter continued. “Why would I care about her? I already used her blood. I came to New Earth to demonstrate my new weapon.” He pointed his caster toward the ground, his finger braced on the trigger. “I didn’t have to fight my way into the air palace to use this. I’m just here because I wanted to make sure you knew it was me who killed you.”
What kind of weapon was he talking about? The kind that could do things like Drake had done in prison. Still, that kind of power was a lesser threat when compared to the inbound Hostile. It was like dealing with a handgun while a nuke was on the way.
Vahn stepped out from his cover, keeping his rifle trained on the portion of 169’s chest where his theoretical heart resided.
“Drake, whatever he’s talking about, we can deal with it later. If you can’t kill him right now, then take out his legs so that we can get a head start, but we’ve got to go.”
Drake ignored Vahn’s warning.
“The second taboo takes life,” Drake said, taking a sideways step, but kept his eyes focused, gauging 169’s reaction. “But it won’t do you any good unless you can hit me with it. So far, your track record with that isn’t great.”
169 kept his ground. “The second taboo takes life by severing the connection between physical matter and the soul that gives it agency. Though I could use it on you, I’m already aimed at my target.”
Drake’s eyes widened in some kind of realization, though Vahn couldn’t fathom what it was. 169 was pointing at the ground. What did that have to do with all this talk of souls? Vahn vaguely remembered some Mystic folklore about everything, even the dirt, having a soul. But what would it matter if 169 took that away?
“There are billions of people on this planet.” Drake extended his free hand in a disarming motion. His expression was truly serious for the first time Vahn had ever seen. “I know you’re mad, but if you’ve really got that kind of power in your caster bullet, there’s no way you could ever undo the damage. Let’s just...”
169 pulled the trigger.
A tiny red ball, glowing like a miniaturized nuclear reaction, shot from the tip of 169’s caster. It burrowed into the floor, leaving a small hole that emitted a faint red light.
Nothing else happened.
Vahn tasked ATLAS with scanning the small hole, but the results were inconclusive. It was emitting terrifying amounts of radiation, but whatever this was, the Human Empire hadn’t encountered it before.
Drake screamed. Rage darkened his features. He jumped forward, slashing with his Valor saber. 169 stepped back, but was too slow. With no sword to block the attack, Drake’s saber caught 169 by the neck, severing it completely. The Anti-Luck’s head was already sublimating into steam before it hit the ground.
Vahn blinked in shock. Even with his head removed, 169 was still regenerating? It was disturbing, to say the least. But as bad as it was, there was still another problem to focus on.
Drake raised his blade to take another swing at 169. And then everything changed in an instant. The wall behind 169 evaporated into smoke, engulfed in an instant by a beam of piercing white laser light. The beam continued at a downward angle, taking out the opposite wall. Then it continued the rest of the way through the palace in a perfectly straight line, burning through everything in its path.
Drake stepped back, blinking in confusion. He dropped the hilt of the Valor saber. The blade had been in the path of the laser, and was now missing.
Vahn’s heart rate increased to a dangerous level. There was no mistaking that attack. Titan had arrived.
“We need to go now!” Vahn motioned for Drake to follow.
“What was that?” Drake asked, dumbfounded.
As if to answer Drake’s question, Titan appeared. One second, the void left by the laser attack was empty, and the next, the Hostile was there.
Vahn’s view screen had to dim to a fraction of one percent in order to fully view the Hostile. Like most intelligent life discovered in the galaxy to this point, the Hostile had a humanoid shape. Though Vahn knew that was just a facade. It had tightly woven bandages wrapped around its entire form, and a black robe with an oversized hood on top of that. The strips of cloth gave shape to its true body, an amorphous ball of semi-fluid light. Its actual form could be seen in the great prismatic wings with sharp, crystalline feathers protruding from its back, scattering lights of every color around the broken corridor.
Vahn’s heart-rate sensor started flashing. His BPM had nearly doubled. He’d never seen a Hostile this close. As far as he knew, nobody had. Nobody living, anyway.
Titan turned its head, though Vahn couldn’t fathom why. It had no eyes, or any kind of sensory organs that Vahn or ATLAS could detect. The bandages covered the entirety of its face. These things never spoke and never interacted with anything except through violence.
169 stood, seeming dazed by the regrowth of his head, or possibly from the impressive light emitted from Titan’s wings. Titan raised its finger toward 169, and to Vahn’s utter amazement, it spoke.
“Seh Huilar ra Knun idhar. Seh isenen Kamarik yevheu Vhai’Rai xazu paukoijan.” Titan’s voice emanated from every part of its body in shockwaves. Each word rumbled like thunder.
In sixteen years of war with the Hostiles, Vahn had never heard an instance of one of them speaking. There were theories that they communicated using some kind of sense that humans simply didn’t possess. But those theories meant nothing now. Titan had definitely spoken, and it spoke Mystic.
ATLAS provided a translation that was as disconcerting as it was revealing. I am the hand of Knune. I am come to condemn those who abuse His power.
It wasn’t clear if 169 understood Titan’s words, but the Anti-Luck sprang into action, taking quick aim with his caster.
Titan was faster. A beam of white laser light roughly five feet in diameter erupted from its outstretched finger. 169 dove out of the way in time to avoid the attack, but the wall behind where he’d been standing — and likely everything else behind that wall for miles — evaporated instantly.
With such power, close quarters combat with a Hostile was impossible. A battle in the vacuum of space was difficult, but the vast distances made it possible. 169 wouldn’t last long, but why was Titan focused on 169? This behavior was as unprecedented as Titan’s speech.
169 raised his caster again, only to be hit by a different attack: a fireball from Drake’s revolver. 169 toppled over. His red eyes widened in panic. Titan moved his finger toward him.
In one fluid motion, 169 brought his free hand up to press a button on the top of his caster while pulling the trigger with his other hand. He vanished milliseconds before a laser from Titan’s finger disintegrated the ground where he’d been. The laser burrowed a tunnel straight down that looked to be miles deep.
Even against a Hostile, 169 had escaped with his life.
If Titan was disappointed with 169’s escape, it didn’t show it in any way that Vahn could comprehend. It spun around in the air, moving its extended finger in a wide arc. Vahn’s speeding heart threatened to stop as the finger passed over him, but Titan continued its rotation until its accusing finger landed on Drake.
“Seh Huilar ra Knun idhar. Seh isenen Kamarik yevheu Vhai’Rai xazu paukoijan,” Titan repeated the words in its grand, reverberating voice.
The translation appeared again on Vahn’s screen.
I am the hand of Knune. I am come to condemn those who abuse His power.
Drake’s face had gone as pale as 169’s. He was shaking as he looked up at Titan. “I’m sorry,” he said.
Vahn opened fire on Titan. He unloaded an entire clip into its bandaged form. Beams of brilliant light exploded out of every hole torn through the cloth.
“Drake, run!”
Vahn ejected the spent clip and loaded another with trained speed and precision. He pulled the trigger again, unleashing a spray of bullets. They weren’t likely to harm Titan. As far as Vahn knew, the Hostiles couldn’t be killed. At least not by long-range lasers and nuclear warheads. He doubted bullets would do much good where those had failed. But he had to try something. He couldn’t let it kill his brother.
Titan raised its free hand with the palm outwards toward Vahn. The entire barrage of bullets froze in mid-air. They hovered there for a second, as if considering which physical law they ought to stop obeying first, inertia or gravity. Then they reversed course, pelting into Vahn’s armor with a higher velocity than any human weapon would have been capable of flinging them.
Pain erupted throughout Vahn’s body. A whole array of warnings flashed on his screen. Automatic blood-clotter and numbing gel dispensed throughout the suit. The cooling sensation was enough to snap him back to his senses. Vahn raised his rifle again, standing his ground. He dismissed the flashing notifications on his screen.
He looked at the Hostile where its eyes would have been if its humanoid form wasn’t just a facade. “Leave my brother alone!”
Titan closed its fist. Vahn’s rifle collapsed in on itself like it had been dropped into a trash compactor. Then Titan opened its hand and Vahn launched down the corridor, propelled as if shot from a cannon. He smashed against the floor more than forty feet down the corridor and continued rolling a further twenty feet before stopping.
His body screamed with pain. Red warning signs flashed all over his screen. Damage to his armor was catastrophic, and it felt like the damage to his body was similar. His chest felt like a balloon was inflating inside of it. ATLAS confirmed that he was bleeding internally somewhere in his abdomen. He tried to stand, but the motors in the limbs of his armor were non-functional. Titan had soundly defeated him by doing little more than lifting its hand. Still, it was worth it if Drake had escaped. Vahn craned his neck and commanded his armor to zoom in on Titan.
Titan had turned its attention back to Drake, who still stood in the corridor.
Titan unleashed another white laser blast that vaporized yet another section of the wall, and probably several sections of wall behind it. Drake at least had the sense to dodge the attack, but he’d already missed his chance to escape. Vahn had failed. He took in a ragged breath. It felt like breathing in fire. At least his failure would be short-lived.
The palace was shaking now. No doubt Titan’s laser attacks had compromised its structural integrity. Drake dove to dodge another laser blast from Titan. At this point, so many walls were missing that the corridor looked more like a crumbling balcony. It was a wonder the roof hadn’t caved in.
Drake hit the ground and rolled. He stopped just short of one of the missing sections of the floor. Vahn zoomed in on his face. His eyes were wide, and sweat dripped down his pale face. Vahn wished he could speak to him; say he was sorry for the life Drake had lived, and the role he’d played in it. But as he tried to speak, all that came out was a blood-laced cough.
Drake rolled away from the edge. A faint red light illuminated his face as he looked up to where Titan hovered above him. Titan extended his hand in judgment like an angel of death. Drake had landed next to the tiny hole left behind by 169’s supposedly grand attack, which was still glowing red.
Vahn looked down at the hole. With Titan’s attack, he’d nearly forgotten that 169 had done anything at all. Too bad they wouldn’t live long enough to find out what 169 was trying to do with that.
“Seh Huilar ra Knun idhar. Seh isenen Kamarik yevheu Vhai’Rai xazu paukoijan,” Titan repeated for the third time.
Drake glanced down at the tiny glowing hole beside him, then back up to Titan. His hands were shaking and his eyes were dotted with beading tears.
“Ojaukar’Rai Khai oshotzou gurwakhad’Rai.” Drake’s tone was desperate. With the failing state of Vahn’s armor, no translation appeared on screen.
Whatever Drake had said, it seemed to give Titan pause. It lowered its extended hand and hovered silently for a moment. Then it spoke again in the same booming voice. “Knun Laiko kutu byhuran.”
Drake’s face fell. He looked like he was about to vomit. Then his face flushed red, and his eyes turned hard with rage.
“Kiasaad Khai ikutu ojaukim.” Drake jammed his finger into the glowing hole left from 169’s attack, then with his other hand, pointed his revolver toward Titan, and pulled the trigger.
A tiny red dot, much smaller, but otherwise identical to the one 169 had fired into the ground, shot out, hitting Titan in the chest. The Hostile raised its hand again, but then it froze. It hovered for a moment and then screamed in agony.
Vahn stared in disbelief. The shriek reverberated out in waves from Titan’s full body. It was the loudest sound he’d ever heard. A pure expression of pain.
Vahn’s ears filled with a stabbing pain. He tried to cover them, but couldn’t lift his arms. The sound lasted for only a second before all sound stopped completely. Vahn felt warm liquid running down the side of his face. Yet another medical warning appeared. His ear drums had ruptured.
Titan grabbed at its chest, tearing at the cloak and bandages that covered it. Brilliant red light escaped as the cloth ripped away. Its golden crystalline wings dimmed. Red light permeated the gold like dye poured into water.
Titan fell. It landed hard on the ground, stumbling around like a drunk for a moment. Its crystal wings collapsed in on themselves, pulling into its back. The robe and bandages dropped to the floor like thick strips of confetti, revealing a ball of red light that was swiftly collapsing in on itself.
What had Drake done to it? Years of combat against the Hostiles had yielded no results at all; but whatever Drake had done seemed to have finished Titan in one shot.
Titan compressed until it was barely visible, then suddenly, violently, exploded.
The shock wave launched Vahn into the air. Pain coursed through his body despite the numbing agent on his skin. He hit the floor again, face down. His body wouldn’t move. He could only see the floor. He couldn’t hear at all. All he felt was a sharp pain in his gut where one of the bullets had pierced one organ or another, and the constant rumbling of the floor. Vahn closed his eyes. There was nothing left to do but wait for death.
There was no way of telling how much time had passed before the pain in his gut subsided, replaced by a soft warmth, like dipping into a hot bath. Vahn opened his eyes. He was actually feeling better. Not perfect, but better. Warning lights from his visor were disappearing. What was going on?
The warmth moved from his abdomen up to his ears. It hovered there for a moment. A wall of sound bombarded his ears. The screeching noise of sirens and shearing metal echoed through the corridor. A deep voice repeated over and over in Vahn’s newly functioning ears.
“Can you hear me?”
With great effort, Vahn rolled over. Al stood above him, with an unconscious Drake draped over his shoulder.
“We need to go now,” Al said. “Can you walk?”
His leg motors were completely burned out. Without them, he couldn’t lift his armor. He gave the command for the armor to release. The pneumatic latches hissed open, and Vahn sat up. Thank Providence it worked.
Al extended his hand, and Vahn took it. He didn’t realize until he was standing that his right femur was broken. It screamed with pain the moment he put his weight on it. Like a dozen swords had pierced his thigh. He fell back down.
“I’m sorry,” he grunted.
Al scooped him, hefting him up onto his broad, furry shoulder. “You don’t have to walk,” Al said. “But I’m going to need you when we get to the hangar. There’s no way the transient crew onboard the Vagabond’s Lullaby waited around for us, and I’ll need either your clearance or an override password to start any of the Human ships docked there.”
Al started down the hallway without waiting for an answer from Vahn. The floor and walls continued to shake, causing portions of the ceiling to fall as they stumbled forward.
“Wouldn’t it be faster to just get out of the palace?” Vahn asked. His senses slowly returned to him. “Titan destroyed the walls, but the ground outside should be fine. Why go to the hangar?”
“Titan?” Al grunted as he turned a corner, continuing on his way toward the hangar.
“The Hostile,” Vahn clarified. “Isn’t that what’s bringing the palace down?”
“If you mean the Khryary, it didn’t do this,” Al panted. He continued forward at a steady clip, dancing around the rubble that littered the corridor. “This was 169, and I assure you, outside is no safer than here. We need to get off world.”
Vahn didn’t respond. He had a million questions, but didn’t have the words to ask them.
Al opened the hangar doors and sighed with relief. Three stingrays still sat docked and untouched by the collapsing ceiling.
He dropped Vahn into the copilot’s seat of the nearest one.
“Get it started.” He strapped Drake’s unconscious body into a harness in the hull.
Vahn complied. He offered his face for a clearance scan and began takeoff procedures.
The ceiling creaked and groaned. It would come down any second.
The engines were all firing when Al slid into the pilot’s seat. He punched the throttle. The Stingray shot forward. They cleared the hangar doors in seconds. Al shifted direction once they were clear. They turned upwards, climbing at a steep angle.
Vahn glanced down. The scene below was surreal. Al was right. The palace wasn’t the only thing shaking. Great crevices cracked open. They spread across the ground like cracks in glass. The same eerie red light that had come from 169’s attack glowed from the fissures. G-force pinned Vahn to his seat. Al increased the angle of their escape until they were almost perpendicular to the ground.
Blackness crept in at the edges of Vahn’s vision. He tried to fight it for a second, then gave in, passing out.
Chapter 35: Angela
Angela’s head spun. The Basilius, flagship of the Human Empire, made another orbit around New Earth. Everything was moving so fast. They’d barely entered the palace before fleeing back to the hangar. Then they’d launched back into orbit. There were so many parts of the palace and other landmarks on New Earth that she’d wanted to see before they left.
Fully armored Valor soldiers scurried around her. Each one tapped away on one control panel or another. So many people spoke at once around the command bridge that it was impossible to understand what any of them were saying. They were jabbering something about a Hostile — which Angela assumed meant 169 — and evacuation procedures. Nothing she could do anything about.
The king — who Angela still couldn’t believe was actually in the same room with her — sat in a high-back chair in the center of the room. He pointed here and there, and spoke orders to various passing soldiers. He looked completely calm. It put Angela at ease. Well, at least more at ease than she would have been otherwise. Fear still niggled at the back of her mind.
Angela turned to Olivia, who was still fully armored, sitting next to her. The princess hadn’t said a word since they’d left Drake to fight 169 in the hallway.
She hoped Drake would be alright. He’d survived worse fights than this one already, right? But what if he didn’t this time? She wasn’t sure she could handle that. Her plans for the future were based around staying with Drake. Not to mention the things they’d done together before landing on New Earth. She still didn’t know how she felt about that. She’d enjoyed it, but where were they going from here? They hadn’t discussed any kind of relationship. She wasn’t even sure she wanted one. But she wanted to at least have the option.
It was better not to think about this until she knew something. Maybe a conversation with the princess would help.
Angela cleared her throat. “Are you alright?”
Olivia didn’t answer.
Angela tapped Olivia’s metal shoulder plates. “We’re safe now. 169 won’t get us up here. Besides, Drake is going to beat him.”
Her words were to reassure herself as much as they were to comfort Olivia. She’d seen 169 fight before now, but only against Drake. She’d known he was formidable, but she hadn’t realized just how strong he was until she’d seen the way he cut down the king’s Guard. It was no wonder Olivia was a little shaken. Angela couldn’t help but feel that way herself.
“What happens if he loses?” Olivia spoke for the first time. Her voice was hoarse.
“He won’t.” Angela said. “He can’t.”
Olivia shook her head. “169 isn’t even our biggest worry right now. Even if Drake beats him, we’re not equipped to deal with the Hostile.”
Angela blinked in surprise. How much information had Olivia been receiving through her helmet while they’d been sitting here?
“The Hostile everyone is talking about isn’t 169?” she asked.
Olivia’s emotions were impossible to read through her visor. “The Hostiles are monsters from somewhere near the center of the galaxy,” Olivia said. “We’ve been fighting them for sixteen years. Have you really never heard of them?”
“It’s one of those Hostiles?” Angela’s mind reeled. It was like being told the boogeyman was real. Yes, she’d heard of the Hostiles. Everybody had. But they never showed up in the news. There weren’t even pictures of them. Conspiracy theories abounded on the net that the government had made them up to justify military spending. They were so far removed from everyday life that they felt like an academic problem, not a pressing reality. But they were real, and one of them was here? Angela felt like she’d just swallowed a rock.
Olivia slumped forward in her chair. “Drake is only down there because he’s protecting me. I was so helpless, I couldn’t even run away without help. If he dies, it’ll be my fault. I failed completely.”
Angela stared forward. Olivia felt like she was a failure? She was a total badass. If she felt like a failure, what could Angela do to reassure her? She knew what it was like to fail. Hell, she did that all the time. But what was it like to fail for Olivia, the perfect princess? For all Angela knew, this was the first time Olivia had failed at anything.
The hustle and bustle of soldiers around the bridge sped up abruptly. Angela looked up. An officer with no helmet spoke to the king. He looked like he was about to faint.
The king’s eyes widened in surprise. “Put it on the main screen!”
The far wall lit up, displaying a live image of New Earth floating in space. Or at least, something similar to New Earth. It looked nothing like it had when Angela had landed there earlier that day. The planet’s surface was wrong. It was mostly obscured by swirling, dark clouds, but the parts of the ground that were still visible were disturbing. Glowing red cracks spider-webbed across the surface. From this distance they looked small, but to be visible from space, how big did each of those need to be? They were spreading fast. It was like watching a time lapse of rot spreading across meat left in the sun.
Angela stared at the screen, completely incapable of looking away. Sounds came to her ears, but she barely processed them.
“How many ships have evacuated so far?” the king asked, to nobody in particular.
Angela broke away from the spectacle on the screen. The king looked worried. Genuinely worried. Did he understand what was happening right now?
“Upwards of one-thousand have broken atmosphere, and that number is climbing,” a nearby soldier read information from his console. “We estimate their payloads to be somewhere around two million evacuees.”
The king clenched his jaw. “Only two million? How many do we estimate are still on the planet?”
The soldier looked back at his screen before replying. “Six-billion,” he said.
That number was so large, Angela didn’t even know how to process it.
The king turned his attention back to the main screen. Angela followed his gaze. The greens and blues of New Earth were gone. Completely obscured by turbulent storm clouds. Red light shone through the cracks. It was getting brighter by the second.
Angela gawked. Was the Hostile doing this? Were the people down there going to be swallowed up by this web of glowing red light? Was that going to happen to Drake?
The thought made Angela sick.
Red light broke through the clouds, shooting like a beam into space. More followed. It took Angela a moment to understand what was happening. She thought the light was getting stronger, but that wasn’t what was happening. The clouds were getting thinner. They spun in a downward vortex. They were being sucked into the glowing red ground.
Angela gasped. The chatter of the soldiers died out. All eyes were on the screen.
The clouds had all but vanished now, revealing the roiling red mass of the planet below. It was smaller now. Smaller than either of the moons that orbited around it. And it continued to decrease in size by the second. It compressed in on itself until it looked no larger than some distant star.
There was no sound at all. The red ball pulsated angrily for a moment, then exploded.
Bits of debris shot out in every direction. Huge chunks of red plasma rammed into the larger of the two moons. The moon shattered like glass.
Sirens blared.
“Evasive action!” the king yelled.
The g-force of the ship’s sudden acceleration pulled Angela’s head away from the screen and pinned her to her chair. The room spun. Angela couldn’t tell what was happening. She felt Olivia reach over to fasten her safety harness for her, but couldn’t process much else of what was happening. The ship jerked back and forth, burning hard to avoid the flying debris.
Angela felt nauseous from all the sudden movement. She lost track of time in the flurry of disorienting motion. At some point, the movement finally stopped.
One of the soldiers spoke. “The shock wave has passed. It doesn’t look like another one is coming.”
Angela looked up at the screen. Her heart felt like it had been turned to stone. It was just an image of space. Empty space. New Earth, the capital of the Human Empire, and home to billions of people, was gone.
Chapter 36: Drake
Drake awoke with a start. He’d been dreaming of dying and having his soul damned for eternity. It had felt so real.
He shook his head. Something was wrong. He felt empty. Cold sweat dripped down him. He knew the feeling well. A part of him was missing. Panic rose in his chest. It was gone. Drake sat up, searching frantically around him.
He found his revolver sitting on his bedside table. Thank Knune. He grabbed it and hugged it to his chest. Warmth spread through him. He was whole again, but his entire body ached. The encounter with the Khryary came rushing back to him. No wonder that dream had felt so real. If not for the power of 169’s taboo, it would have been.
Knun Laiko kutu byhuran. Titan’s words rang through his mind. He tightened his grip on the revolver. He’d asked the Khryary if Knune could forgive his sin. That answer had confirmed his worst fears. Knune declines to answer. He would never be forgiven. Drake swallowed hard. Where did he go from here?
“He’s up.” Angela stood in the doorway. Thank Knune she was here and safe. Drake looked up, taking in his surroundings for the first time. They were in a large room with metal walls and several medical beds. A hospital or infirmary of some kind. The gravity was a bit light. Probably a ship, but definitely not the Vagabond’s Lullaby. Something from the Human Empire then? How had he gotten here?
“How do you feel?” Al stepped into view next to Angela.
Drake sat up. “My head hurts. So does everything else. I take it you patched me up?”
“I restarted your heart, among other things.” Al’s voice was stern. “What were you thinking, sending that much energy through your blood?”
“It was either that or die.”
“It wasn’t an or situation. You did die.” Al scowled. “You’re just lucky I kept it from being permanent.”
“Thank you.” Drake offered a fake grin. He couldn’t let Al see how much the encounter with Titan had shaken him. Though Al probably already knew. He’d heard the conversation; even Drake’s blasphemous response. Kiasaad Khai ikutu ojaukim: ‘Then I decline to serve Knune.’ Had he really killed one of Knune’s messengers after saying that shit?
Fear swirled around his insides like a storm. If forgiveness had ever been possible for him, it certainly wasn’t now.
Al sighed. “You’re welcome. Don’t do it again.”
“What else happened?” Drake asked, forcing himself to think about anything aside from the Khryary’s response. “169’s taboo, did it...?”
Al nodded silently.
The pit in Drake’s stomach sank even further. “How many people died?”
“Six-billion.” Vahn stepped into the room. His voice was somber.
Damn. That was a big number. So many deaths. Could he have prevented them if he’d been faster? Probably not. Nobody could have predicted that 169 would do that. Still, he felt a twinge of guilt. Were those deaths on his head? Did it matter if they were? He was still damned either way.
He shoved the feelings down and turned to Vahn. “Oh, you survived too, huh?”
Vahn sat in a chair near the exit. He wore an official looking military dress uniform.
He nodded toward Al. “Thanks to your friend. That’s quite a healing talent. He did things even our most advanced auto-doctors can’t do. I was on the verge of death, and I’m almost back up to full battle capacity. You’re lucky to have him around.”
“That’s great.” Drake turned back to Al. “My contract is done. We should get out of here. Did the Vagabond’s Lullaby survive?”
Angela raised an eyebrow. “You want to leave now? After everything that just happened, you don’t want to rest for a minute?”
Drake shook his head. This was the last place he wanted to be. Staying in the wreckage of this tragedy would force him to confront all the feelings he was barely holding down. He had to leave.
“Our crew took off with the Vagabond’s Lullaby,” Al said. “We’ll have to secure another ship if we want to track them down.”
Drake cursed under his breath.
“You can’t leave anyway,” Vahn said. “Not without the king’s permission. He has a lot of questions for you.”
Drake sighed. Of course, the king had questions. 169 destroyed his planet. He’d want to know how it had happened. It wasn’t a conversation Drake wanted to have. How bad would it be if he just left? He thought of Olivia giving him a hug in the desert. Damnit. She would have the same questions. He’d have to give answers. If he’d known that accepting her friendship would come with strings like this, maybe he’d have thought twice.
“I’ll answer what I can,” Drake said. “And then I’m leaving.”
Vahn nodded. “You talked to the Hostile,” he said. “What did you ask it? And what did it say back?”
Shit. Of course, Vahn would start with the one question Drake wasn’t willing to answer. But he didn’t owe Vahn any answers.
Drake stood up. A sudden breeze alerted him to the fact that his hospital gown didn’t cover his backside. “Where are my pants?”
Angela blushed, while Al pointed to the bedside table where a set of military style fatigues lay folded. Apparently, Drake had missed those when he’d picked up his revolver. Drake snatched them and pulled the sweat pants up under his hospital gown. Then he stuffed his revolver into the waistband.
“You’re not going to tell me?” Vahn asked.
“I said I’d answer questions for Ryker.” Drake tore off the gown and pulled on the fitted tank top from the bedside table. “I assume he’s on the bridge?”
“I’ll let him know you’re awake, and set up an official meeting for your debriefing,” Vahn said.
“That’s stupid. I’ll find him now.” Drake crossed the room. The sooner he left here, the better. “Al,” Drake said. “See what you can do about getting us a ship, and I’ll find you when I’m done talking to Ryker. Angie, you stick close to Al.”
Al and Angela nodded, but Vahn stuck his hand out toward Drake, commanding him to stop. “It doesn’t work like that. The king is dealing with a lot of things right now. You can’t just barge in on him.”
Drake looked Vahn up and down. Knune, it would feel so good to punch his face right now. Unfortunately, that would pretty much guarantee that he’d be stuck here for longer.
“Is he doing anything more important than figuring out how his planet got destroyed? I kind of figure that’ll be his top priority.”
Vahn shook his head. “Just let me call ahead.”
“Sure, tell him I’m on my way.” Drake stepped into the hallway and marched forward.
“Do you even know how to get to the bridge from here?” Vahn asked, following behind Drake.
Drake didn’t bother to turn around. “No, but I’m a pretty good guesser.”
“Be advised, the asset is awake and en route to the bridge.” Drake heard Vahn speak behind him, presumably into a line transceiver.
Drake turned left down an adjacent corridor. Vahn didn’t correct him, so he assumed he was going in the right direction.
“Are you really going to leave right after this?” Vahn asked.
“Yup.” Drake turned down another corridor, once again without correction from Vahn. Why did this idiot insist on coming with him? The conversation with the king was going to be bad enough without Vahn along for the ride.
“Is there a reason you refuse to talk to me?” Vahn caught up to walk beside Drake.
Drake shrugged. “Of course there is. It’s because I don’t want to.”
“You can tell me anything,” Vahn said. His expression was earnest. “I know you feel like I betrayed you, and I wasn’t there for you when we were kids, but I’m here now. We’re still brothers.”
Drake clenched his fist. That’s where Vahn wanted to go with this? He was a decade and a half too late. Drake had damned his soul to get off Rabbit’s Foot, and there was no undoing it. Titan had confirmed that. But he never would have done it if Vahn had just done what he was supposed to. The little patience he had for Vahn was gone.
“Half brothers,” Drake snapped. “I always knew we weren’t all that close as kids, and you proved it by breaking your promise to Dad. You didn’t come. You sold out Uncle Elias instead. And because you didn’t come, I had to...” Drake stopped. He realized he’d been yelling. He lowered his voice. “You don’t know me, and I don’t know you. Not really.”
“That’s not from a lack of effort on my part,” Vahn said. “I’ve been trying to talk to you this whole time. I want to know you.”
Knune’s fire. Did he have to say that shit so sincerely? And his damn face and voice were so similar to their dad. He had no right to look so much like him. Vahn had betrayed everything their father had stood for, but Vahn was the one who got to look like him. Vahn got to walk around with a sense of righteousness. Drake would never have that. Their father didn’t live on through him. He was a failure. They’d both lost the same father, but somehow Vahn had lost less than Drake had.
“Well, I don’t want to know you,” Drake said. “You and I aren’t brothers. We’re just two guys with the same last name. After I’m done talking to the king, I never want to see you again.”
Vahn stared at Drake. He looked hurt. Drake couldn’t blame him for that, but Vahn couldn’t possibly understand how much it hurt to be around him.
Vahn motioned to a doorway at the end of the corridor where two fully armored Valor soldiers stood guard. “The bridge is straight ahead.”
Drake nodded and headed for the door.
The pair of soldiers held out their hands, signaling Drake to stop.
“I’m here to see the king. He’s got questions for me.”
“Hold on.” The soldier stared forward, interacting with the screen on his visor. “You’re clear to enter.”
The door slid open, and the soldier on the right motioned for Drake to step through. Unfortunately, they also allowed Vahn to follow him through the door. Drake shoved down the anger stirring in his chest. He just had to get through this.
The bridge was abuzz with activity. Dozens of soldiers operating line transceiver stations chatted non-stop about the state of New Earth. They listed the latest counts of the death toll, and the ongoing searches for what few survivors there were.
Ryker sat in the center of the bridge with Olivia by his side. The two wore dress uniforms instead of armor. They were deep in conversation with three older uniformed men who had stacks of stars pinned to their shirts. Presumably they were generals of some sort. Drake didn’t give a rat’s ass about their rank.
The princess was the first to notice Drake’s entrance. Her rigid posture slackened ever so slightly. A small smile graced her worried face. She motioned for Drake to join them.
Drake stepped up. Vahn still trailed silently behind him. The sooner this was over, the better.
Ryker nodded to his generals. “Excuse us, gentlemen. I have urgent business with this man.”
The generals saluted and stepped away.
Olivia leaned toward Drake. “I was so worried about you. I really thought you were going to die. I’m so happy you didn’t.”
“Thank you.” Drake gave her a half-hearted smile. He was alive, but he was far from okay. The sooner he could answer Ryker’s questions, the sooner he could go.
Drake turned to Ryker. The man looked like he’d aged a decade. A man with that much stress wouldn’t be in the mood for pleasantries. That was perfect, because Drake wasn’t either.
He met Ryker’s tired eyes. “So, do you want to start with what happened to New Earth, or do you want to know about the Khryary?”
“Khryary?” Ryker asked.
Right. Ryker wouldn’t know the Mystic word for it. “The winged thing that shoots lasers.”
Ryker nodded. “Are those two different conversations?”
Drake shrugged. “You seem like a smart guy. I bet we could knock it out in one.”
Ryker thought for a moment. “Start with the Hostile.”
Drake swallowed hard, resisting the urge to grip his revolver for comfort. Why did Vahn and Olivia have to be here for this? He could make a fuss and get rid of them, but that would just be more time before this conversation ended.
“It’s not a Hostile,” Drake said. “It’s a Khryary.”
“So you’ve said.” Ryker leaned forward in his chair. “We’ve been at war with them for sixteen years. In that time, they’ve never spoken, never given us any indication of their intent except to launch attacks at us. None of our weapons seem to act as anything more than an irritation to them. Our scientists still can’t even tell us what they’re made of. Though it seems impossible, the best explanation they can come up with is that they’re made of a particulate form of...”
“Light?” Drake finished Ryker’s explanation for him.
“So you’ve come across them before?” Ryker asked. He seemed genuinely surprised.
Drake shook his head. “That was the first one I’ve ever seen. But every Mystic knows what a Khryary is.”
“Would you care to enlighten me?” Ryker said.
“Knune created three types of life,” Drake said. “The Mystics, and other animal life from clay, the Jhyrus from fire, and the Khryary from...”
“Light?” This time, Ryker finished Drake’s sentence. “Yes, I’ve heard the Mystic creation myth before. Pardon me for not remembering the name when you said it. A week ago, I would have assumed such a story to be little more than superstition. But given that the Hostile undeniably spoke the Mystic language to you, it does hold a certain credibility. Can you tell us what it is they want?”
Drake bit back his response. Did Ryker think Drake had asked it what it wanted? If only. Then he never would have got the answer he did. Not that a Khryary could even answer the question of what it wanted. Ryker’s understanding of Mystic theology was clearly cursory at best. Otherwise, he’d understand how ridiculous that question was.
“They don’t want anything,” Drake said. “They don’t have free will. Knune made them to serve him. They do whatever He wants them to. Their actions are Knune’s actions. Their words are...” Drake trailed off. The words the Khryary had spoken to him were the words of Knune. There was no way around that.
“Are you trying to tell me that we’ve been at war with the Mystic god for the past sixteen years?” Ryker’s voice snapped Drake’s focus back into the conversation at hand. “So they’re attacking because we’re at war with the Mystics?”
Drake shrugged. “Do I look like a prophet to you? I don’t know the will of Knune. If you’re fighting the Khryary, though, I doubt you’re in His good graces. The war with the Mystics seems like a decent reason, unless you can think of something specific you did to anger Him. How long ago did you say they showed up? Sixteen years?”
Ryker’s expression shifted from calm to horrified. “My father created the Anti-Lucks sixteen years ago,” he said somberly. “And we used them to invade Rabbit’s Foot. The Hostiles appeared only a few days after Rabbit’s Foot fell. There was never any evidence linking the two events other than the timing. But if they’re serving the purpose of your god, could that invasion be the reason the Hostiles came?”
Puzzle pieces started clicking for Drake, too. His chest tightened. Ryker could be right. The Khryary could be Knune’s revenge against the humans for destroying Rabbit’s Foot, but there was a more likely explanation. The book he’d read had warned of the fate of taboo users. A Khryary would be dispatched to lead them to eternal damnation. There were over a thousand nightmares on Rabbit’s Foot, but the Khryary had never come for them. He’d assumed the book had been wrong on that point, but what if the Khryary were on their way? They just had to get through the humans first.
“Drake?” Olivia looked at him with concern in her eyes.
Drake looked up at her. He tried to hide his own horror, but failed. If what he was thinking was true, then the only reason he hadn’t received divine justice at the hands of a Khryary already is that the humans had been unknowingly protecting him all these years.
Olivia continued. “Is my dad right? Is your god angry with us?”
Drake shrugged, trying to pretend he felt calm. Was Knune his god anymore after what he’d said and done to the Khryary?
“Maybe. I have no way of knowing.”
Ryker sat up regally. “We can’t know their intentions for sure unless they start talking to us. Perhaps a peace treaty with the Mystics would end their attack, but perhaps not. One thing is certain, though. You killed Titan. And if the Hostiles can be killed, then this is a fight we can win.”
Drake shook his head. Ryker was right. He’d killed a Khryary. He didn’t even want to think about the implications of that. But it wasn’t something he could do on a whim. He couldn’t let Ryker pin his hopes on Drake being able to repeat it. “How have you been fighting them until now?” Drake asked.
Ryker sighed. “What we do against them would be better described as stalling than fighting. None of our conventional weapons have any effect on their actual bodies. But once we destroy their containers, the clothes they wrap themselves in, we can temporarily trap them by allowing them to pass through a transparent crystal. Even in solid form, they move right through anything transparent. While they’re still inside, we turn it opaque. It doesn’t hold them for long, but it’s enough time for us to attach a tachyon drive to the crystal and send them as far back the way they came as we can. It’s expensive, and completely unsustainable. But there are only a little over a thousand of them, and they show up one at a time in a predictable pattern. If we can kill them, then we can quickly turn the tide of this war.”
Drake could see the hope in Ryker’s eyes. To him, this must have felt like the perfect answer to everything. Drake almost wanted to lie, to keep that hope alive. But that would only keep him here longer. It would be better to tell the truth and go.
Drake met Ryker’s eyes. “I killed Titan by redirecting 169’s attack. It nearly killed me to do that. It was a total fluke that we’ll never be able to make happen again.”
Ryker frowned. He looked heartbroken, but he kept his voice even. “I understand. Then what can you tell me about 169’s attack? How did he do it?”
Drake swallowed hard. The rest of the conversation hadn’t been easy, but this was the question he’d been dreading. He just needed to power through it. “Do you know anything about the three taboos of Vhy’ Rai?”
Vahn visibly perked up in the corner of Drake’s vision. Drake clenched his jaw. Until now, Drake had managed to mostly forget Vahn was here. The reminder pissed him off. What did Vahn know about the taboos? Drake focused on Ryker. Vahn wasn’t worth thinking about.
Ryker thought about the question for a moment. “I’m afraid I’m not familiar.”
Drake nodded. “That figures. Most Mystics don’t even believe they’re possible to do. They think of them as a cautionary fairytale. But they’re real. Vhy’ Rai allows the user to order matter to do almost any task imaginable so long as they’re worthy, and understand how to give the command. But when Knune gave His power to the Mystics, he forbade them doing three things. Things that are meant to be done only by the gods.”
Ryker leaned forward with renewed interest. “169 performed one of these taboos?”
Drake nodded. He glanced at Olivia. She was staring at him with rapt attention. He needed to get this explanation over with and get out. “All the taboos have to do with the manipulation of souls,” he said. “The first taboo is restoring life by attaching a departed soul to the body it once inhabited, or some other vacant vessel.”
Ryker narrowed his eyes doubtfully, but said nothing. “The second taboo,” Drake continued. “Is the opposite. Taking life by forcibly tearing a soul away from its corporeal form.”
Ryker nodded in understanding. “And the third?”
Drake tensed his muscles. “Dividing a soul. All three actions are forbidden, but possible to do. 169 used the second taboo on New Earth.”
Olivia cocked her head to the side. She wore a confused expression. “He tore away the planet’s soul? Is that something a planet has? Don’t you have to be alive to have a soul?”
Drake shook his head. How did humans not understand something so basic? “Everything has some kind of soul. Rocks, trees, planets, whatever. Living things have more complicated sentient souls, the kind that have gained experience and power through several reincarnations. But inanimate matter will still have a simpler soul attached. Something as big as a planet will have full networks of simpler souls working together. Everyone and everything has at least one. And nothing on the physical plane can stay together without a soul bound to it.”
Ryker stroked his chin thoughtfully. “So 169 removed the souls bound to New Earth? And when he did, it broke itself apart? That’s how he did it?”
Drake nodded.
Ryker took in a deep breath and exhaled. “I can’t say I’m fully convinced, but there’s a lot about this situation that defies my understanding. Let’s proceed under the assumption that your explanation is correct. Is this something that 169 can do again?”
Drake nodded again. “He attached the command for the taboo to a hemoignisium bullet. He can use it as many times as he wants, as long as he has the blood to fuel it. It’ll kill anything he hits with it. Planets included.”
Olivia’s face turned white. “He fuels it with blood? Is that why he took our blood?”
Drake nodded. A sense of shame filled him. If he hadn’t been captured, 169 wouldn’t have been able to make his planet killer. Olivia was bound to feel the same way, but he didn’t want to hide the truth from her. She deserved to know all the facts he could provide before he left.
“Some people’s blood can power hemoignisium better than others. Royal blood is especially potent. Something on the scale of 169’s new bullet would require a lot of power. He used our blood along with his to make it work. I think that’s the reason I was able to redirect a part of it into Titan. If my blood wasn’t in the bullet, I doubt I would’ve been able to.”
Olivia nodded, but didn’t say anything.
Ryker cleared his throat. “I watched the footage from Captain Ashbell’s helmet cam. I saw you remove 169’s limbs, and even his head. Yet he healed. Is that a part of his taboo? And is there a way to kill him?”
Ryker’s eyes were hard, but not even this stoic pillar of a man could fully hide the fear in his expression. It was the same fear that pounded in Drake’s own heart. But unlike Ryker, when this conversation ended, Drake was going to leave it behind. He didn’t have to stay onboard the sinking ship. The kindest thing to do would be to pretend he didn’t know the answer, and leave Ryker with even the slightest bit of hope. But Ryker had played it straight with Drake when he didn’t have to. The least Drake could do was tell the truth before he jumped ship.
“When Knune forbade the Mystics from performing the three taboos, he also attached a punishment. Anyone who commits one will be barred from reincarnation. Instead, their souls will be sealed away. Eternal damnation.”
Ryker and Olivia continued staring at Drake, barely blinking.
Drake’s palms were coated with sweat. He wanted so badly to grip his revolver, but fought back the urge. “To make sure that happens, the person who commits the taboo receives the mark of the sinner.”
“169’s new tattoo?” Ryker asked. “The Mystic symbols on his face?”
Drake nodded, trying to ignore the flash of recognition in Olivia’s eyes. It didn’t matter if she knew. He’d never see her again after this. Not that she’d want to see him either if she figured out what he’d done.
“Exactly,” Drake said.
“What does that mark have to do with his new healing abilities?” Olivia asked.
Drake met Olivia’s eyes for an uncomfortable moment before looking back at Ryker.
“Having the mark of the sinner makes you immortal,” Drake said.
Ryker looked confused. “Your god rewards sinners with immortality?”
“It’s not a reward, it’s a curse. The Khryary are tasked with sealing the sinner’s soul. The mark keeps them alive until that can happen. It’s the insurance that the sinner won’t reincarnate elsewhere before a Khryary can track them down.”
Ryker nodded solemnly. “So Titan came to New Earth to seal 169’s soul?”
“Yes.”
“Titan could have killed 169, but now it’s dead,” Ryker said. He sounded deflated.
Drake said nothing. Only a moment ago, Ryker had been almost excited that Drake had killed Titan. Now Drake could see reality setting in. Ryker was realizing that Drake wasn’t the savior he was hoping for.
Ryker shook his head, shaking off the deflated expression. “There has to be another way. Some other means of killing 169. You spoke with Titan. Can they be reasoned with if we want to help them to kill 169? How would we talk to them?”
Drake shrugged. “I don’t know, pray? I know it’s not what you want to hear, but it’s all I’ve got. I talked with Titan, sure. But it was a pretty one-sided conversation. I don’t think the Khryary were made to negotiate.”
“Do you know anything else we could use?” Olivia asked. She was leaning forward, her eyes pleading. Damnit. If Ryker had asked, he would’ve just said no. But with Olivia asking, he had to tell her what he knew.
Drake sighed. “You can’t cancel out the power of the mark, but there are some ways to sort of... confuse it.” Drake glanced down at his revolver. Better not to mention that. It had nothing to do with the second taboo, after all. It would be better to stick to what little relevant information he had. Though, he really didn’t remember much about the first and second taboos.
“I’ve read that the sinner can take their own life,” he said. “But not with weapons, or objects of any kind. They have to do it using only their own body. It’s gruesome, and I only read of one person who had the will-power to go through with it.”
“Why would they be able to kill themselves?” Olivia asked. “Wouldn’t that prevent their souls from being sealed?”
“Apparently, since the mark comes from Knune, it’s not great at distinguishing between its own authority and that of the Khryary,” Drake said. “In theory, someone with the same mark might also be able to kill them in the same way. But it has to be the same mark from the same taboo. At least that’s what I read. And that’s only if I’m remembering right. It’s been years since I learned about this.”
Ryker scratched his chin thoughtfully. “So if we were to find another person who committed the second taboo...”
“And is capable of killing 169 with their bare hands?” Drake asked. “Good luck finding that person. Of course, if you did find someone who was willing, and knew how to do the second taboo, they could just use it on 169. I’d bet that could kill him too.”
Ryker eyed Drake, hesitating for a moment before speaking again. “I’ve already asked a lot of you by recruiting you to save my daughter. But my entire species is threatened by 169. Would it be asking too much of you to...”
“It would be,” Drake said, a little more harshly than he’d intended. “I don’t know how to perform the second taboo, but even if I knew, I wouldn’t do it.”
Ryker nodded. “I’m sorry I asked. Perhaps you could tell me where you read the book that contained all the information you’ve given so far?”
“The royal library on Rabbit’s Foot,” Drake said. “It was called the Book of Abiriam. It’s supposedly written by one of Korah’s generals. He was an ancient Jhyrus who tried to overthrow Knune. I was told that it was the only copy in existence, but 169 figured out how to do his taboo from somewhere, so maybe there’s another one floating around out there.”
“The planetary quarantine would make searching for the book difficult,” Ryker said. “But the Basilius has sufficient shielding to retrieve someone from the upper atmosphere of a quarantined planet. It could be possible to send a squad of Valor soldiers to retrieve it.”
“They would all die,” Drake said. “I don’t know where you’ll get your answers, but it’s not on Rabbit’s Foot.”
Ryker narrowed his eyes. “Why would they all die?”
“Because of the nightmares.” Olivia looked frightened just mentioning them.
Ryker turned to his daughter. “I’ll need some clarification.”
“They’re monsters,” Olivia said. “There’s a whole army of them on Rabbit’s Foot. They’re strong, they’re fast, and they...” Olivia caught her breath for a second, looking towards Drake. There was a spark of realization in her eyes. “They heal the same way 169 does.” Olivia turned back to Ryker. “Drake is right. Any soldiers you send would die.”
Drake watched Olivia carefully. What had she just pieced together?
Ryker stared back at Olivia. “I’m sorry there hasn’t been time for me to hear about everything you went through during your rescue,” he said. “You faced these nightmares?”
Olivia nodded.
“But you survived,” he said. “How?”
Olivia nodded toward Drake. “He fought them, and somehow, he got around them to get a hovercraft for us. Without him there, we would have died in minutes.”
With a heavy sigh, Ryker turned back to Drake. “Thank you for everything you did to bring my daughter back to me. I’m indebted to you beyond what I could ever repay.”
Drake shrugged.
Ryker looked pensive for a moment. “Yet I still need more from you. I can see in your eyes that you don’t want to be here, so before I ask, I have something else to say. It may seem strange, but will you hear me out?”
Confused, Drake met Ryker’s eyes. There was nothing Ryker could say to convince him to stay. He might as well hear him out. “Fine,” he said.
Ryker nodded. “Most people struggle to fully comprehend large numbers. I did when I was younger. Though my father had his faults, he did give me a good tool for gauging the scale of things. Most people can visualize the difference between hundreds and thousands. One million is where most people stop fully tracking numbers. So let’s start there. Do you happen to know how long one million seconds is?”
Drake cocked an eyebrow. Ryker hadn’t been kidding when he said it might seem strange. “I don’t know,” Drake said. “Like a week?”
“Close. It’s actually about twelve days,” Ryker said. “One million is a very large number. Now, with that figure in mind, how long do you suppose one billion seconds would take?”
“Do I have to do this?” Drake asked. “You’ve got planets blowing up, and you want me to guess at numbers?”
“Humor me,” Ryker said.
Drake sighed. “I don’t know, a month?”
Ryker looked up and spoke. “ATLAS, how many years are in a billion seconds?”
A computerized voice replied. “One billion seconds is approximately thirty-two years.”
Ryker looked back down at Drake. His eyes were hard. “The difference between one million and one billion is the same as the difference between twelve days, and thirty-two years. It’s orders of magnitudes larger than the largest number people are capable of visualizing.”
Drake looked around the room, trying to gauge the reactions of the people around him. Even Olivia looked confused. What was Ryker getting at here?
“I feel like you’re leading up to some point, but I really don’t know what it is,” Drake said.
Ryker continued. “I want you to imagine, if you can, the size of a group of one million people. Then imagine that you looked at each face in that crowd for just one second per person. That task would take you twelve days to complete.” Ryker stared so hard at Drake that it felt like his eyes would bore through Drake’s skull. “Now I want you to imagine that crowd growing to such a size that the same task would now take you thirty-two years. That would be a billion people. Are you visualizing it?”
Drake nodded. “Yes, but I still don’t know why.”
Ryker sighed. His eyes looked suddenly sad. “Because 169 just killed five billion people who were supposed to be under my protection. I want you to understand the magnitude of that number.”
Drake swallowed hard, but didn’t answer.
“That’s five billion people who had lives, families, hopes, and dreams. They’re dead now. There’s not a single thing we can do for any of them. But as horrifically large as that number is, it’s not the one I want you focused on. The number we need to talk about is twenty billion. That’s the number of Human Empire citizens who are still alive, but may not be for long if something isn’t done to stop 169.” Ryker took a deep breath before continuing.
“In my time as king, I’ve never had to beg. But I don’t think myself above it. It’s clear that our only path toward defeating 169, and probably the Khryary as well, lies with you.” Ryker’s stoic expression had broken completely. “For the sake of the five billion people I already failed, and the twenty billion who are still my responsibility, I am begging you. If there’s anything you can do to help us, please do it.”
Drake shifted his eyes around the bridge. Vahn, Olivia, and several uniformed officers who had stopped doing their jobs stared at him in anticipation. Drake met Vahn’s eyes for a moment. They were slightly watery, full of emotion, like a wounded puppy begging for help.
He hadn’t expected Ryker to play at the sympathy angle. He also hadn’t expected him to do it so effectively. Drake almost wanted to say yes. But helping them now would only lead him back toward the taboos. And it wasn’t as if he could actually help them, anyway. He had to shut this down.
Drake turned back to Ryker. “If we’re throwing numbers around,” he said. “Eight hundred and ninety-seven million is the one that’s on my mind. I’m sorry, I don’t know what that is in years.”
Ryker furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure I follow.”
“That’s the number of people who lived on Rabbit’s Foot when the Human Empire sent the Anti-Lucks.”
Ryker frowned. His entire countenance dropped. It was as if Drake had just run a sword straight through his heart. It made Drake sad to see it, but he couldn’t stop here.
Drake kept eye contact with Ryker. “I sat by and watched one genocide already. I couldn’t escape it then, but I can now. I wish you the best, but I’ve already offered all the help I can. So I won’t be around to see what happens.”
Drake turned away. He didn’t look back as he marched out the door.
Chapter 37: Olivia
Olivia stared, dumbfounded, as Drake marched off the bridge.
Her father had failed a negotiation. She’d never seen him fail before. His argument had been an effective one. The emotional appeal was the only thing that had any chance of getting a response from Drake. He’d done everything right, but failed anyway.
“What do you think our next move should be?” her dad asked. He had a faraway look in his eyes, like he was having trouble accepting reality.
Olivia shook her head. “I don’t know. Taboos and angry angels are so far from any possibility I’d ever considered. If the things he told us are true, I don’t know what we can do without him. The best I can think to do is to search for another Mystic with the same knowledge who’s sympathetic to our cause. Maybe they can give us more information.”
“The odds of such a person existing aren’t high,” her dad said. “But even if we found someone, who would face 169?”
Olivia frowned. “There’s no way around it. We need to convince him to stay.”
Her dad met her eyes. “Not we. I’ve already failed, but I saw the way he was gauging your reactions. He seems to care what you think of him, at least on some level. He might listen to you.”
Olivia blinked in surprise. It was true that she and Drake were friends, or at least she thought he still thought of her as a friend. But what difference did that make? Olivia wasn’t half as capable as her father. If he’d failed, then the task must be impossible. That was all there was to it. She would never be as well suited for leadership as he was.
“Wouldn’t it be better if you tried again?” Olivia asked. “You’re the best diplomat I’ve ever seen, and I’ve still never even led soldiers. How can you possibly trust me with this kind of responsibility?”
“You’re the only one I’d trust,” her dad said. “True, you don’t have official field experience just yet, but you have good instincts and all the training you need. Plus, from the sound of it, your journey back home with Drake may have provided you with more combat experience than many of our soldiers get in a year at war. You’re ready for this.”
Olivia could feel hot tears threatening to fill her eyes. She wasn’t ready for this. How could her dad not see that? She glanced around the bridge. Why did this conversation have to be in a public setting? But she couldn’t accept this assignment.
“But I froze,” she said, lowering her voice so only her dad could hear. “When I saw 169 again. That was my test, and I failed. It’s obvious I’m not ready for this. I’m never going to be as good as you.” The words came spilling out like vomit.
Her dad stood up. “Follow me outside.” He turned to General West, who sat in a chair nearby. “You have the bridge until I return.” He moved toward the door, motioning for Olivia to follow.
Olivia took a deep breath and began counting in her head. It did little to ease the panic threatening to take over. She followed her dad anyway.
He led her into a vacant conference room near the bridge. The second the door closed, he pulled her in for a tight hug. The panic melted away in his warm embrace.
“What ever made you think you had to be the same as me?” he asked.
The tears came freely now. “I’m the princess, Dad. I’m going to have your job one day, and I’m not good enough for it.”
Her father’s embrace tightened. “It’s a terrible weight you’ve been asked to carry,” he said. “And I’m afraid I’ve done nothing to lighten the load. You’ve been saddled your whole life with weighty expectations, and until now you’ve never once failed to meet them. I spent so much time praising your accomplishments that I failed to teach you a far more important lesson.” Her dad released her from his hug.
“What are you talking about?” Olivia stepped back.
“So far as I’m aware, nobody has ever gone through life without failing at some point,” he said. “But the measure of a person isn’t in their successes, but in what they do with their failures. What you do now matters far more than what you’ve done.”
Olivia shook her head. “You don’t get it,” she said. “I didn’t just try and fail. I couldn’t move. My body wouldn’t listen. It’s like... it’s like I’m broken.”
Her dad nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry I didn’t see the full scope of what you’ve been going through until now. I’ll be the one to talk to Drake. Perhaps he’d be willing to hear me out one final time. But I promise you aren’t broken. You experienced trauma, and you reacted to it. If that disqualifies a person from leadership, then I and all of my generals are unfit for service. Still, the choice is yours. Take the time to process everything that’s happened, and know that I’m proud of you, no matter what you decide to do from here. The Empire couldn’t ask for a better princess, and I couldn’t ask for a better daughter.”
He took a step back, his kingly expression returning. “I’d better go catch up to Drake before he manages to find a way off of this ship.”
Olivia nodded. She knew this should make her feel better. Her father had offered her hope while taking away her responsibility. So why did she feel so empty? Did she want to be bailed out?
“Dad,” she said, stopping her father before he reached the exit door.
He turned back to face her.
“I’ll find a way to change his mind.” She gave her dad a firm salute.
Her dad returned the salute. His lips curved into a smile. “May Providence be with you.”
Olivia dropped the salute. She kept her face resolute and marched out the doorway.
Drake was already long gone by the time she entered the ship’s corridors. Which way had he gone? The Basilius was so big that two people could wander its corridors for days without ever running into each other. There was no way she’d find him through random chance.
Olivia took in a calming breath, analyzing her options. Drake wanted to leave, but he had no ship. That meant he’d have to requisition one. He’d have to go to one of the four hangar bays. But would he go there first? No. His friend, Al, was onboard as well. Drake wouldn’t leave without him. And since Al hadn’t accompanied him to the bridge, he was probably waiting where Drake had been staying before.
The med bay.
Olivia started running. Drake didn’t have much of a head start, and she doubted he’d be running. She could catch him. But what would she say when she did? Olivia turned left and dashed down the corridor.
She almost missed her turn while she mulled over every approach she could take with Drake. Would he care what she had to say? They’d worked well together before, but they’d also had the same goal. She’d never had an argument with him before. Truth be told, aside from some bouts of teenage angst against her father, and a few sharp words to Angela, she’d never had an argument with anyone. Probably because she’d never had any true peers. Her military interactions were mostly with people she outranked, and as the CEO of her company, she rarely faced opposition from employees. She’d done well in her debate and political rhetoric training, but she’d had zero opportunity to use those skills in real life. How could her father trust her with this?
Olivia’s head spun as she reviewed Drake’s argument in her head. The taboos, the Khryary, the destruction of New Earth, the genocide of the Fortunatus. How was she supposed to convince Drake to let go of all the wrongs he’d endured? She’d been to Rabbit’s Foot. She’d seen the ruins of the once proud city of Rai and fought against the nightmares that inhabited it now. Drake had grown up in that mess because of her grandfather’s actions. There was no way around that. No way to argue against it. She could only imagine the horrors he’d had to face in his escape, and they were all caused by her family. But with that being the case, what argument did she have?
Olivia was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she almost ran straight into Angela.
“Olivia?” Angela took a step back. “Or do I have to call you ‘Your Highness’ now? I’m not sure of the protocol now that you’re back home doing your princess stuff.”
“Olivia is fine,” Olivia tried not to pant. She offered a polite curtsey. “Have you seen...” she trailed off. Al and Drake darkened the hallway behind Angela.
Drake looked her up and down. “Looks like you’ve been running. Did your dad send you to convince me to help?”
Every etiquette lesson she’d ever had rushed through her mind. None of them helped at all. Drake didn’t give a shit about etiquette. Her dad was right. He’d already done things the proper way, and he’d failed. If Olivia was going to make this work, it wouldn’t be by doing it her father’s way.
“Did you really think he wouldn’t?” Olivia said.
Drake shrugged. “I guess not. Still, I can’t help you. But at least now we get to say goodbye. It’s been fun, princess. Try not to get kidnapped again.” Drake patted Olivia’s shoulder patronizingly as he passed her in the hallway.
The panic rose in her chest. Two sentences in, and she’d already failed? Was she so bad at this? Her father’s words echoed in her mind. It didn’t matter what she’d done, it mattered what she was doing. She might not be convincing Drake, but she sure as hell wasn’t quitting.
Olivia let the panic go. She didn’t need it. With the panic gone, her real feelings came through. She was pissed off. “So you’re just going to run away? The hostile scared you that bad? Or was it 169? Either way, you’re leaving me to die because of it. I thought we were friends.”
Drake turned around. His face was red with anger. “Did you really just say that shit to me? I saved your life more than once. This is the first time I’ve decided not to help, and now I’m a coward? I thought we were friends too, but if that’s what you think of me, then I guess I was wrong. You can go back to your dad now. Tell him you did your best to guilt me into helping. I’m sure he’ll give you a pat on the head and tell you that you’re a good princess.”
Olivia gritted her teeth. “You understand our situation. How could I not be here asking for your help? Can you please just hear me out?”
“No.” Drake stomped down the corridor.
“I saved your life on Rabbit’s Foot!” she yelled after him. “The least you can do is listen to me before you leave!”
Drake turned. His eyes flashed with anger. “I wouldn’t have been on Rabbit’s Foot if I hadn’t taken the job to rescue you in the first place, so saving my life there makes us even at best.”
“I saved you again in Hyras City.” Olivia folded her arms smugly. “From the rock golem.”
Drake scowled. “Was that before or after I broke you out of your prison cell in Dathan’s palace? Or when I fought 169 to protect you again on New Earth? Now it looks like I’m one up, so I don’t owe you a damn thing.”
Olivia narrowed her eyes. She remembered one thing that might work, but it was a gamble at best. “You do owe me one thing; an explanation of what happened when we were in the Mystic camp. You said so yourself. I’d like to hear that now.”
Drake looked genuinely taken aback. “You want to know about that right now?”
Olivia took a step forward. It was time to see if the puzzle pieces that clicked into place during Drake’s explanation of taboos actually fit. If not, this might just drive him further away.
“I have a guess about what happened. I was confused about everything until you explained the taboos to us.” Olivia looked at Drake’s revolver, then up at his face. It had gone pale. “Which of the three did you do?”
Olivia locked eyes with Drake, her face like stone. This was the least diplomatic conversation she’d ever had, but she didn’t care at this point.
“Look at you go, you’re not just a soldier and a princess anymore, now you’re a detective? Have you got any other secret skills I should know about before I leave?”
Olivia smirked. She was winning this argument. “I also have a successful line of cosmetics, but it didn’t take a detective to figure you out. I’ve seen your tattoo, and I noticed how the Khryary only paid attention to you and 169 when I watched the video. It’s obvious you did one, too.”
Drake looked sideways at Angela, who had an inscrutable look on her face as she took in Olivia’s words. How much of this had she figured out? Had Drake told her any of it himself?
Drake huffed. “Well, congratulations on figuring me out. I still can’t help you.”
Olivia stomped her foot. “I know how many people you’ve killed. It’s not through a bullet like 169, but you clearly know how to do the second taboo. How else could you slaughter people like that? And if you know how to do the second taboo, then you also know how to kill 169 and the Khryary. You can help us, you just won’t.”
Drake shook his head. “I guess you’re not a detective, after all. I haven’t got a clue how to do the second taboo.”
Olivia stared, dumbfounded. It had all made so much sense. He had all the signs of a taboo user, and he’d killed so many people. If not with the killing taboo, then how? “Then... which one did you do?”
Drake turned to head back down the hallway. “I think I’ve spent more than enough time on this. I do hope you make it through this, Princess. If you do, you’ll be a good queen someday.”
Olivia stared after him. Her gamble hadn’t paid off. There was nothing left to say.
Al stepped up to her. “It was the third taboo.”
Olivia jumped. She hadn’t expected Al to join in. She looked him over. He was intimidating, but his posture was friendly. Which taboo was the third one again? It had seemed pretty insignificant in Drake’s explanation of the taboos.
“Dividing a soul?” Olivia asked. “What’s the point of...”
“You’re way out of line, Al.” Drake turned, fury in his eyes.
“Perhaps,” Al’s voice was calm. “Or perhaps I’m in line for the first time in years.” Al returned his gaze to meet Olivia’s eyes. “He divided his soul as a means to escape from Rabbit’s Foot. Try to understand, it was his only choice. Nobody tears their soul apart if there are other options.”
Olivia looked over at Drake. His fists were clenched, but the expression on his face wasn’t angry anymore. He looked sad.
She furrowed her brow, trying to make sense of the new information. How did tearing his soul apart get Drake off of Rabbit’s Foot? How did that make any sense? “I don’t understand,” she said.
“I think I might,” Angela stepped up to Drake, her expression was soft. “You told me on Rabbit’s Foot that the nightmares were missing a piece of their souls.”
Olivia gasped. That last piece of information was like the final crack that burst a dam, releasing a flood of answers. She knew the nightmares must have been created by a taboo, that’s why they could heal. And a nightmare would be capable of the slaughters Drake had committed. But he wasn’t that way all the time. How was he different from the ones on Rabbit’s Foot?
Olivia looked at the revolver hung on Drake’s hip. His soul anchor. That’s what Dathan had called it. And he’d said that Drake would kill anything in his way to get to it back. Hadn’t he begged the Mystic soldiers to give it back to him when they’d arrested him? Right before he’d slaughtered them all. She remembered their escape from Rabbit’s Foot. The way Drake had launched his revolver away, then jumped from the castle wall, but returned unharmed. Had he become a nightmare to do that? The soul anchor kept him normal, but if he lost it, he became a nightmare. That would explain everything.
Drake kept his gaze fixed firmly on the floor. “I stayed trapped in that library for so long. All I had to do was make it to that tower and I could escape, but I was too afraid of the nightmares to try. I watched them every day. They killed everything that moved, except for one thing. They never attacked each other. As a nightmare, I could get to that tower without a problem. Then I found the book that taught how to do the taboos. At the time, it seemed like a blessing from Knune. I saw it as my way out of that hellhole. All I wanted was to leave. How could I have known it would cause so much death?” Drake was in tears by the time he finished speaking.
It was just like in the desert. Olivia couldn’t understand his feelings then, but they made sense now. He didn’t want to kill anyone. He’d just lost his revolver. Drake wasn’t a murderer. He was dealing with the consequences of his divided soul. Olivia stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Drake.
Drake sunk into the embrace, sobbing into Olivia’s shoulder. “We’re getting into a bad habit with all this hugging.”
Olivia tightened her embrace. “This is what friends do, right?”
Drake’s sobs picked up speed. He wrapped his arms around Olivia and pulled her in tighter. Olivia held the embrace. It was clear Drake needed it, and after all the tension, it was nice to be friendly again. After a moment, the sobbing stopped. Drake pulled back and wiped the tears from his eyes. “For Knune’s sake. This shit is so sappy.”
Olivia stepped back. She was glad to see Drake recovered, but her heart still sank. He only knew how to do the third taboo. They needed the second. Nightmares were formidable, but useless against 169 and the Hostiles.
Olivia sighed. “So you can’t help us then? You can’t tell us how to kill 169?”
Drake shook his head. “And I definitely can’t help you with the Khryary, either. I’m not going to win another fight against one. Facing one of them again is a one-way ticket to eternal damnation.”
Olivia clenched her fists. Damnit. Drake was cooperating, but she’d still failed. Was there nothing to be done? She wracked her memory, trying to remember every scrap of information Drake had provided. “What about the book on Rabbit’s Foot? That has the information we need, right? There has to be some way to get it.”
Drake cocked an eyebrow. “The Book of Abiriam? It might have what you need, but the seal keeping the nightmares out of the library is broken. Going in there is a suicide mission. You’re never going to get it.”
Olivia took in a shaky breath. She could feel the panic threatening to return at just the thought of returning to Rabbit’s Foot. But what other choice did they have? “169 just destroyed a planet. You think our soldiers won’t be willing to die to stop him from doing it again? At least give us some information about the book. What does it look like? Where can we find it in the library?”
Drake sighed. “I can tell you what it looks like, but I don’t know where it is. I looked for it while we were there, but the seal broke down before I could find it.”
“Well, a description is a good start. We’ll throw the whole might of the Human Empire at this problem. Our soldiers will scour every inch of that library if they have to. We have no other choice.”
Al cleared his throat. “Maybe you do have another choice. What if there was a way to read that book without going to Rabbit’s Foot?”
Olivia turned and met Al’s eyes. “Is there?”
Al nodded. “I believe so. Drake and I spent several years trying to get access to the book of Abiriam again. There’s a Vidrian scientist working in Eleutheria. For the last several years, she’s been developing a machine that allows a person to view their memories. Since Drake read that book, it’s in his memory. He can’t access it consciously, but her machine likely could.”
Olivia held back her excitement. That solution was perfect. So perfect that Drake should have been the one to think of it. Why didn’t he? Olivia looked at Drake.
He shook his head in frustration. “There’s no way we’re going to Celestia.”
Olivia cocked an eyebrow. It was an odd reaction, even for Drake. This did seem like an obvious best option. Why fight it? “So her name is Celestia? Why is she not an option?”
Drake folded his arms. “Because she’s a selfish psychopath who will probably either shoot me or stab me the moment she sees me.”
Al shrugged. “They used to date. Drake screwed it up.”
Olivia blinked. Not the answer she’d expected. Drake had dated a Vidrian? She had a hard time picturing that. Vidrians had a reputation for their above average intelligence. They typically held their partners to a high intellectual standard. It’s not like Drake was dumb, but his mannerisms would get him kicked from most academic circles.
Drake balked. “There was more to it than that.”
Al shrugged and looked over at Angela. “There really wasn’t.”
Drake shook his head. “Look, we’re not going to her. We need another idea.”
Olivia pursed her lips. She’d just got Drake back on her side. She didn’t want to frustrate him into trying to leave again. But he also needed a kick in the ass. How could he be dragging his feet when there was so much on the line?
Olivia put her hands on her hips and looked Drake in the eye. “I see how it’s awkward going to your ex for help, but you do understand the consequences of this, right? You’re not even willing to try?”
Drake threw his hands up in exasperation. “You don’t know her. She’s the one who won’t be willing to try. With the way we left things, she’d watch 169 destroy the rest of the Human Empire with a smile on her face if it meant that I’d be unhappy. The second she knows I’m involved, she’ll refuse to help. Going to her is a waste of time.”
“That’s got to be an exaggeration,” Olivia said.
“No,” Al said. “That’s actually very in character for her. But as much as she hates Drake, she might be willing to do it for someone she loves.”
Drake huffed. “The only person she loves is herself.”
Al pointed to Olivia with a knowing smile. “Herself, and the founder of Lipstick and Combat Boots.
Drake frowned. “Damn. That’s actually a good point.”
Olivia started. “She’s a fan of my cosmetics line?”
“She worships the ground you walk on,” Al said. “If it was you asking, I think she’d even be willing to deal with Drake one more time.”
Olivia looked at Drake, whose eyes were pleading for her to reject the idea. Too bad for him. Her duty as a princess had to come first.
“Get me Celestia’s contact information,” Olivia said. “I’ll go tell my father we’re heading for Eleutheria.”
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed.
Chapter 38: Angela
Angela sat alone in the bunk room she’d been assigned. Due to the shortage of staff on the ship, she’d been allowed to take the whole room for herself. She’d thought about going out to find Drake, but she wasn’t sure what to say to him.
The news that he’d split his soul had come as a surprise. She couldn’t hate him for it. It made perfect sense in his situation. But to become a nightmare? When Angela closed her eyes, she could still see the false jackal face of the first nightmare she’d seen. Drake became one of those? No wonder he hated himself. Angela felt like a monster, but Drake literally became one. How did he keep going?
Angela flopped back on her bunk. She wanted to understand. She knew her old way of thinking was wrong, but she just couldn’t wrap her head around how to change it. How could she be happy again after what she’d done? How could she forgive herself?
Someone knocked on the door.
Angela sat up. “Who is it?”
“It’s Al,” a familiar voice said from the other side of the door.
They couldn’t be at Eleutheria yet, could they? Angela hadn’t even noticed a tachyon jump, and they were pretty hard to miss.
Angela stood up and straightened her clothes. “Come in!”
The door slid open. Al stepped inside. He had to fold his wings around his body to fit through the door. “I found you something.” He held out a stack of plain white paper. “You mentioned that this helped you sort out your feelings. I figured with everything going on right now, you might need it.”
Angela stared at him. Why couldn’t Al have been the first Mystic she’d met? She never would have been able to hate them.
She took the stack of papers. “Thank you.”
Al nodded and pulled a pencil out from somewhere under his wing. “I found this too.”
Angela took it with a grateful nod. “Why are you so nice to me?”
Al shrugged. “Because the world has been unkind to you. We all have our own ways of finding meaning and purpose in life, and coping with the darkness the world offers us. Healing others is mine. It brings me peace.”
Angela sighed. “Do you know what’ll bring me peace?”
Al nodded toward the papers in Angela’s hand. “No. But now you have the tools to find that answer for yourself.”
Angela smiled. “Thank you.”
“Think nothing of it.” Al stepped out the door. It slid closed behind him.
Angela watched him leave, then sat down. She laid out a sheet of paper and picked up the pencil. She doubted this held the secret to inner peace, but it was worth a shot.
She started writing.
****
Drake looked absent-mindedly ahead, spinning the chamber of his revolver one slot at a time with his thumb. The nearby soldiers appeared uneasy about him handling a weapon on the bridge of their warship. He didn’t care. The one and only perk of spilling the truth of his taboo was that the princess had suddenly become a huge advocate for allowing him to keep the revolver on him at all times. These soldiers might get a court martial if they complained about it.
It had actually been a relief to admit his guilt to someone other than Al. Both Olivia and Angela had been nothing but kind about his taboo. That showed how little they understood about the magnitude of Drake’s sin. Still, it felt good.
Of course, the whole damn moment had been ruined when Al brought up Celestia. Drake’s relationship with her had been nothing but brutal fights punctuated by intense make-up sex. Now that the latter was off the table, the former had lost all its appeal. Unfortunately, with their reunion inevitable at this point, all he could do was distract himself by irritating some soldiers.
Drake gave the chamber a rest and began spinning the gun around his finger, catching it by the handle, and then spinning it again. One of the soldiers, who looked to have a stick lodged more deeply up his ass than the others around him, scooted away from his assigned station. He pointed toward Drake and muttered something to another soldier who sat scowling nearby.
Drake smiled. This was fun. How far could he push him?
It had already been ten minutes since the Basilius had completed its tachyon jump and switched to sub-light propulsion. Eleutheria would probably appear on screen in the next few minutes. If he played his cards right, he might be able to induce a very public meltdown from this soldier before they arrived. He was just getting ready to toss the revolver in the air when Angela stepped up in front of him.
“Do you have a second to talk?” she asked.
Those were never good words. She’d had more time to think about the taboo he’d committed. Had it finally sunk in?
Drake met Angela’s green eyes. “Yeah, I guess. We’ll get to Eleutheria soon, though. I don’t know how much time we’ll have.” Drake twirled his revolver again, noting the disapproving scowl of the irritated soldier who was now reluctantly returning to his station.
“It won’t take long.” Angela glanced uneasily at the soldier. He’d narrowed his eyes to slits. Drake would have to remember to break him on the return trip.
Drake stood up, giving his revolver one final flamboyant twirl before holstering it dramatically. “Yeah, after you.” He motioned toward the door. Angela nodded and led the way toward the exit.
Drake followed Angela into the hallway. She turned to face him, waiting for the bridge doors to close before speaking. “So, um...” she said.
“Solid start,” Drake said, hoping to break the tension. “No awkward conversation has ever started with ‘so, um.’”
Angela gave a short, breathy laugh. “Are you going to critique my whole approach to this?”
Drake shrugged. “Everything’s more fun with a running commentary.”
Angela rolled her eyes. “It won’t take long, anyway. Look, ever since I was little, I kept a diary.”
Drake cocked his eyebrow. Angela ignored him and kept going. “I’ve always had strong emotions, and my mom told me that writing them down would help me process them. She was right. It’s always helped. But I haven’t been able to do it since the Mystics attacked.”
Drake nodded slowly. Was this her way of opening up to him? Why bring this up now? “That’s cool. I’ve heard that can be good, I guess.”
Angela blushed. “Anyway, after your fight with Olivia, I was thinking about all the things you told us. I realized I had a lot of unresolved emotions that I wanted to write. So I did.”
Drake kept eye contact, but didn’t speak. Why was she so embarrassed by this? Journaling was a pretty normal thing to do. This had to be building up to something.
Angela held out an envelope to Drake. “I know this is stupid, but instead of a journal entry, I wrote you a letter. There’s a lot that I think I need to say to you, and I’m not good at saying it in person, so here. Just take it.”
Drake took the envelope and started pulling it open.
Angela waved her hands. “Not right now!”
Drake stopped. How embarrassing was the content of this letter if she was reacting like that? “You don’t want to be here when I read it? Is it that bad?”
Angela shook her head. “Just promise you’ll read it later, okay? I want to know what you think, just... not right now. There’s too much going on with you heading off to meet your ex and everything.”
Drake nodded. The letter had been enough of a distraction that he’d temporarily forgotten the impending meeting with Celestia. “Yeah, I’ll give it a look.”
A voice blared through the ship’s intercom. “All hands prepare for docking procedures. Drake Ashbell, report to the bridge for final mission briefing.”
Drake pocketed the letter. “I guess I’ll head back.”
Angela nodded. “Just read it when you’re done.”
Drake turned to leave. It felt awkward leaving Angela like this. He needed to go, but she’d just tried to share something with him, and he’d kicked it down the road. Did he owe her more than that? They weren’t dating, but it wasn’t like a relationship was out of the question. They’d had good sex, and she still wanted to stick around after learning about his taboo. Even now, she was making an effort to share what she was feeling with him. He had to show her he wanted her around.
Drake stopped before reaching the door to the bridge. He turned back to Angela. “Have you ever seen Eleutheria before?”
Angela shook her head. “Only in pictures.”
Drake motioned for Angela to follow him. “They don’t do it justice. You’ve got to see it before we land.”
Angela cocked her head. “Is it really that impressive?”
Drake stepped up to the door. “It’s one of the ten wonders of the galaxy. Come on, you’ve got to see it.”
Angela followed him onto the bridge. Judging by the way her eyes widened when she saw the view screen, Eleutheria lived up to the bit of hype Drake had given it.
Though it was slightly larger than New Earth had been, and it had a full atmosphere, Eleutheria wasn’t a planet; at least in the traditional sense. It hadn’t formed naturally. It also didn’t orbit a star, unless its pilots directed it to do so. At the moment it was orbiting a gas giant, where it was likely mining hydrogen, oxygen and other elements to supplement its stores. Sprawling cities covered most of the surface. The areas designated for oxygen forests and water reservoirs were the only exception. They covered the poles completely in green and blue. Canals ran down from the reservoirs. They spider-webbed their way around the rest of the enormous metallic sphere in thin, sprawling lines. The equator was the most unique facet of the pseudo-planet. It was circled about with an orbital ring — Millions of miles of scaffolding floating in space, connected to the surface by wires. Each wire supported hundreds of thousands of elevators to take cargo to and from the surface. Billions of mirror drones orbited just below the level of the ring, like a swarm of reflective space bees. The machines were the true marvel of engineering that made Eleutheria work. Each coordinated flawlessly with the others to reflect sunlight to or from the surface, depending on Eleutheria’s proximity to the nearest star. Without the drones, it would be nearly impossible to produce consistent temperatures, and a day / night cycle on Eleutheria’s surface as it wandered through the galaxy.
Though Drake had seen Eleutheria dozens of times, that glittery swarm of drones sparkling above the surface never failed to impress. It was almost enough to make him forget what he was here to do. Almost.
“Drake!” Olivia started walking over from the center of the bridge. “The briefing is about to start.”
Drake sighed, then nodded. “I’ll read the letter when this is done,” he said to Angela before Olivia arrived.
Olivia stepped up and nodded to Angela. “Hey, it’s good to see you. Are you planning on coming with us?”
Angela scrunched up her face in a confused expression. “Am I allowed to?”
Olivia nodded. “You officially joined Drake’s crew, right? At least Al said you did. He’s coming too. There’s no reason you can’t.”
Angela looked at Drake, seeking his approval.
Drake swallowed hard. Damnit. The last thing he needed was for Celestia to meet with the woman he was pursuing. But he’d sound like an idiot if he protested for that reason. “It’s fine with me.”
Angela smiled. “Then I guess I’m coming.”
****
Angela stepped cautiously down the boarding tunnel that extended from the door of the Basilius to the orbital ring of Eleutheria. To avoid aerial conflicts with the drone swarm in the atmosphere, ships coming to and from Eleutheria were expected to dock using the orbital ring instead of landing on the mechanical planet’s surface. She didn’t like it at all. She’d gotten used to being onboard a ship where the walls were built from thick sheets of metal. The thought that this collapsable tunnel was all that separated her from the vacuum of space was unnerving. Though she seemed to be the only one who felt this way. Olivia walked, straight-backed and confident, as she always did. She looked regal, following calmly behind her impressive father and the company of Valor soldiers who accompanied them.
Angela straightened her posture and picked up her pace. The boarding tunnel wasn’t what was bothering her. It felt damn uncomfortable knowing Drake had her letter in his pocket, but hadn’t read it. Worse yet, he wouldn’t read it until this was over. What was he going to think about the things she said in it? Had she been way off base to think giving it to him was the right thing?
She looked over at Drake. If anything about this situation was bothering him, he had an odd way of showing it. He showily twirled and re-holstered his revolver in front of the company of Valor soldiers, to their obvious irritation. Her letter was probably the last thing on his mind.
The group stepped through the boarding tunnel airlock and onto the main platform of the orbital ring. Angela almost tripped. She struggled to adjust to the noticeably lower gravity present on the ring compared to what the Basilius had provided. She looked up, offering a quick apology to the Valor soldier she’d nearly run into. Her eyes widened as she took in the scale of Eleutheria’s orbital ring. From space, it had seemed a small, almost trivial part of the enormous station, but now that she was on it, its size was baffling.
The main thoroughfare of the ring was wider than she’d expected — maybe a quarter of a mile from side to side — with four train lines running through the center. Expansive walking paths on either side of the railways were jampacked with people of every race contained within the Federation. Angela spotted several she’d never seen in person before. Delphines with pointed ears and ever-shifting skin color, Oldunes with their stone skin and eyeless faces. She even saw a few Lysians with woody skin and leaves and flowers for hair. None of those races had any business visiting Novalis Six. The sight of so many of them all at once was overwhelming.
“Pretty jewels for a pretty lady!” a blue-skinned Edmiran jumped out from a souvenir stall on the side of the road, lifting a sparkly necklace toward Angela.
“You need to back up,” a Valor soldier stepped in, raising his hand toward the merchant. The soldier — one of the men who worked with Drake’s half-brother, though Angela didn’t know his name — stood at least two feet taller than the little blue man.
“I’m just trying to talk to the lady,” the Edmiran said disarmingly.
“I said back up.”
The Edmiran looked pleadingly toward Angela.
“I don’t need a necklace,” she said.
The Edmiran puffed his quilled cheeks in disappointment, then hopped back into the crowd, shoving his necklace in the face of a short Berb woman with gray skin and filed down horns.
“You’ll be happier if you walk in the center of our group.” Drake grabbed Angela’s hand and pulled her in. She jumped in surprise. What the hell? Drake was holding her hand. Was that where the relationship was at?
Drake let go before Angela had the chance to wonder more. Maybe he really had just been pulling her away from the salesman. Nothing more. Damnit. Why did she have to be thinking about this? She needed Drake to read that letter. Once that was done, they’d be able to figure out what this relationship even was. Until then, it was just awkward. Maybe she should have said no when Olivia asked her to come.
“For Providence’ sake.” She shook her head. “I thought you were another one coming to sell me something.”
Drake grinned. “Well, I do know a guy who can get you a great deal on a timeshare out here. It’s like thirty square feet, and you’ll only be able to stay there once every decade, but it’s right in the city, and it’ll only cost you half your life savings.”
Angela rolled her eyes. “How are you so calm in all of this?” Angela motioned all around her.
Drake shrugged. “It’s a little bigger than the farm you grew up on, huh?”
“And yet, somehow, so much smaller.” Angela said. The pressing crowds and noise of the trains weren’t the only things putting her on edge. They combined with the transparent ceiling — which looked out, unfiltered, into the vastness of endless, empty space — to make her feel both claustrophobic and agoraphobic at the same time.
“The surface is less intense than the ring,” Drake said, following along behind Olivia and her Valor guard. The Valor soldiers surrounding them kept the rest of the crowd at bay as they crossed the tracks to arrive at an elevator. An impatient crowd waited outside to board. The crowd grumbled, but didn’t argue as the Valor soldiers cleared them away and ushered their own group into the elevator.
Angela stepped in and instantly regretted it. Angela gasped. Her heart beat in her throat. As it turned out, the one comforting thing about the orbital ring had been that its floor was decidedly opaque. The same could not be said for the elevator. The cylindrical chamber was completely transparent, showcasing just how far they were from the ground. Why the hell would anyone do this?
“It’s easier if you look up.” Olivia stepped up next to Angela.
“Thanks.” Angela took the princess’s advice and looked up into the night sky. It helped, but the damage of looking down had already been done.
Olivia shrugged. “I really should have warned you ahead of time. Most of the elevators aren’t like this. This one is meant for tourists who want the view. It just happens to be closest to our destination.”
Angela kept her eyes fixed on the sky. “It’s alright,” she lied. As the elevator moved down from the orbital ring, Angela could see clearly that it was attached only to a single, miles long cable that ran from the ring to the surface. Dozens of other elevators ran non-stop along adjacent cables that attached to the ring every twenty feet for as far as Angela could see. Damn, that cable was thin. Angela closed her eyes.
Drake put his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be over soon.”
Angela took in a shaky breath. “How are you not terrified right now?”
“I’ve done it before,” Drake said. “Besides, I’m much more worried about who’s waiting for us once we get off this elevator.”
Angela shifted uncomfortably. Of everything she’d experienced in the last couple of weeks, an elevator ride shouldn’t have been the most terrifying thing. But as the clear tube dropped toward the ground, Angela wished she was back onboard the escape pod that had crash landed them on Rabbit’s Foot. At least that had offered her a seat-belt and a floor that she couldn’t see through when they entered the atmosphere.
Angela exhaled in relief when the elevator moved through the ceiling of an expansive terminal and slowed to a gentle stop before reaching the floor. The doors hissed open, and the Valor soldiers stepped out. They scanned the surroundings before motioning for the others to follow. Angela took an awkward step forward, accidentally stomping her foot as she adjusted to the higher gravity of the surface. Olivia and Drake didn’t have any trouble adjusting to the change. They walked as comfortably here as they had on the orbital ring. How did anybody get used to things like this?
The terminal wasn’t as crowded as the orbital ring had been, but still had more people in it than the population of Angela’s entire hometown. What would the press of people be like if they’d taken one of the public elevators instead of the private one?
“I’ll be taking my leave.” The king nodded toward Olivia. “May Providence guide you in your endeavors.”
“And you in yours.” Olivia saluted her father. The rigid behavior was at odds with how she’d seen them behave toward each other before. But as she glanced around the terminal at the staring crowds, she understood the formality. Photos of their visit here today would be published on every news site. With the destruction of New Earth, the entire galaxy must be curious about the actions of the Human Empire’s royal family. Angela felt a flush of embarrassment. Everyone else here had such heavy things on their minds, and here she was worried about when Drake would read her letter, and panicking over a scary elevator ride. She was like a child compared to these people.
The king turned and walked away, surrounded by four of the Valor soldiers. The other four remained behind. Drake frowned in displeasure, looking toward the soldier who took point in front of Olivia. That one was Drake’s brother. Angela wouldn’t have been able to tell him apart from the other soldiers except for the fact that he had Captain Ashbell emblazoned on his chest plate in neat, uniform letters.
Drake had still never explained to her how the brother of a Mystic prince had ended up as a Valor soldier, but it was clear Drake wasn’t happy about his brother’s occupation. Is that something she could ask him about? Damnit, she needed him to read that letter.
“So, do you see Celestia?” Olivia stepped up next to Drake and Al. Drake just grimaced, but Al provided an answer.
“She’s over there.” He pointed to the edge of a walkway where a Vidrian woman stood alone, waiting with arms folded. Angela had never seen a Vidrian except in shows on the net. She typically found their green skin unappealing, but for Celestia, it worked. Her shiny, red hair contrasted alluringly with her skin, and drew attention to her angular face where she boasted a set of full lips and long, thick eyelashes. For Providence’ sake. It was intimidating enough that Drake’s ex was some kind of genius alien inventor. Why did she also have to look like a model? That shouldn’t matter, but somehow it did.
“Let’s get this over with,” Drake muttered. He followed behind Olivia and Al. Angela tagged along behind Drake. The Valor soldiers led the group through the crowd to where Celestia waited.
“Miss Cadmus?” Olivia stepped toward the Vidrian woman with her hand extended.
Celestia took Olivia’s hand and smiled, revealing her sparkling white teeth. “Please call me Celestia.”
Damnit. Perfect teeth too? Angela tried not to think about the scarce number of times she’d brushed her teeth over the past several weeks. Providence, she needed to let this go.
Olivia maintained perfect poise. “It’s an honor to meet you, Celestia.”
Celestia released Olivia’s hand. “I’m a huge fan of your work. Lipstick and Combat Boots is the only cosmetics brand available in Eleutheria that took Vidrian skin into consideration with any of its products. Your charitable work is unparalleled, and I can’t even begin to describe your contributions toward helping women to be taken seriously as business leaders on a galactic level. You’re an inspiration.”
Olivia smiled. “Don’t sell yourself short. We’re speaking now because of your achievements, not mine. Drake tells me you’ve invented a machine that may be able to help with our current situation.”
Celestia’s face darkened when she looked toward Drake.
“Hey, Cel.” Drake waved.
“You can call me Miss Cadmus,” Celestia said cooly. She turned back toward Olivia. “Now that introductions are complete, he doesn’t have to stay, does he?”
“His are the memories we need to see,” Olivia said. “So his presence is necessary. I’m hoping that we can move beyond any animosity the two of you may hold toward one another.”
Celestia sighed, her expression flitting back and forth between admiration for Olivia and hatred of Drake. “I suppose that depends on him,” she said at last. She turned toward Drake, her expression cold. “I see nobody’s killed you yet.”
“Not for a lack of effort on their part,” Drake said with a forced joviality.
“Just give it a little more time.” Celestia glanced at Angela.
Angela blushed involuntarily. Damnit. Why did she do that? She had nothing to be embarrassed about, but this woman was so damn intimidating.
Celestia looked back at Drake. “How kind of you to bring your new girlfriend to meet me. Did you kidnap her as well, or have you found a new method for meeting women?”
Drake glared back at her. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s a crew member from the Vagabond’s Lullaby. Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Is that true?” Celestia looked at Angela. “How did you end up in his crew?”
With difficulty, Angela met Celestia’s eyes. “He rescued me, actually. I’d still be in slavery if not for him.”
“How noble.” Celestia moved her gaze up and down Angela’s body before meeting her eyes. “Your eyes are a lovely shade of green. It always was Drake’s favorite color. It’s not hard at all to see why he took an interest in elevating you from slavery. Please do look me up when he tires of you. I’ll lend a supportive ear.”
Providence, this woman had a chip on her shoulder. Drake hadn’t been kidding when he talked about her.
Drake groaned. “Come on, Cel. Can we move past this? We didn’t come here to hash out our old relationship problems.”
Celestia locked eyes with Drake. “No, of course not. That would require you to take responsibility for your actions. I didn’t come here expecting miracles. No, as per usual with you, you’re here because you need something from me. But the question is, do I need anything from you?”
“Just tell me what you want,” Drake said through clenched teeth.
Celestia pursed her lips, pretending to think about the answer. “I just want you to say sorry.”
Drake rolled his eyes. “I’m sorry. Now, can we cut this shit? You’ve obviously decided to help because of the princess. Can we just get to it?”
“She’s the reason I took this meeting, true.” Celestia nodded. “But I’m not a citizen of the Human Empire, so I don’t owe her my allegiance. It’ll take more than a celebrity endorsement to make me want to help you, even if she is my favorite celebrity.”
Drake growled. “I already said sorry. What else do you want?”
Celestia shrugged. “Tell me what you’re sorry for.”
Drake gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m sorry for leaving without saying anything. It was a dick move. You’re right to be pissed about it. Is that what you wanted to hear?”
Celestia scrunched up her face in thought. She turned to Angela. “What do you think? Was he sincere?”
Angela narrowed her eyes. Why pull her into this? Was it just a tactic to annoy Drake? “Look, I don’t know what happened between you two, but I’ve gotten to know Drake pretty well. I know who and what he is, and he’s not a bad person. If he says he’s sorry, I think you should believe him.”
Celestia looked pensive. “Perhaps I let myself get carried away insulting Drake at your expense. You didn’t deserve that.” Her eyes flitted to Drake before moving back to Angela. “I apologize. Drake has a way of bringing out the worst in me.”
“Thank you,” Angela said warily. “Does that mean you’re willing to help us?”
Celestia smiled without showing any of her immaculate teeth. “I’m willing to help you, and of course, the illustrious Princess Olivia. If Drake must be involved, then so be it. I’m also sorry to have failed to acknowledge Al in all of these proceedings.” Celestia nodded toward Al, who quickly returned the nod. “It’s been far too long.”
“It’s lovely to see you again,” Al said with a sincere smile.
Celestia turned back to Angela.
“I didn’t catch your name,” she said.
“It’s Angela.”
“That’s a beautiful name,” Celestia said. “Before we proceed, I do have one question for you.”
More of her games? Angela looked toward Drake, who shrugged in response.
“Okay,” Angela said slowly.
“You said you know who and what Drake is. That’s an interesting way of phrasing things. Did you mean to imply that beyond just being a different kind of person than he might appear, Drake is actually a different thing than he appears to be? Or am I reading too much into the meaning of your words?”
Angela blinked. Who would draw that conclusion from what she’d said? But with everything she’d learned about Drake and his soul — especially what happened to him when separated from his revolver — he really wasn’t what he seemed. Did Celestia know about all of that, or was she fishing for information?
Drake cut in, stepping between Angela and Celestia. “You don’t have to be all cryptic about it. She knows. I told her, but neither of us are telling you, so quit fishing.”
Celestia offered another closed-mouth smile. “And did you tell her willingly, or did she have to figure it out for herself?”
Drake stayed silent, looking down.
Angela swallowed. If Olivia hadn’t put the pieces together, and then confronted Drake about his taboo right in front of her, how long would it have taken for Drake to tell her?
“Well, that gives me my answer,” Celestia turned back to Olivia. “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting for so long. Please, I have cars waiting outside to take us to my lab where I should hopefully be able to help you with your request.”
Olivia nodded. “I’ll follow you.”
Angela looked at Drake. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.” It wasn’t the first time she’d had a reason to hate Drake that turned out to be invalid the moment she got his side of the story. This time she’d reserve judgment until she understood more.
The Valor soldiers took point, clearing the crowd ahead of Celestia as she led them onto a busy street. Two black hovercraft waited for them to board. The Valor soldiers checked the craft before allowing them in.
The craft launched into the air, whizzing through the city. Angela gasped once the hovercraft was airborne. The city was incredible. She’d missed it from the elevator, but the metal and glass skyscrapers that lined the roads were as tall as mountains. Other hovercraft whizzed around between them like flocks of birds navigating between trees in a forest. Their hovercraft joined the flock, zipping through traffic at a dizzying speed. Angela breathed in deeply, letting the wonder of the experience wash over her. It felt so damn good. Nobody spoke during the ride. Angela just stared out the window, taking in the sights of the most densely populated city in the Federation until they landed outside of a spacious warehouse next to a canal.
Angela looked over at Drake. He still looked agitated from his conversation with Celestia.
“Well, we’re here,” Drake said. “Let’s hope this goes well.”
Chapter 39: Drake
Drake’ stomach churned. Knune, he did not want to be here.
He bit down his disgust and followed Al and Olivia into the warehouse that served as Celestia’s laboratory. A sickly smell washed over him. A combination of oil, formaldehyde, and the fruit-scented cleaner Celestia used to try to cover the other smells.
How much time had he spent in this laboratory? All that time had amounted to nothing. Would it be any different now?
Celestia motioned around the spacious room. “Make yourselves at home.”
Vahn and his squad of Valor soldiers swept in, scouring the corners of the room for traps. It only took them a minute to declare the room safe. There really wasn’t much for them to search; a few couches, and piles of scrap metal next to a workbench. Otherwise, the only thing of interest was the machine sitting at the center of the room. It had an oversized screen flanked by two chairs, each with a helmet attached to the headrest, like something you might find in a low-end hair salon. It probably looked bizarre to those who’d never seen it, but it was familiar to Drake.
Celestia guided Olivia around the machine. “I know it’s not much to look at, but it’ll do exactly what you’re hoping for. Drake will sit in that chair.” Celestia pointed to the seat on the left side of the screen. “And whoever you’re planning to have explore his memories will sit in the other.”
“Somebody here will have to explore his memories?” Olivia asked. “How exactly does that work? I had assumed that you would be the one running the machine.”
Celestia looked toward Drake. “Oh, shame on me for assuming he would explain the basics to you.” She turned back to Olivia. “This machine requires two users. One to explore, and one to be explored. Their minds will temporarily connect, and what the explorer sees will be shown and recorded on the screen. We’ll be able to see and hear the events of the memories, but the explorer will be fully immersed. Thinking and feeling whatever Drake thought and felt in the memory.”
Olivia eyed the machine. “That seems incredibly invasive.”
“It certainly is,” Celestia said. “So invasive, in fact, that forcing the connection will most certainly kill the person whose memories are being explored. It can only be done safely if one person completely trusts the other.”
“You knew about this?” Olivia turned to Drake.
Drake shrugged. “That’s why I brought Al. It won’t be a problem. He and I have done this before.”
Celestia scoffed. “I’m sorry. Did you think that would work again? There’s no way Al is going to be able to use this machine.”
Drake furrowed his brow. What game was Celestia playing? “What are you talking about?”
Celestia looked taken aback. “You really don’t know? You helped me build this machine. Were you even listening when I told you how it works?”
Drake shook his head. “I wrote the runes for the hemoignisium parts. That doesn’t mean I understand how all the brain shit works.”
Celestia sighed theatrically. “The last time you used this machine, your memories put Al into a coma. We had to disconnect him without following proper procedures. Connecting him again after that would almost certainly kill him.”
Drake ground his teeth. Was that information real, or was Celestia just trying to make things hard for him? It really could be either. “I’m not in the mood for jokes. Why would it kill him?”
Celestia leaned against the machine. “Shared trauma connects people on a deep level. Deeper than any other connection you have with him. If Al were to join with you using this machine, the memory that put him in a coma would be his starting point. You refused to tell me exactly what was happening in it, but I think it’s safe to assume that Al wouldn’t survive another time through it.”
Drake clenched his fist. It didn’t seem like Celestia was lying. But who the hell else was supposed to do this?
“I’m still willing to try it,” Al stepped up next to Drake.
“I’m not.” Drake shook his head. “You’re not dying for this.”
“What other option do we have?” Al asked. “There’s too much at risk for us to not try.”
Celestia cut in. “I assumed this was the reason you brought Angela along with you.”
Dumbfounded, Drake looked over to Angela. Sending her in was not an option.
She looked back at him with surprise in her eyes. “I’m not sure I understand everything this machine does, but I think I can do it.”
Drake shook his head. “Not a chance. I’m not putting you through that. There has to be someone else.”
“I could do it,” Vahn said. “Drake is my half brother. We must have some compatibility.”
Celestia smirked. “So you’re the half brother?” she asked. “He told me you were dead. How you ended up as a Valor soldier must be an interesting story. I don’t think I even need to test to say that you’re not compatible.”
“Why not?” Vahn asked. Though Drake couldn’t see Vahn’s face through his helmet, his tone seemed genuinely offended. But not offended enough for Drake’s taste. If Vahn had to be present for this, the least Drake could do was insult him a little.
“Because,” Drake said. “The connection to this machine has nothing to do with shared blood. It’s about shared trust. I don’t have any of that with you.”
Celestia cracked a thin smile, while Vahn remained silent.
“So,” Celestia said. “Is there anyone else who can use this machine with you, or have you alienated everyone you know besides Al and Angela?”
“The princess could do it,” Drake said, noting with delight the surprised look on Celestia’s face. Nothing would make her angrier than Drake being able to allow her idol into his memories, when Celestia herself had never passed the compatibility test with him — even during the best times of their relationship.
“You trust me enough for that?” Olivia asked.
Drake nodded. “We’re friends.” He actually meant it. It was good she was here, because aside from Al and Angela, she really was the only person who had a chance of making this work.
Olivia smiled. “Thank you.”
Vahn spoke up. “It’s out of the question. You said Al went into a coma the last time you ran this thing. The princess is not going to be the one to use it.”
Drake snarled. “Isn’t she technically your superior officer, Captain Ashbell? Shouldn’t she be making this choice, or did you get promoted to royalty while I wasn’t looking?”
“My orders to keep her safe come directly from the king,” Vahn said stiffly. “That supersedes her authority.”
“Thanks for the chain of command lesson.” Drake rolled his eyes.
Celestia waved to get Drake’s attention. “If Olivia can’t do it, then who do you have left?”
Drake hesitated.
“It has to be me,” Angela said.
“No,” Drake said flatly. He fought back the memories of Al going comatose. He’d nearly died that day, and probably would never have woken up if Drake hadn’t dragged his unconscious body back to the healer’s village on Klade Hyras. Angela was brave, but not as strong as Al. If she found her way into that memory, it might kill her. Al knew what to look out for. He might have been able to avoid it this time, but Angela had no chance.
“Then who?” Celestia asked.
Drake bit his lip. His mind raced. Who else was there? He’d just assumed Al could do it again. Maybe it really was just down to Angela, but did he really want her inside his head? She understood his history with the taboos, but knowing and feeling were different things. Even if she made it through without any danger, could she ever look at him the same way again if she understood the severity of his sin?
“It’s me.” Angela stepped up to the machine and took a seat. “So let’s do whatever tests you’ve got to do and get this done.”
“Angie,” Drake began, but Angela cut him off.
“I’m clearly the only one who can do this, so whatever your objections are, you’re just going to have to deal with them.” Her eyes were fixed on his, resolute.
Drake sighed. There was no good way out of this. Maybe they would fail the compatibility test. “Are you sure you want to?” he asked.
“I want to,” she said. “I’m sick of being the one who gets rescued. This is the first real chance I’ve had to be useful. I’m going to take it.”
Celestia sarcastically clapped her hands. “What a stirring speech. But if you’re going to do this, you’re going to have to move. That’s the chair where Drake sits.”
“Oh.” Angela blushed and stood up. She kept her head down and moved to the other seat.
“Hold still for this part.” Celestia pulled the helmet down over Angela’s head, then pressed a button on the machine. The inside of the helmet sprung to life. It emitted a pale blue light as the machine whirred. The large screen lit up with swirls of indistinct color.
“Sit.” Celestia eyed Drake while she pointed to the vacant chair next to Angela. 
“You going to say please?” Drake asked.
Celestia pointed at the seat again and began adjusting the dials on the machine.
Drake narrowed his eyes at her, but still sat down. Conflicting emotions whirled inside of him. How did he want this to go? If it failed, then Angela wouldn’t go inside of his mind. But if she didn’t do it, where did that leave them? What was the next course of action if this failed? Would more people die? Would that be on his head?
Drake shook his head. No need worrying about something that hadn’t happened yet.
Celestia yanked the helmet over Drake’s head — a little more roughly than necessary. “You’ll feel a slight shock when it connects,” she said.
“I know,” Drake said.
“The warning was for Angela.” Celestia yanked a switch. Drake’s vision went white.
For a long while, Drake saw and felt nothing. Then the machine connected to his neurons, and fired to life.
Angela’s face filled his view, her green eyes large, hesitant.
“Right. It was bad then because we didn’t know each other. But we know each other now...” She was blushing as she spoke.
Drake felt butterflies swirling in his stomach. Damn. Not only had the connection been successful, but it had landed them in a memory that was guaranteed to piss Celestia off.
“So... you don’t hate me anymore?” Drake felt the words come out of his mouth without him trying to say them. The loss of control over his own body was disorienting. He saw and felt things as if it were the present moment, but his past self was in the driver’s seat. All Drake could do was watch the memory happen.
Angela scooted closer on the bed. “You can’t hate someone once you understand them, right?”
Drake felt his body lean ever so slightly forward, though he didn’t control it. “If I do what I’m thinking right now, are you going to hit me again?” The words left his lips involuntarily, carried out as he relived the memory.
“Only if that’s what you’re into.” Angela brushed her hand along Drake’s cheek, then wrapped it around the back of his head. Her warm touch sent tingles up and down his spine. She pulled him in tight and pressed her lips against his. Knune, it felt good. The sensation was so strong that Drake momentarily forgot he was in a memory.
The passion only grew from there. Drake relished the feelings swirling inside him. Every kiss, though only a memory, felt like the first time. They tore at each other, pressing their lips and hands against one another in a frenzy.
Drake felt his past self grab Angela by the ass and lift her into the air. She wrapped her legs around him and deepened her kiss. He pushed her against the wall. He was just sliding his hand up under her shirt when the memory vanished abruptly. The electrical pulse that shot through his skull yanked Drake back to reality. Knune’s fire, that was unpleasant.
“Congratulations.” Celestia had a hint of venom in her voice. “You’re compatible.”
****
Angela’s eyes snapped open. Providence, her head hurt. It felt like she had a damn tumor in there. That memory had been disorienting. She’d recognized it, obviously, but this time she’d experienced it through Drake’s perspective. Now she’d felt what it was like to be kissed by herself. She’d felt Drake’s physical and emotional reactions to every touch. In the moment, it had felt hot as hell, but now that she wasn’t overwhelmed with Drake’s emotions, she was washed over with how strange the whole thing was.
She looked around the room. Everyone was staring at her. Olivia’s mouth hung slightly agape, like she’d just heard a juicy bit of gossip. Damnit. Angela’s cheeks flushed red. The people watching had seen that memory. Oh, Providence. She should not have volunteered for this. It was too late now. All she could do was push through.
“If we’re compatible, we can start, right?” Angela asked, trying to shove down her embarrassment.
Celestia nodded. She was clearly agitated. “Eager to dive back into that memory, are we?”
Angela fought back the smile that quirked at the edge of her lips. The beautiful and confident Celestia had been knocked off balance? Maybe it had been worth letting the others see it. “If that’s all I wanted, I wouldn’t need your machine.”
Celestia narrowed her eyes to angry slits. She moved back to her control panel, inspecting a set of protruding dials. “Let’s get going then.” She tweaked a few of the controls, then stepped up to Angela. “The rest of this won’t be as fun as that test. When you enter again, you’ll be in that same memory. Try not to stay for so long this time. Nobody came here to see Drake tear off your clothes.”
Angela settled into the chair. “How do I control which memory I’m in?”
Celestia shrugged. “The controls are more art than science. All you have to do is focus, and think about whether you want to move further back or further forward in time. How freely you’re able to move depends on your own willpower, and how much Drake is able to subconsciously trust you.” Celestia turned her head toward Drake. “How far back is the memory she’s trying to find?”
“Seven years,” Drake said. He was still seated in the machine’s second chair with the headgear connected.
Celestia turned back to Angela. “That’s a long time. I’ve seen as much as twenty, but most people can only get one or two years in a single jump. I’d suggest just pushing back as far as you can. Only stay in a memory long enough to figure out the timeframe. Once you know if it’s before or after the time you’re looking for, make the next jump.”
Angela tried to nod, but the headgear stopped her. “I can do that,” she said.
“Angie,” Drake said. “The memory you’re looking for will be in the library in Rai. I’ll be reading a book bound in blue leather. It’ll have the symbol of the Church of Delpha carved into the cover. Make sure you land in a memory where I’m reading it, not one where I’m just referencing it. We need to be able to read what’s on the pages.”
“Got it,” Angela said. “But I don’t know what the symbol of the Church of Delpha looks like.”
Celestia moved to adjust Angela’s headgear. “Drake’s past self will know, so you’ll know. But for your own safety, make sure you heed his warning about memories where he’s just referencing that book. One of those is the one that got Al.”
Angela swallowed hard. “I can handle it.”
Celestia moved back to her control panel. “I hope so. Are you two ready to go back in?”
Drake gave a thumbs up.
Angela settled into her chair and took a breath. “I’m ready.”
“Good luck.” Celestia flipped a switch. The world vanished in a flash of white.
The world came back into focus. Drake’s lust flooded into Angela. She felt his hand moving up underneath her past self’s shirt. Damn, it felt good. Overwhelmingly good. But she wouldn’t get caught up again. She steeled herself, and willed the memories to move back.
The world flashed white again, and the memory vanished. Angela pushed mentally, trying to go back as far as she could.
After what felt like an eternity, a new memory materialized. Angela stumbled forward. A large, strong hand pulled her along through an expansive stone courtyard. The sky was dark with clouds, and there was a piercing chill in the air. Her chest burned with a fear that wasn’t her own. What was happening? Her body felt all wrong. Too small. Too weak. She caught sight of her — or rather Drake’s — hand clasped in the hand of the man who was pulling them along. It was so small. Like a child’s. How far back had she gone?
She tried to look up at the man’s face, but found her body unresponsive, pulled along only by Drake’s memories.
“We’re almost there.” The man pulled Drake up a flight of stone steps. His voice was deep and instantly comforting. She could feel Drake’s fear abating, if only the slightest bit. Drake looked up and Angela finally saw the man’s face. He was the picture of nobility; somehow looking even more kingly than Ryker. He had Drake’s gray eyes and tanned skin. This was Drake’s father. The answer came to her without her even having to ask the question.
“This is the last thing we have to do before we leave,” Drake’s father continued. He released Drake’s hand as they scaled the steps and entered a building. Angela recognized it immediately, even without Drake’s memories to guide her. Though it lacked the years of dust and decay that had plagued it during her visit; the royal library where she, Olivia, and Drake had taken refuge from the nightmares was impossible to forget.
An all-too-familiar animalistic scream pierced the air, echoing around the library. Drake dropped, covering his ears, forcing Angela to do the same. Angela lost sight of Drake’s father. Her own fear mixed with the memory of young Drake’s terror. That was the sound of a nightmare. She didn’t want to be in this memory. She needed to jump away, go somewhere safer. How could she do that?
She couldn’t focus her thoughts with Drake’s emotions swimming through her head. It was all she could do just to figure out which thoughts and feelings were her own, and which were his.
The scream was joined by a haunting chorus of shrieking responses, accompanied by a cacophony of gunfire and explosions. Drake’s fear rose to new, overwhelming levels. Angela tried to calm herself, somehow separate her own feelings from young Drake’s.
This is just a memory, she told herself. It’s not real. It’s not real.
A strong hand gripped Drake’s shoulder again. Angela tried to scream, but her body, or Drake’s memory of his body, didn’t respond to her reflexive action. Instead, she tipped back, dragged along by Drake’s father to a small cabinet next to one of the bookshelves.
“Inside,” Drake’s father said. “I promise I’ll keep you safe, but you need to stay hidden until Ezra or I can come and get you. Do you understand?”
Angela felt Drake nod his head, despite his terror at the prospect of being left alone.
“Good,” Drake’s father said. “I love you, son.”
“I love you too, Dad.” Angela felt the words as if she’d spoken them herself.
Drake’s fear spiked to new levels, flooding Angela’s mind as he climbed inside the cabinet. His father shut the door. Damn, it was so dark. Was he really leaving? There were monsters out there. Who would protect them? Drake pressed his eye up against the keyhole, watching with mounting dread as his father walked away.
He didn’t get far before a voice from the entryway stopped him. “It was always going to end this way, Tiberius.”
This time the fear was Angela’s. She would never forget the voice of Dathan, king of the Mystics. Though, Angela supposed, at this point he wasn’t king yet. That would have been Drake’s Father, Tiberius.
Dathan stepped into Drake’s view. His long hair was pulled up into a bun, and he wore leather armor with a sword sheathed on his hip.
Tiberius narrowed his eyes. “What kind of trick is this? I watched you die.”
“No.” Dathan stepped forward until he was only a few paces from Tiberius. “You watched the beginning of my rebirth.” The words made no sense to Drake’s childhood self, and Angela was too overwhelmed with his fear to fully process them.
Tiberius shook his head. “You’ve taken part in one of the taboos? I didn’t want to believe you’d go this far, but it’s clear you’ve fallen to the same deception as our father. Korah’s arts are forbidden for a reason. I wish we’d never found that damn book.”
A nightmare scream echoed in the library.
“And it seems you’ve dragged others along into your delusions. How many of those nightmares did you create?”
“About a thousand.” Dathan smiled. “Their sacrifices were quite necessary to defeat the humans.”
“They didn’t have to be defeated at all.” Tiberius narrowed his eyes to angry slits. “We could have had peace.”
“With the Human Empire?” Dathan scoffed, plucking a book from a nearby shelf and examining the cover. “You offered them your peace summit, and they arrived a week early with an army of abominations.”
“And you met them with your own army of nightmares.” Tiberius spat the words through gritted teeth. “One that you’ve been preparing for quite some time, it seems. Tell me, brother, just how long ago did the Order of Abiriam approach you? How long have you been plotting against your own people? Against your own god?”
Angela could feel Drake’s heart rate spike as his father’s tone escalated.
“Surely you don’t think me a traitor?” Dathan asked, clearly feigning offense. “The Order foresaw the human’s treachery and allowed me to prepare a defense. You ought to be thanking me.”
“It’s easy to foresee a treachery of your own making,” Tiberius said. “Can we dispense with the false pretense and just admit what we both know? The Order is behind the human offensive as much as it’s behind your blasphemous defense. This whole tragedy is of their making. They play both sides to achieve their own interests, and so do you.”
“And you presume to know where my interests lie?” Dathan asked.
“The only thing that interests you is yourself,” Tiberius said. “You’ve gained your so-called rebirth, so go find somewhere to enjoy it if you can. As for me, I must serve my people. At least the ones you haven’t transformed into monsters. There’s little time left to try to undo the damage you’ve done.”
Dathan drew his sword. “Even less than you think.”
Drake’s emotions hit Angela like a paralyzing wave. The poor boy wanted so badly to move. To cry out for his father. But the fear held him locked in place.
“This won’t end well for you.” Tiberius stepped back and placed his hand on the hilt of his own sheathed sword. “I’ve always been the better fighter.”
Angela felt like her, or rather Drake’s, heart was about to explode. His confused thoughts ran through her head at a pace that was impossible to follow.
What is Uncle Dathan doing? Should I do something? What if he comes for me next?
Dathan lunged forward, and Tiberius parried the blow effortlessly. The two exchanged attacks for less than a minute before Tiberius gained the upper hand. He side-stepped an overextended lunge from Dathan, then rammed the tip of his sword into Dathan’s chest.
Dathan made an odd, prolonged gurgling sound. Tiberius pulled the sword free and pushed Dathan away.
“I’ll always love you, brother.” Tiberius knelt over Dathan’s fallen body, grimacing at the green ichor that seeped from Dathan’s chest in place of blood. “May Knune have mercy on whatever remains of your soul.”
Tiberius stood. He wiped away the tears forming in his eyes as he turned away from his fallen brother. But Drake’s attention forced Angela to stay focused on the green false-blood on the floor that was now evaporating and returning to the hole in Dathan’s chest. Angela stared, mirroring Drake’s horror as Dathan rose. She wanted to do something — fight, scream, anything to save Tiberius — but Drake was still frozen by the horror. Angela watched helplessly while Dathan rammed his sword through Tiberius’s back. Tiberius collapsed in a fallen heap on the floor.
“I never loved you.” Dathan spat on Tiberius before re-sheathing his sword. He stood there for a moment, wearing a self-satisfied smile. Then he exited the same way he’d come in.
Angela stared through Drake’s eyes at his dying father. Tiberius struggled onto his hands and knees. “Drake,” he said between rasping breaths. “Don’t come out.”
Drake froze, his hands pressed against the cabinet doors already.
“Ezra is coming here,” he said, reaching back and feeling the wound in his back. “He’ll take care of you.”
Tiberius examined the blood on his fingertips. “I’m not going to survive this.” He spoke so softly that Drake and Angela could barely hear it. “But I can make sure you do.”
Dabbing up more of the blood from his wound, Tiberius began drawing symbols on the floor.
Drake’s emotions ran through Angela in a torrent of grief and confusion, but Angela’s own thoughts came through clearly. She recognized what Tiberius was drawing. The blood seal that kept the nightmares out of the library. It was saving Drake’s life now. And years after this memory took place, it would save Angela’s life by offering sanctuary from the nightmares.
Angela felt her own grief well up and mix with Drake’s. He was dying in front of them, with his blood spilling out onto the ground the same way her father had died. Her heart felt like it had calcified into stone. It was so damn heavy.
“Angela,” a voice spoke, but it wasn’t from Drake’s memory. It came from somewhere else, somewhere that didn’t feel real, and yet felt more real than the memory. She recognized the voice, like something from a dream she’d had before, but she couldn’t figure out who it was.
“You got too immersed in that memory. You need to move forward.”
Angela tried to close her eyes, focus on the voice, but Drake’s memory continued to stare at his father, carefully sketching out circular runes from his blood. Grief and shock overwhelmed Drake and Angela. Had she ever been this sad before?
“Angela, you need to respond. If you’re too immersed in this, we’ll have to pull the plug. There’s no guarantee you could reconnect.”
Pull the plug? On what? Could this voice not feel what she felt? Her dad was dying. Who cared about reconnecting to things? But... it wasn’t her dad. These feelings weren’t hers. Reality flooded back to her.
“Her vitals are improving,” the voice spoke again. This time, Angela recognized it. Celestia was speaking to her. “She’s regaining her grip on reality. This is still dangerous though.”
“I can do it,” Angela said. She felt herself, her real self, speak the words. Though she could still only see Drake’s memory, the sensation of being in two places at once was slowly returning to her.
“Then jump forward. Get to a less emotional memory.”
Angela pushed, exerting her mental energy toward Drake.
Move forward. Move forward. She repeated the phrase over and over again in her head.
The world around her dissolved.
Her vision didn’t return, but she felt different. Older. Bigger. Stronger. But not by much. She could feel the handle of a saber in her hand.
“Block from above!” she heard a voice call out. It sounded worn out, but still powerful.
She felt Drake raise the saber to block. The shock of the swords colliding reverberated through his arm.
“Right side!” the voice called. Drake responded, moving his saber to absorb another blow. The calls kept coming, and Drake kept blocking blow after blow, until at last one slipped through. Pain erupted in his calf as a blunted training blade collided with it.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake cursed. He tore a blindfold free. Light burst into Angela’s eyes. They were in the library, standing in a section where several shelves had been pushed up against walls, creating an open space.
An old man towered over Drake, dressed in tattered robes and sporting a beard that came half-way down his chest. Angela knew the man’s name drawn from Drake’s own thoughts. Ezra. He’d been an advisor to Drake’s father, and for the last three years, the only person with whom Drake had interacted.
“Take care not to take our Lord Knune’s name in vain,” Ezra said.
“Let’s go again,” Drake said after a cursory examination of his leg. “I’ll block it this time.”
“We’ve spent too long fighting already. It’s time for your studies.” Ezra sounded exhausted.
“Ugh.” Angela felt Drake’s eyes roll. “Can’t we train a little longer?”
“A prince must be well studied,” Ezra said dismissively.
“But a prince also has to be able to defend themselves, right?”
“You’re already better with a saber than any eight-year-old has the need to be, prince or not.” Ezra pulled a book from the shelf. “However, your connection with Vhy’ Rai leaves something to be desired. At your age, your father could already instigate phase changes in matter.”
Angela felt Drake’s heart sink at the mention of his father. His gaze shifted to the floor near the entrance where the runes drawn in his father’s blood still remained. He lifted his gaze from the blood circle and looked out the door. A nightmare prowled at the edge of the courtyard. This one had an elongated neck and arms, and long, black hair. It had a hooked nose. It stalked back and forth with its jaw hanging unhinged, and its dead, black eyes fixed on Drake.
Angela felt a sudden surge of panic at the sight of the creature, but Drake’s memory felt only mild discomfort from the monster’s presence. It was familiar to him. This one came by often, always trying to taunt him while it took on an approximation of Dathan as its shape.
“How much longer do we have to stay here?” Drake asked. “You told me Dad sent Vahn to my Uncle Elias for help before the nightmares showed up. How long can it really take for them to come pick us up?”
“It’ll take them however long it takes,” Ezra said. “I’m sure they’re doing everything they can.”
“I read the astronomy charts after our lesson last night,” Drake said. “Vhyrnis is in the next system from here. It’s not that far. They should have been here by now.”
Ezra shook his head. “Perhaps your next lesson should be in mathematics. They can’t teleport here since getting to and from the reference tower is a suicide mission. Therefore, they’ll be coming by ship. If they’re unable to access a tachyon drive, as may well be the case if the war isn’t going well, then traveling from one solar system to another takes years.”
“It’s been years,” Drake whined.
“Not nearly enough of them,” Ezra said. “We can run the calculations as part of your lesson. But, however long it takes, we’re strong enough to wait.”
“Don’t you think it’s more likely that Vahn just didn’t tell Uncle Elias?” Drake asked. “He’s never liked me.”
“Don’t say that,” Ezra said. “He’s your brother.”
“Half-brother,” Drake corrected.
“Blood isn’t required for love,” Ezra said. “You and I have no blood in common, but you’re the most important person in my life.”
“I’m the only person in your life.”
“Which is why you’re also my best student,” Ezra said wryly, pulling a book from a nearby shelf. “With any competition, I’m not sure you’d make the cut.”
“Is that your way of telling me I have to sit through more lessons now?”
“Perhaps you can be taught.” Ezra handed Drake the book and motioned him toward a chair.
“This isn’t the right memory.” Celestia’s voice cut in. “Al is saying Drake was fourteen in the memory you’re looking for. You’ve got to jump another six years.”
Right, keep moving forward, Angela told herself.
She pushed again, and the world around her dissolved, reforming almost instantly to the same main room of the library.
A sense of desperation immediately threatened to overwhelm Angela.
“Don’t go!” Drake said. Angela’s mind reeled as a flood of Drake’s anger and fear threatened to take her over.
“We’re done discussing this,” Ezra said. He looked older, even more worn than in the previous memory. He wore leather armor and had a sword hung on his hip. “
“You might be, but I’m not!” Drake was yelling. What was happening?
“It’s been seven years since this city fell,” Ezra said, keeping his voice level, which seemed to only infuriate Drake further. “Even by our worst-case scenario calculations, they should have been here by now. Either they chose not to come, or died before they could. Either way, it’s up to me to get you out of here.”
“Then take me with you!” Drake yelled. “I’m strong. I can fight. I’ll help you reach the tower!”
“You’re still too young,” Ezra said. “You’ll never get past the nightmares. I, on the other hand, am getting too old. If I wait any longer, I’ll be too slow to make the journey. I’ve put it off for as long as I can, but now is the time for me to go. Once I’m off-world, I’ll enlist anyone still loyal to your father, and we’ll return for you.”
Angela’s vision blurred. Tears came to Drake’s eyes. It was like when Drake had lost his father, but this time with a deeper sense of betrayal. Ezra was choosing to leave. “Please don’t leave me alone.”
“You’re strong.” Ezra clenched his jaw with the clear effort of suppressing his own emotions. “I’ve taught you what you need to survive without me.”
“Please don’t go,” Drake said between sobs. It felt like his chest was weighted down. “Please.”
“Stay safe until I return.” Ezra nodded curtly, then steeling himself, sprinted out the door.
Angela felt Drake’s whole body shaking. Fear pulsated through him. He debated if he should watch.
Please don’t watch, Angela thought, surmising Ezra’s fate from what she knew of Drake’s life. She wasn’t sure she could handle the storm of grief that was inevitably on its way.
Drake’s memory didn’t heed her pleading. With the smallest bit of hope burning in his chest, he wiped the tears from his eyes and dashed up the stairs. He didn’t stop till he reached the top of the tower, where he could see Ezra dashing through the streets.
Angela was shocked to see how well the old man could move. Dozens of nightmares pursued. These wore the false skin of black wolves and ran on all fours. But Ezra held them back. Each time he extended his hand, a different Vhy’ Rai technique sent another nightmare flying backwards.
Nightmare screams echoed through the broken city. Ezra sprinted down the ruined streets. Angela felt Drake’s hope growing the further Ezra pressed on, and felt her own hope mixing with his. Drake had never told her the full story of what happened here. Was Ezra going to make it? Was he still alive somewhere?
Ezra launched an icicle at an oncoming nightmare, impaling it through the shoulder, but the monster continued forward. Ezra stopped for only a second to conjure another attack, but that was all it took. A second nightmare came at him from the side and he was too slow to stop it.
Ezra screamed, but it was soon drowned out. The nightmares tore him apart piece by piece. They shrieked with pleasure, reveling in the carnage.
Drake’s body felt weak. He stumbled backwards, collapsing into a nearby chair.
Angela could feel his mind turning, refusing to accept what he’d just seen. Ezra couldn’t be dead. He couldn’t. This had to be a trick, or a bad dream.
But as every excuse failed to match up with reality, Drake’s wall of denial cracked and the emotions came flooding in. So many that Angela couldn’t hope to identify them all. Anger, grief, fear, but above everything else, one thing ran through Drake’s mind on repeat. He was alone now. Completely, and totally alone.
“You didn’t have to do it,” Drake sobbed. “I told you not to do it.”
Angela could feel Drake breaking down, and knew that she’d soon be joining him in it. She couldn’t handle any more of this. She needed to move forward. She fought back against Drake’s tide of emotions, and pressed with all the mental energy she could muster.
The world around her dissolved. She recognized the room that formed around her in its place. This was the study where she’d spoken with Drake during the night they’d spent on Rabbit’s Foot. She recognized the old chalkboard with mystic letters intertwined with math equations scrawled across it. How far forward had she jumped?
Drake lowered his gaze, dragging Angela’s along with it. He was reading a book. A big one, bound in blue leather with thick, vellum pages. A wave of shock passed over Angela. She realized that she could read the Mystic letters scrawled on its pages. Processed through Drake’s memory, they were as clear to her as if she’d been reading Federation Basic. This page was explaining the consequences of dividing a soul. It even included an illustration of a Khryary reaping the soul of an unrepentant sinner. Despite the gruesome imagery, Angela felt herself trying to smile. This was the book; the one she’d come here looking for. But Drake’s memory didn’t feel any of Angela’s joy. In fact, he was scared.
Drake closed the book. Angela could feel his hands shake as he reached across the table. He lifted a knife. Angela’s fear mixed with Drake’s. This wasn’t the memory of his first time reading this book. It was the last.
Drake trembled. He ran the knife across his palm. Angela felt the sharp pain followed by the warmth of blood flowing out onto his hand. Drake’s shaking slowed as he grew more resolved, dropping the knife and dipping his finger in his blood.
Angela’s fear spiked. Drake’s intentions became clear. She needed to get out of this memory.
Drake painted his blood onto the table in an intricate ring of Mystic symbols. The instructions filled Angela’s mind with perfect clarity, sending new waves of fear through her mind. But Drake’s fear ebbed away, replaced by a fiery, overpowering resolve.
Jump back, she thought, pressing with all of her mental energy. Jump back.
Drake grabbed another object from across the table. A blue revolver with Mystic symbols carved into it. He dropped it onto the circle of his blood. Angela felt Drake’s heart beat in his throat. He extended his hand over the revolver, allowing the blood from his palm to cover it.
Jump back. Angela’s thought was more of a plea than a command.
The revolver soaked up the blood like a sponge, turning a brilliant shade of red. Drake’s resolve wavered for a moment. The fear returned, but there was no turning back now.
The blood in Drake’s veins turned to ice. Angela lost all sense of herself. A tearing pain filled her entire being. The pain was so complete that she couldn’t tell if it was hers or Drake’s. Though, pain wasn’t an adequate word to describe it. She felt it everywhere in her body, but nowhere at the same time. As if some other, hitherto unseen part of her was being destroyed.
“Angela! You have to leave this memory! You’re going to die!”
Was that Al’s voice? Where was that screaming coming from? She could hear it, but couldn’t fully understand it. Nothing else was real. Only the pain.
Drake’s vision turned red. The pain grew more intense. Though it seemed impossible, the pain got worse with every passing second. How long would this last?
Angela resisted as long as she could. Time slipped away from her until at last she slipped away into calm, blissful darkness.
****
Drake opened his eyes. He felt sluggish and numb. Like he’d just spent the last few hours crying. He was covered in cold sweat and his hand clutched tightly around the handle of his revolver. He blinked in the light, taking in his surroundings. The machine beeped in a staccato, and he heard panicked voices speaking around him.
“She’s stabilizing,” Al said from somewhere behind him.
The reality came rushing to him. The half-formed memories re-entered his mind. Angela had gone to the wrong memory, and she’d dragged him through the highlights of his most traumatic moments to get there.
Drake yanked the helmet from his head and stood up. It made him lightheaded, but he stayed up. He turned to find Al standing over Angela. His palms were extended over her. A faint light emanated from his hands, and moved into Angela.
Thank Knune Al was here.
“How bad is it?” Drake asked.
“Not as bad as it was for me,” Al said. “I pulled the plug after a few seconds and started the healing right away. Her life’s not in danger anymore, but I don’t know when she’ll wake up.”
The news calmed Drake. He trusted Al’s judgment.
“We never should have let her do this.” Drake leaned over Angela’s unconscious form. Knune’s fire. This was all his fault. Angela didn’t have to suffer through the pain of his mistake.
“No, you should have let her finish,” Celestia said from where she stood next to the machine. “Now she’s not going to be able to interface with the machine again. I really wanted to see the end of that memory too.”
Drake clenched his fists. Was Celestia being serious right now? Angela had almost died, and she just wanted to know what Drake had been up to in that memory? For Knune’s sake, she really wondered why it was that he wouldn’t tell her? Drake shook with rage. “We’re done with your machine. Coming here was a mistake.”
“Drake,” Olivia stepped up. Her eyes were red and puffy. Had she been crying? “Are you sure we can’t try again? I’m willing to go in if there’s nobody else.”
“You were watching everything on the screen?” Drake asked.
Olivia nodded.
“Then you know I’m not ready to go through that again.”
Olivia looked deflated, but didn’t protest. “Right. Then we’ll regroup on the Basilius and decide what to do from there.”
Drake looked down at Angela. Damnit. She’d recover physically, but the mental scars of what she’d just felt would never leave her. He’d done that to her. He never should have let her try this in the first place.
Drake sighed. “Yeah. Let’s go back to the ship.”
Chapter 40: Drake
The auto-doctor beeped rhythmically. It displayed an incomprehensible list of Angela’s vital signs. She was — as far as Drake could tell — recovering exactly as expected. But she still hadn’t moved, or showed any signs that she ever would again.
Al had come in for frequent visits, and used his Vhy’ Rai to ensure that she healed correctly. None of it did anything to ease Drake’s guilt. She wouldn’t have to be recovering at all if it wasn’t for him. He should have given her more information about those memories before sending her in. So stupid.
Drake slumped back in his chair, slowly stroking the handle of his revolver with his thumb. Where did he go from here? Was he really supposed to send the princess into the same memories that had nearly killed Angela? What would be the point? Al wasn’t able to navigate his trash heap of a childhood, and now Angela had failed. He was too broken for anyone to work with. When Angela woke up, would she finally realize that he was beyond repair?
He glanced at the letter sitting on Angela’s bedside table. The one she’d given him before going to see Celestia. Should he read that now, or should he wait for her to wake up?
The door hissed open. Drake sat up straighter, instinctively gripping his revolver. A pair of Valor soldiers stepped in and began sweeping the room. Drake squinted at the names printed on their chest plates, then frowned.
“What do you want, Vahn?” Drake asked.
“The room is clear,” Vahn said.
“Did you really expect it not to be?” Drake asked.
“It’s just standard procedure,” Vahn motioned to someone out in the hallway.
Ryker stepped into the room, followed by Olivia and two other Valor soldiers.
Drake sighed. “I’m really not sure what else I can do to help you right now.”
“Nor am I.” Ryker slid into the chair next to Drake’s. He looked exhausted. Had he even slept since New Earth was destroyed? “I saw the video of the memories Miss Fisher accessed. I don’t wish for my daughter to make an attempt at navigating them.”
Drake sighed. “That makes two of us.”
“Still, something must be done.” Ryker held out a holocube, and a volumetric image of an asteroid debris field appeared in the air above it. “169 destroyed Praedium Two. We’ve only just received word. The death toll is estimated at three billion.”
Drake felt like his heart was made of lead. Three billion people. Drake thought back to Ryker’s first plea to him after the destruction of New Earth. How many decades would it take him to look at three billion faces? And these wouldn’t be the final deaths. They hadn’t learned how to stop 169. The destruction would only continue from here.
“I didn’t think he’d use it again so fast,” Drake said.
“We suspected he might.” Ryker’s voice was solemn and slow. “He had to show that he could do it again before making his demands. We’ve received those as well.”
Ryker slid his thumb on the holocube and a volumetric image of 169 appeared.
“You’ve seen what I can do,” 169 said. “My demands are simple. The destruction stops as soon as the Human Empire submits to Mystic rule. Your military and government will disband. The princess will marry King Dathan Ashbell as his fourteenth wife, and King Ryker Winterton will be publicly beheaded. These conditions are non-negotiable. I will destroy one new planet each day until I receive a response. My line transceiver details are in the transmission notes.”
The image disappeared.
Drake stared blankly at the space above the holocube. It was a lot of information to process. His guilt-ridden brain wasn’t ready to handle so much.
“The way I see it,” Ryker said. “Unless you can tell us how to kill 169, we have two options in front of us. We could meet his demands to save whatever part of our people we can. They’d likely live as slaves or worse, but they’d live. Or we can begin orbital bombardment on as many Mystic worlds as possible. Now that they’ve attacked us with planetary destruction, Federation war regulations allow us to respond with weapons of the same destructive force. With our entire fleet mobilized, we could rain a storm of meteors and nuclear arms on every Mystic world within a matter of hours. Much faster than 169 could travel to each of our planets.”
“Genocide is your answer?” Drake glared at Ryker. “You’d kill all the Mystics, but that wouldn’t kill 169. You really think he’d stop just because the Mystics are dead?”
“It doesn’t seem likely.” Ryker said. “In fact, it may enrage him enough to follow through on his threat and destroy every planet in the Human Empire. Two genocides for the price of one. Though I truly hate the idea, Olivia is willing to go into your memories. It seems to be the only option we really have.”
Drake looked at Olivia. “You’d end up the same as Angela.”
“I know what that memory looks like now,” Olivia said. “I can leave it before that happens. Besides, if I fail, it’ll be nice to be in a coma when I become Dathan’s fourteenth wife.”
Drake’s lips quirked up despite the sinking feeling in his chest. Olivia was brave, but seeing those memories and feeling them were two different things. Drake doubted anyone could even think about leaving once they felt their soul being torn in half. Going back into his memories wasn’t an option. There was only one answer here, though Drake hated to admit it.
Drake turned to Ryker. “Contact 169. See if you can set up the meeting for two, or maybe three, days from now. That should give us enough time.”
“You’re going to let me try?” Olivia asked.
Drake shook his head. “No. I’m going to go back to Rabbit’s Foot.”
Chapter 41: Vahn
Vahn watched Drake fidgeting with the helmet. Drake tried for the third time to get it to attach to the rest of the armor. “This stupid thing is too complicated. Armor shouldn’t require a computer.”
Vahn shook his head. “You’re doing it wrong. Set the helmet to pairing mode for the latches to activate.” Although it was wasting time, it was actually nice to see Drake failing at something Vahn could do with ease. Drake’s luck ensured that such a thing was a rare occurrence.
Drake pulled the helmet from his head. “It’s stupid that I even have to wear this human crap.”
Vahn shrugged. “Would you like to try an orbital drop while wearing basic plate armor? It’d be a fast way to die.”
“Just show me how to put this piece of shit into pairing mode.” Drake thrust the helmet toward Vahn.
Vahn smiled behind the visor of his own helmet. Despite Drake’s attitude, this was probably the best interaction they’d had since they were children. Drake had protested — loudly — when the king had assigned Vahn’s squad to accompany him to the surface. But after the king presented the full case, and the princess offered some gentle nudging, Drake had accepted the decision. With the destruction of New Earth, full Valor units were hard to find. Vahn’s was the only complete unit aboard the Basileus, and — aside from the princess — Vahn was the only soldier who had been to Rabbit’s Foot before, even if it was as a child. Finding another qualified team would have taken an extra day that they couldn’t afford to take. The decision was so obvious that even Drake had given up arguing against it.
Vahn held down the hidden button on the inside front of the helmet until a quick flash of light told him it was ready to be paired to the rest of Drake’s armor. He handed the helmet back to Drake. “ATLAS will walk you through the rest of the calibration once you put that on.”
Drake groaned. “You mean there’s more? The only thing you should have to do to get armor to work is put it on. How do you guys get any fighting done?”
“You only have to set it up the first time,” Vahn said. “Then it’ll put itself on for you.” Vahn moved his eyes quickly through the menu and opened the back of his armor to demonstrate. He stepped seamlessly out the back of the now stationary armor.
“Well, at least it’ll be easy to take off.” Drake pulled the helmet over his head, and the latches clicked into place.
Vahn stepped back into his armor. “Go through the tutorial. Reach out with any questions.
“Reach out?” Drake asked. “Are you going somewhere?”
“I’ve got to make sure the drop shields are prepped and check on a million other details. We only have two hours until we’re supposed to drop. I can’t spend the whole time babysitting you.”
“Shouldn’t somebody more qualified be doing that stuff?” Drake asked.
“I’m the captain of the squad, Drake. That stuff is my job.”
Drake shrugged. “Yeah, but wasn’t that promotion pretty recent? And I heard there was nepotism involved.”
“How could nepotism be involved?” Vahn asked. “You’re my only family, and you’re not a member of the military.”
“You say as I suit up in Valor armor,” Drake grumbled. “And I think I might talk to the king more than you do. Besides, even if I’m not in the military, you still got the job because you’re my brother.”
“That, and my years of experience.” Vahn protested, but couldn’t help but smile at the fact that Drake had neglected to add the word half this time.
“That’s exactly what a beneficiary of nepotism would say,” Drake said.
“Just get used to moving in that armor,” Vahn said. “And call me if you have any trouble with the calibration. All you have to do is ask ATLAS. It’ll connect you to me through comms.”
Drake held up his middle finger. “Hey, look, I already figured out a useful movement.”
So much for their civil conversation. Vahn shook his head and walked away.
Drake didn’t call for help as Vahn moved through the rest of his preparations. Vahn still used his interface to get read-outs on Drake’s suit and make sure he interfaced correctly. As expected, Drake mastered the movements and passed all mission critical equipment training with little to no effort. He’d probably never know how much practice his luck let him skip. By the time the whole squad gathered in the hangar for the final mission briefing, Drake was moving comfortably with the armor.
Vahn stood in front of the launch window, looking down at Rabbit’s Foot. The planet itself was intimidating. The black orb undulated as the extreme tidal forces moved even the solid ground around the equator. Its current orbit put it in between Kresh — the moon it orbited — and Ondyne, the gas giant that held Kresh in its gravity.
Explosive arcs of lightning shot between Rabbit’s Foot and Kresh every few minutes. What madness had driven the Fortunatus to settle this planet in the first place? Of the whole planet, only the south pole was a liveable temperature, and — for reasons still unknown to science — seemed to be exempt from the planet’s extreme tidal movements.
According to the mission briefing, Rai, the city built atop the south pole, and their destination, was infested with unkillable monsters called nightmares. Vahn had never seen one aside from those recorded in Drake’s memories, but even those had been enough to leave him feeling unnerved.
On top of all that, the sky-killer bomb dropped by the Federation prevented any engine from functioning in the planet’s upper atmosphere. Of all the places that were technically suitable for life, this was likely the least hospitable in the known galaxy. They’d have to go through it just to find a book.
“Captain Ashbell, we’re ready to begin.” Vahn turned at the sound of Ryker’s voice.
His whole squad, Nguyen, Ramirez, Shultz, and Banks, stood in a line. Each was suited up in full armor, along with Drake, Ryker, and the princess. Though the last two wouldn’t be a part of the ground force, the princess would be on comms to coordinate support, and Ryker would oversee everything else.
“If it’s okay with you,” Ryker said. “I’d like to be the one to give the mission briefing.”
“Of course.” Vahn joined the line of soldiers.
Ryker stepped forward and motioned to the planet. “As you can see, the lightning storms are worsening by the minute. We only have a few more hours where an atmospheric entrance will be even remotely safe. So I’ll keep this brief.”
Aerial photos of the city of Rai appeared on Vahn’s screen, and slowly zoomed in toward a castle-like structure at the center of the city.
“This is the royal library,” Ryker said. “You’ll need to land directly on the roof, and enter from there. The target is this book.” The screen changed to show an image of a blue, leather bound tome sitting on a table. Vahn recognized the screen grab from Drake’s memories.
“The moment the book is found, all soldiers are to return to the ship. This will be accomplished through the use of high-altitude balloons, and orbiting stingrays equipped with skyhooks” The image shifted to a diagram of the balloon deployment equipment that Banks and Schultz would carry down with them. Thanks to the sky-killer bomb, nothing that required combustion could be used to exit Rabbit’s Foot’s atmosphere. Lighter-than-air flight was the only viable option. Everyone on the team, Drake included, had been trained in the use of the balloons, though this was the first time Vahn had ever had to use them in the field.
“But the largest danger we face is from the roughly ten thousand hostiles on the ground.” The image on Vahn’s display changed to another screen grab from Drake’s memories. A nightmare. The black-eyed monstrosity in the image stared forward, seething in rage.
“We call them nightmares. They cannot be killed, so don’t try. They won’t always look like this. Their appearance shifts to match the greatest fear of their target. The best course of action is to avoid them if possible. However, if engagement is unavoidable, take out their legs and run. Do not look directly into their eyes. They have a paralyzing effect. We don’t know if this will be blocked when they’re viewed through your helmet cameras, and this is not the mission for us to find out.”
The image shifted back to the aerial photos of Rai. This time, a series of red circles appeared around the edges of the city. “Bombs will be dropped from orbit in the locations shown here. According to Drake, the nightmares are drawn to violence. We hope that the explosions will draw them toward the edges of the city, thus clearing them from the center. Other squads will also drop to create a commotion and draw the nightmares away. This is still no guarantee of safety, so be on your guard.” Ryker paused for a moment. “It is no understatement to say that the future of the entire Human Empire rests on the success of this mission. You are the best of the best, and we’re trusting you with the most vital part of the operation. Valor soldiers do not falter. Valor soldiers do not fail. The operation begins now. Good hunting.”
Vahn lifted his hand in a rigid salute, and the rest of the squad followed suit. Even Drake touched his fingertips to his helmet with a quick motion toward the king.
“Let’s go, men.” Vahn motioned for the others to follow as he moved to his drop shield. It wasn’t a complicated piece of machinery. Essentially, it was just a large ellipse — about nine feet tall, and four feet wide — made from hardened carbon and a few other composite materials designed to create friction upon atmospheric entry. It made the whole thing much more turbulent than it otherwise would have been, but since an engine couldn’t be used to slow their fall, this was going to do the job.
Each man grabbed his shield and stood at the edge of the airlock. “Lock fingers,” Vahn commanded. He used his eyes to signal ATLAS to follow the command. The finger joints in his armor froze around the drop shield handles.
“We’ll go on the princess’s command,” Vahn said once ATLAS confirmed that all soldiers under his command, Drake included, had locked their finger joints. 
A set of heavy doors slid shut behind Vahn and his squad, blocking them from Ryker, the princess, and the rest of the hangar.
The princess’s voice came over comms. “Doors opening in three, two, one.”
The hangar doors slid open. The force of the vacuum outside yanked Vahn and his squad almost violently out into space. Vahn spun several times, disoriented for a few seconds, until ATLAS activated the directional thrusters built into his armor and put him on course. The rest of the squad did the same. Soon they’d formed into a circle formation with their stomachs facing the planet. Each had their drop shields extended out in front of them.
The ATLAS interface of each suit communicated, keeping the formation together with small bursts from the thrusters as they approached the planet. It didn’t add any other thrust. They were already caught in Rabbit’s Foot’s gravity. There was no need to speed up further. Though Vahn felt no real inertia, his screen informed him that he was already moving toward the planet at over 250 mph, and that number was climbing by the second.
Vahn glanced up at the vital statistics in the corner of his screen. The heart rate and basic vital information of every squad member, along with ATLAS’s analysis of their meaning, was displayed there. Everyone’s heart rate and breathing were elevated, as expected, though Drake’s was higher than the rest of the team. ATLAS guessed — probably correctly — that he was nervous and scared. His vitals were still well within acceptable parameters, at least for now. Was that because this was his first orbital drop? Or was it because he knew so much better than the other soldiers what was waiting for them on the planet’s surface?
An alert flashed on Vahn’s screen, telling him they’d contacted the uppermost layer of the atmosphere.
“Assume entry positions and lock armor,” Vahn said over comms.
The squad complied, curling in their knees and bracing against their drop shields to fully cover themselves. The armor lock would keep them in this position as they fell, ensuring that the drop shield took all the force of the braking process and spared their armor.
The initial shock of hitting the atmosphere was as hard as if they’d hit water instead of air. That resistance was intentional. In fact, adding resistance was the entire point of bringing the drop shields. The shields shook violently and grew hot as they pushed back against the air. Though the readout on Vahn’s screen told him they were slowing considerably, the sudden addition of rushing air, and the view of an actual sky around him, made it feel like he was falling exponentially faster.
Small flames appeared around the edges of the drop shields as they fell, but as their speed gradually dropped, the turbulence reduced as well.
“Prepare to unlock armor and release shields on my mark,” Vahn said, observing the altimeter that had appeared on his display screen the moment they’d touched the atmosphere.
“Now.” The soldiers unlocked. Each one threw their shields away from the formation. They spun away through the air and out of sight as Vahn and the others moved past them. With the shields gone, Vahn got his first full visual of the world below. Far away on the horizon, the black soil of Rabbit’s Foot shifted up and down like waves on the ocean while lightning illuminated the cloudy sky above. Directly below them, however, the land stayed stationary, with massive trees growing densely everywhere. The ruins of Rai filled Vahn’s view as they drew steadily closer. Vahn’s heart beat faster. This was his childhood home. It looked nothing like his memories. It faced the ravages of war. After so many years, nature had reclaimed most of it. This is the version of Rai where Drake had grown up. Vahn felt a twinge of guilt. Of course, there was nothing he could do about it now. Better to focus on the mission.
“Deploy streamers,” Vahn commanded.
Long ribbons burst from small compartments in each soldier’s armor, fluttering in the wind as they fell. These wouldn’t stay out long. They were only a temporary measure to create additional drag.
Vahn watched the number on the altimeter steadily drop. Ten thousand feet quickly turned to nine thousand and continued to decrease. “Prepare to deploy parachutes,” Vahn said.
Vahn readied the deployment command and waited, watching the altimeter tick down. At five thousand feet, Vahn gave the command. “Deploy.”
The streamers broke away, and the chutes released. The on-screen speedometer dropped abruptly from a hundred and forty miles per hour to just fifteen. Vahn felt as if he’d been yanked upward, though his armor absorbed nearly all the force of the sudden drop in speed.
Using the three sixty views provided by ATLAS, Vahn quickly confirmed that the whole squad had deployed chutes correctly.
“Chute deployment successful,” Vahn said. “Ready for phase two.”
“Bombs away,” the princess said over comms.
ATLAS marked several small objects on Vahn’s screen as they breached the atmosphere. They streaked through the sky like bullets, and rained down miles away, along the edges of the city. The city walls launched upwards in explosions of fire and loose stone. Even from this distance, the explosions were impressive, and if not for the automatic noise reduction provided by the armor, the sound of them would have been deafening.
As the explosions faded, the sensors on Vahn’s armor picked up a new sound. Screams. ATLAS quickly marked several hundred moving targets in the streets, running with impressive speed toward the edges of the city. Vahn zoomed his view to the nearest one. The nightmare looked like an emaciated corpse, but with spikes jutting out at odd angles. Vahn felt a chill go down his spine.
“They’re taking the bait,” Ramirez said. “I can see hundreds of them making a beeline for the bombsites.”
“I can confirm that,” Shultz said. “ATLAS has clocked eight hundred and counting moving away from our landing zone.”
“Copy that,” the princess said. “We’re deploying teams Bravo and Charlie now. Maintain comms.”
Vahn sited ATLAS on the library below. “Drake, can you confirm the target?”
“Can you speak like a normal person?” Drake said. His voice sounded perfectly calm.
Vahn glanced up at Drake’s vitals on the screen. His heart rate had increased, and ATLAS guessed that he was even more frightened than before. Maybe sarcasm was just his default.
“Is that the library or not?” Vahn asked, masking his frustration.
“Nope,” Drake said. “I’m not sure we’ve even got the right city.”
Vahn opened his mouth to respond, but the princess’s voice cut him off.
“We can confirm from up here. Alpha squad is on course.” Her voice grew more stern. “Please try to take this seriously, Drake.”
“Fine.” Drake said.
Vahn shoved down his anger. This was not the time. The ceramic tiled roof of the library drew nearer. “Touch down in thirty seconds.”
“Aim for that tower,” Drake said.
ATLAS quickly identified what he was talking about. A large stone tower with a rampart around its flat roof jutted up from the library at each corner of the building. The one nearest them would make for a good landing zone, though it was smaller than would be ideal.
The squad touched down without incident, cutting their parachutes, and letting them blow away in the wind.
“Team Alpha landing successful,” Vahn reported. “Proceeding to phase three.”
“Team Alpha is clear for phase three,” the princess said.
“Shultz, get started on the balloons,” Vahn ordered. “We want them inflated, and ready to go the second we find the book.”
Shultz pulled free an oversized box that he’d attached to his armor. It contained tanks of helium, a hydrogen generator, and a set of micro-canvas balloons with steel tethers. Shultz connected a balloon to the first helium tank immediately and began inflating.
“Banks, stay here and cover Shultz.” Vahn motioned toward a trap door on the floor of the tower. “That should be the only point of entry.”
“Yes, sir.” Shultz nodded.
“Ramirez and Nguyen, take point going down the stairs and secure the room when we get to the bottom. Drake and I will search for the book while the two of you guard the perimeter.”
The squad executed orders to perfection. The group descended the stairs. Vahn’s heart beat in his throat. If even a single nightmare hadn’t taken the bait, then this mission was about to become extremely dangerous. Fortunately, there were no signs any nightmares had stayed behind. They still checked and cleared each corner according to procedure, just in case.
“Bravo team has made contact,” the princess said when they cleared the final corner and moved toward the main floor. “Low altitude hovercraft seem to be functioning as hoped, but the cloud cover is getting worse. We’ve lost all useful visuals. Alpha team, progress report.”
“All clear so far,” Vahn said. “Preparing to enter the main floor now.” Vahn gave the signal. Ramirez and Nguyen opened the door. They cleared corners with their rifles as they swept the room.
“We’re clear,” Ramirez said. “But there’s something here that doesn’t match the mission briefing.”
Chapter 42: Drake
Drake stepped cautiously down the stairs. ATLAS flashed yet another warning about his heart rate. Drake dismissed it. That damn computer could whine all it wanted. It wouldn’t make this place any less unnerving. Had it really only been days since he was here last?
Vahn motioned for Drake to follow and stepped out into the main room. The library looked as it had a few days before, except for the blood and mutilated corpses littered around the room.
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed. “Who are these guys?”
Nguyen picked up a severed arm. It, along with all the other corpses, was covered with high-end power armor. “It’s got the Fenn Corporation logo on it,” he said. An image of the insignia printed on the armor appeared in the corner of Vahn’s screen; a red dragon breathing blue fire over the words Fenn Corporation.
“The guys from the hemoignisium mines?” Drake asked.
“That logo doesn’t mean much. Tons of mercenaries wear Fenn armor.” Vahn turned to Drake. “Any idea why they’d be here?”
“Besides the beautiful views and excellent company?” Drake asked.
“Maybe they wanted the same book as us,” Nguyen said.
“Knune’s fire,” Drake cursed under his breath. It didn’t seem like it could be anything else. They clearly wanted something in the library. They’d showed up within days of the seal breaking. That was odd, though. If someone had wanted to steal something from the library, why show up after the nightmares could get in?
Vahn moved over to look at a limbless torso that lay mutilated on the ground. “Nguyen, Ramirez, secure the perimeter. Drake, come look at this.” He waved for Drake to come over.
Nguyen and Ramirez began their sweep while Drake stepped over another corpse to view the remains of the one at Vahn’s feet. Its armor had been stripped free. The skin was a mottled patch of several colors, and an odd tattoo was visible above the chest. Drake recognized it immediately. A mix of the Mystic symbols for clay, fire, and light merged with fire larger than the other two.
He stepped back. “These guys are from the Church of Delpha.”
Vahn bent down to look closer. “The different colors on the skin are consistent with a Delphine, but are you sure they’re from the church?”
Drake pointed to the tattoo. “That’s one of their sacred symbols. The book we’re looking for has the same one carved on the front cover.” Drake felt a weight in his chest. Had he come back to Rabbit’s Foot for nothing? What were they supposed to do if the book wasn’t here?
Vahn spoke into the radio. “Princess, can you confirm the meaning of that symbol?”
Olivia’s voice cracked over the radio. “ATLAS thinks the best match for that symbol is from the Church of Delpha. It’s giving seventy percent confidence.”
Drake stepped away from the dead body. He felt sick. “We don’t need your damn computer to tell us that. I can read it. I know what it is. What we need to know is if they got away with our book.”
Vahn looked up at Drake. “Your vitals are spiking again. Do you have a handle on this?”
Drake nodded. “I’m just pissed off. Hurry and get your computer to figure out if the book is even here. If it’s not, then I want to leave.”
Vahn looked around the room. “Based on our surroundings and images taken during our drop, ATLAS thinks there’s an eighty percent chance that nobody from this party escaped. Several of their landing craft are crashed in the street, and there’s no evidence of a recent take-off. But our information is limited.”
Drake sighed. A definitive yes or no would have been nice. Still, they were here, and the book still could be too. “I’ve gone off odds much worse than eighty percent before. Let’s search.”
Vahn nodded. “Where’s the most likely place to find this book, if it’s still here?”
Drake bit his lip. He’d tried to answer that question the last time he was here as well. He’d come up short then. “I gave the upstairs rooms a pretty thorough sweep last time I was here. It’s possible I put it back on the shelf before I left. I’ll go look where I think it ought to be shelved. You get ATLAS to scan the other shelves for books that match the color. That’s probably our best bet for finding it.”
Vahn saluted. “Good luck. Make sure you keep in contact and report back with any sign of trouble.”
Drake nodded and turned away. He shoved down the sense of foreboding eating away at the back of his mind. Dwelling on his fear would only stop him from doing what needed to be done. Drake dismissed another warning from ATLAS about his increased heart rate and headed off.
****
Olivia leaned forward in her chair. The presence of another crew was distressing. She wracked her brain, but couldn’t come up with any other reason for them to have come. The Human Empire wasn’t the only power who wanted this book. But why were they after it now?
Olivia remembered Dathan’s interrogation of Drake. He’d asked about this book. Olivia hadn’t understood the significance of it then, but Drake had told him the book was here in the library. Had Dathan informed the Church of Delpha that the book was here? That didn’t make a lot of sense. The Mystics and the Church of Delpha held a great deal of animosity for each other. There had to be another explanation.
“We’ve made contact.” The voice came from Captain Mitsurugi, the Bravo team lead. She had years of experience under her belt. Olivia doubted she’d need much supervision.
Oliva turned in her chair to face her second monitor where all of Bravo team’s feeds were displayed. She used her eyes to shift her comm channel to Bravo team only.
“Roger that. Keep a healthy distance and avoid all eye contact. All available weapons are clear for use.”
She looked down at the screen. The sight was unnerving. Hordes of nightmares writhed on the ground beneath the hovercrafts. They came in every form imaginable. Some had characteristics of animals, others looked like twisted versions of humans. The hovercrafts dropped firebombs on the mob below. The monsters screamed, then healed.
“Charlie team has made contact.” This time, it was Captain Ramos who spoke. Olivia turned to her third screen and looked over his vitals. This was his first time leading a squad into battle. It was terrible luck to have his first be against nightmares. Hopefully, he wouldn’t let nerves get to him. His heart rate was elevated, but well within parameters.
Olivia changed the comm channel and replied. “Roger that Charlie team. Stick to ranged weapons wherever possible and report back on any issues.”
Olivia looked over the other screens. Alpha team was doing well. Still no nightmares. Drake and Captain Ashbell were searching over the shelves. With any luck, they’d find something soon.
“We’ve got a problem.” It was Captain Mitsurugi.
Olivia shifted back to the Bravo channel and looked to her second screen.
“What’s going on?” Olivia got her answer from the screen. Nightmares continued to writhe in the flame beneath the hovercraft, but several of them had broken free from the press. They’d transformed, mimicking bats.
“Focus fire on the flying ones!” The soldiers were already doing exactly that. There was no point in her saying it. But what else could she do?
Several of the nightmares fell to the gunfire, but they healed and got right back up. More of the creatures on the ground shifted, morphing their arms into thick, leathery wings.
Olivia cursed under her breath. Why hadn’t she thought to screen the soldiers for phobias of flying creatures? It seemed obvious now, but they’d had so much to plan in such a short time. It had never even occurred to her that these monsters might be capable of flight.
The first nightmare landed on the hovercraft.
“Permission to retreat?” Captain Mitsurugi asked.
“Granted. Get out of there!” Olivia kept her eyes locked on the screen. Another nightmare landed.
The hovercraft changed directions, gaining a bit of altitude, and heading out of the city toward their designated balloon station.
Another winged nightmare swooped in. It ignored the soldiers and rammed its fist into the air intake for the starboard engine.
Olivia stared at the screen with wide eyes. Oh, Providence, no.
The engine blew out, and the hovercraft fell into a fast spiral.
Olivia switched comms channels. “Charlie team, do you copy? Bravo team needs support and rescue.”
“We’ve got our hands full here,” Captain Ramos’ voice came back.
Olivia looked over at the Charlie screen. There was a nightmare on their hovercraft as well. This one hadn’t sprouted wings. It had grown an extra set of limbs, with oversized hind legs like some kind of bug. The damn thing had jumped onto the hovercraft.
“Knock that thing off, and get out of there.” Olivia turned back to the Bravo screens. The hovercraft had crashed. The surviving soldiers of Bravo team stood their ground, unloading into the sea of oncoming nightmares. It wasn’t enough.
None of them would get out alive.
****
Vahn paced up and down the rows of bookshelves. ATLAS flashed a notification on his screen and highlighted a book a few feet in front of him. It was a color match for the book shown in Drake’s memory. Vahn pulled the book free. The symbol on the front didn’t match the tattoo of the fallen Delphine. Vahn sighed and re-shelved the book. This was the twenty-fifth failed match. Hopefully, Drake was having better luck.
The princess’s voice came over comms. She sounded out of breath. “Alpha team be advised. Bravo team is down. Repeat, Bravo team is down. Charlie team is retreating. We’re preparing another bombardment, but we can’t confirm the status of all nightmares.”
Vahn blinked. Had he heard that right? They were down? Alpha team was supposed to be firing on the nightmares from a hovercraft. How could they be down? And without them, how long before the nightmares made their way back here?
“How much time do we have?” Vahn asked.
“Unknown,” the princess said. “What’s the status of the escape balloons?”
“Still inflating,” Shultz said over comms. “ATLAS says we have enough to float four of us. Estimated completion time for the rest is ten minutes as long as the hydrogen generator continues at the same rate.”
“Let us know the second they’re complete.” Vahn looked over the readouts on his screen. Aside from an elevated fear response from Nguyen, the other soldiers seemed to handle the news well. It was odd. Nguyen was the last person Vahn would have suspected of letting her nerves get to her, but it could happen to anyone.
“Nguyen,” Vahn said. “Check in. Any activity outside?”
No response. Vahn’s muscles tightened. Nguyen’s vital readout continued to increase. It was looking like the beginnings of a panic attack. Now was not the time for this.
“Ramirez,” Vahn said. “Check on Nguyen. If she’s not mission ready, we need to send her back up right away.”
“I’m on it,” Ramirez said.
ATLAS flashed another notification. Vahn feared the worst, but it was just another book match. Vahn pulled it from the shelf. ATLAS translated the title as Korah’s Folly. Probably not the book they were looking for, but it was the most promising Vahn had found so far. He leafed through the pages, speed reading through snippets of the tale of the great Jhyrus war from Mystic mythology.
Gunfire rang out, echoing through the library. Vahn dropped the book. There was only one reason to open fire.
“Contact!” Ramirez yelled over comms.
“I’m sorry,” Nguyen’s voice cracked as she spoke. “I didn’t see it until it was too late. I saw its eyes and then I... I couldn’t move at all.”
Vahn pulled his assault rifle from the magnetic holster on his thigh. That confirmed the intel about the paralyzing eye contact. It had seemed too far-fetched to be true, but there was no chance Nguyen would give a false report. These things were as dangerous as the mission briefing had said.
More gunfire.
“For Providence’ sake!” Ramirez said. “These bastards really do heal fast.”
“Immobilize it and fall back!” Vahn ran, following the map on his screen to take a support position for Ramirez and Nguyen. “Drake, we need to get ready to go.”
“I haven’t found the book yet,” Drake said. “You do the prep, I’ll keep looking.”
“Make it fast.” Vahn dashed toward the door.
****
Drake yanked a blue book from the shelf, then tossed it aside. Where the hell was it? He’d already searched every place the book was likely to be. No luck.
Now he was just searching at random, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. Not when it could be here.
Drake pulled out and tossed another three books. Nothing.
Drake stood up straight and sighed. His heart was heavy. Had they failed before they’d even come here? The crew of Delphines must have taken the thing. Maybe it was time to go.
A warning flashed on his screen. Drake turned too late. A nightmare tackled him from the side. The thing screamed and rammed its clawed hands into the side of his helmet.
“Shit.” Drake reached up and grabbed the monster by the throat. He activated his armor’s mechanical assist to strengthen his grip and yanked the nightmare’s windpipe free.
The nightmare gurgled and spat. Drake stood up and hurled it against a shelf.
“Vahn, there are nightmares inside. We need to go.”
An error message popped up on Drake’s screen. Missing Line Transceiver.
Drake reached up and felt at the missing piece of his helmet. Had the nightmare taken it on purpose?
He looked over at the nightmare, which was now standing up, fully healed, and slowly transforming. It held a little black box in its hand and had its lipless mouth pulled back in a disturbing grin. This wasn’t one of the typical nightmares indulging in their rage. This bastard was thinking clearly enough to plan.
Drake drew his revolver and put an icicle through the nightmare’s chest.
Things just got interesting.
****
Vahn swept the corner with his rifle, then stepped out. Nguyen and Ramirez were in the courtyard. Ramirez had switched to a valor saber, which he had used to behead the nightmare. He stood over it now, chopping again and again to remove the head as it worked to grow back. The thing had pincers for hands, two extra sets of limbs, and a scorpion stinger coming out of its backside. It didn’t look at all like the monster in Drake’s memories. The things really could change their shape.
“That seems to be doing the trick.” Vahn stepped up closer. “Nguyen, what’s your status?”
“Well, I’ve confirmed that our helmets don’t prevent their eye contact paralysis,” she said. Nguyen’s vitals had come back down. Not back to normal, but at least she didn’t seem to be in any danger of a panic attack. “I don’t understand how it knew I was afraid of scorpions. Do they read minds or something?”
“Are you still mission ready?” Vahn didn’t have time to dwell on the answer to that question. He glanced to the side. Ramirez decapitated the nightmare yet again. Its half-formed head rolled on the cobblestones. It dissolved into blue dust, which returned to the monster’s neck and began forming the head again. It was unnerving. Everything about these creatures was wrong.
“I’m good,” Nguyen said. “It didn’t attack me. It moved slowly once it had me paralyzed. I think it wanted to savor the kill.”
Ramirez slashed again, sending another half-formed head rolling on the ground. “This method won’t be sustainable if more show up,” he said. “Should we put this one in a net?”
Vahn scanned over recommendations from ATLAS. A net of steel cables was top of the list for proposed containment methods. Each soldier in the squad carried a dozen of them for this exact purpose.
Vahn took aim with his rifle. He moved his hand to the launch tube attached underneath the barrel. In past combat, he’d only used it for launching grenades, but he’d trained with the net launcher dozens of times before. “Pull back on my command.”
Ramirez slashed the creature’s head free again. “Ready when you are.”
“Now.” Vahn pressed his thumb down on the launch button in the rifle’s stock. A metal ball flew out of the launcher. It opened up in front of the nightmare, releasing a steel cable net that wrapped around the creature’s torso and reforming head. It was a perfect hit. Electromagnets on the outer edges of the net powered up and snapped together, completely enclosing the creature.
Ramirez stood ready to take another swing with his saber. “You think that’ll hold it?”
The creature’s head dissolved and reformed on the body. The blue dust pieced itself back together around the net so that the nightmare now had steel cables running through its neck at the base of the skull. Vahn felt sick looking at it.
The nightmare screamed and thrashed. Inky black blood oozed out around the cables. Keeping his rifle trained on the nightmare, Vahn flicked his eyes to command ATLAS. The tiny motors on the net whirred to life, tightening around the monstrosity. It wailed and fell to the cobblestones. It continued squirming, cutting itself on the steel cables, but showed no sign of breaking free.
Vahn watched the nightmare squirm for another few seconds before looking at Ramirez. “It looks like the nets work, but each of us only has twelve. If more nightmares are on their way, then we need to barricade. Let’s get inside.”
Gunfire echoed around the courtyard. Vahn couldn’t immediately identify the source. Where had that come from? He was with Nguyen and Ramirez. Schultz and Banks were in the safest position on top of the tower. Could it have been Drake?
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen. Schultz’s vitals had spiked to dangerous levels.
Vahn stared at it, dumbfounded for a moment. Had he read the right name?
“Contact,” Banks said over comms. “The damn things climbed the tower. Schultz is injured. I need back-up!”
More gunfire, then nothing. Schultz and Banks’s vital readings went blank. Vahn’s heart sank. There had to be some kind of mistake. They couldn’t be dead. They were some of the best trained soldiers in the empire, and they were working in the safest location this mission had to offer..
Vahn looked at Nguyen and Ramirez. “Inside, now.”
Vahn glanced up at the team's vitals again. All were elevated except for Banks and Schultz. Theirs had been replaced by three letters: K.I.A.
Chapter 43: Drake
Drake unloaded another set of icicles into the nightmare. They impaled it against the nearest bookshelf.
Was there a way to interrogate this thing? It could think and plan, but could it hold a conversation? Would it know who took the book? Hell, for all Drake knew, this nightmare might have taken the book. This was one of the people recruited by Dathan. They might have known where the information that severed their souls came from.
The nightmare healed. Drake put another icicle through its chest. He should probably switch over to the rifle and wrap this thing in a net. Drake reached down, then paused.
ATLAS popped up a set of warnings. Drake looked where they indicated. Damn it all. There were at least ten more nightmares creeping into the room.
Drake turned back to the nightmare he had pinned. The planner. It’d finished its transformation. It had grown amber colored hair, and taken on a deformed version of Angela’s face, except mutilated and scarred.
It opened its mouth and moaned. The moan slowly changed into words. “You did this to me.”
Drake shot an icicle through its face. He holstered his revolver and pulled the rifle free. He just had to trap these bastards in the nets, and then get out. Easier said than done. Hopefully, Vahn’s team would be alright without him for a while.
****
A piercing scream came from the top of the tower.
“Team Alpha, status?” the princess asked over comms. “I don’t read Banks and Schultz, and something’s wrong with Drake’s readout.”
“Two men down,” Vahn said, still staring in disbelief at the vital read-outs. “Our escape route is compromised. Please advise.”
“Find a fortified position,” the princess said. “We can airdrop a back-up escape balloon kit. Though with current atmospheric conditions, I can’t guarantee accuracy.”
“Roger that,” Vahn said. “Drake, what’s going on with you?”
There was no answer. “Drake, do you copy?”
“His Line Transceiver is disconnected,” the princess said. “For now, just take cover.”
Ramirez sheathed his saber. “I think this building is probably the most defensible place we’re going to get.”
Vahn turned to look at Ramirez, then froze as he met a pair of black eyes. The nightmare walked into the courtyard about twenty feet behind Ramirez. It changed while it stepped slowly toward them. Its skin took on a clothlike appearance, like the thing was wrapped in bandages. Bright, crystalline wings sprouted from its back. Oh, Providence. It was transforming into one of the Hostiles.
Vahn couldn’t breathe. He tried to raise his rifle. Shooting out this monster’s knees would be simple, but his muscles wouldn’t respond. Everything locked up. Cold sweat ran down his back. This thing was going to kill him.
Gunfire came from Vahn’s right. Nguyen shot out its eyes.
The nightmare screamed. Nguyen pressed forward. She drew her saber and sliced the creature straight through its midsection. The fallen torso grabbed Nguyen’s leg, and yanked forward to bite at her armor, but Nguyen swiped through its neck before it could do any damage.
Vahn shook his head, suddenly able to move again. “Fall back,” he ordered. “We need to get inside and cover the doorways. We’re going to have them coming down from the tower any second, and we don’t want to get flanked.”
Ramirez stepped forward and chopped away the healing bits of the Hostile nightmare. “Let’s put this one in a net first.”
Vahn lifted his rifle and took aim. His screen lit up with warnings. Screams filled the courtyard. Vahn spun around and found the source. Four nightmares with extra limbs and armored skin climbed like spiders across the clay shingles of the library roof behind them.
“Go now!” Vahn fired the net and turned for the doors.
One of the nightmares leaped from the roof, rocketing toward Nguyen. Nguyen had her saber out before the nightmare even came close. She braced her feet and brought the saber up to meet the nightmare. She cleaved it into two separate pieces that splattered on either side of her. Inky blood rained down on the cobblestones, evaporating into blue dust as it hit the ground.
Nguyen dashed forward, but only made it a few more feet before another of the spider nightmares caught her from the side. The thing dug its clawed fingers between the plates of Nguyen’s armor, tearing them away.
Vahn raised his rifle, allowing ATLAS to assist with a quick aim, and shot a single bullet through the nightmare’s skull. Nguyen shook the thing off, spinning around and beheading it.
She’d only just finished when the first nightmare she’d cut down — still only partially healed — sprang up onto her back. It only had one full arm, but that was all it needed. Vahn took aim, but not before the nightmare rammed its spiked fingers into the base of Nguyen’s neck, where the other nightmare had torn the plating free. Blood shot into the air like a fountain.
Vahn shot the nightmare through the skull. The other nightmares leaped from the roof. Their legs broke with sickening snaps when they hit the ground, but they still crawled on their broken limbs to swarm Nguyen. Their forms shifted as they crawled from spiders into scorpions.
Vahn shot each one in turn, but the monsters healed too fast.
One of the nightmares rammed a clawed hand into Nguyen’s stomach. It squealed with glee as it yanked her intestines out. She didn’t scream.
Vahn shot it again. He felt like he was going to vomit. His kind and talented assistant had just been murdered in front of his eyes by these monsters. There was nothing he could do about it. Nothing but to keep trying to survive.
Vahn shot each nightmare again, then dashed inside the library.
Ramirez was already barricading the large opening with the massive bookshelves. The things must have weighed several tons, but with the enhancements from the Valor armor, and spikes of pure adrenaline, Ramirez was successfully shoving one across the floor.
Vahn joined him, shoving it into place, and then stepped back. He pulled a perforated metal ball from his belt compartment. “Foam barricade away,”
He tossed the ball into the doorway. The chemical agents inside reacted and foam sprayed out from each of the holes. It ballooned out until it filled the entire doorway. It hardened within seconds.
“This isn’t going to hold them back for long,” Ramirez said. “We need an escape plan.”
Vahn could already hear the nightmares scraping away the foam. It would only hold for a matter of minutes.
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen. ATLAS dragged his attention to the wooden door on the other side of the room, the one that led up to the main tower. Two nightmares stood there with their mouths gaping open in twisted smiles.
Vahn took four quick shots to blow out each knee. He snapped the rifle into its hip holster and charged forward, drawing his valor saber. The nightmares were back on their feet by the time Vahn arrived. One quick slash removed the nearest one’s head. The second lunged, but Vahn jumped away in time and brought the saber down on its shoulder, slicing diagonally through its torso.
“I’ll keep these two down,” Vahn said. “You drag another shelf in for a better a barricade.”
Ramirez made no response. Vahn glanced up to the corner of his screen and saw that Ramirez’s vitals were spiking. He slashed each nightmare’s head free, then turned toward Ramirez. He stood perfectly still, his face fixed on a hole in the foam.
He’d made eye contact.
Vahn sprinted forward, snapping the valor saber back into its slot. He yanked his rifle free. Without looking, though, Vahn rammed the barrel of the rifle through the hole and opened fire.
The nightmares screamed in response.
“Th... thank you,” Ramirez stammered, catching his breath.
“There are still two in the room with us.” Vahn dropped another of the foam grenades through the hole in the previous foam barrier.
“I’ll handle them.” Ramirez turned to engage the nightmares with his saber. He stepped into a quick pattern, dancing around and decapitating one after another.
Vahn took aim with his rifle. “I’m going to put these two in nets.”
Ramirez sliced off another regrowing head. “Ready when you are.”
Vahn took two quick shots and wrapped them both in nets. That was three nets now. He had nine left.
A series of warnings flashed on Vahn’s screen. Three new nightmares dashed across the room, having entered through one of the back entrances to the room that hadn’t even begun to be secured. They ran awkwardly. Their limbs were transforming as they ran, taking on a bandaged appearance. Providence, not more Hostiles.
Vahn shot each one in the head. They healed and caught themselves before they fully hit the ground.
Vahn pulled free another foam grenade. It was his last one. He tossed it into the doorway the nightmares had come through.
“Ramirez,” he said. “You’ve got three incoming. I’ll give supportive fire from here.”
“Roger that.” Ramirez lifted his saber in a slashing stance.
Vahn shifted his fire, shooting out one knee cap each of two of the oncoming nightmares. He couldn’t stop them, but hopefully he could stagger their arrivals enough to allow Ramirez to engage them one at a time in close quarters.
Three more shots, this time one knee from the second nightmare, and both knees of the third. The first reached Ramirez, and was quickly slashed in half by his valor saber.
Vahn let the second one through. Ramirez lopped off its head and stepped into a rhythmic pattern of slicing each nightmare one at a time, keeping them pinned down and constantly healing.
Vahn took aim at the third nightmare. A warning flashed on his screen. He spun around just in time to avoid the clawing hand of a nightmare as it exploded through the foam.
Vahn stepped back, pointing his rifle toward the nightmare. He almost fired, but thought better of it. With its arm through the foam, this nightmare would at least be stuck for a moment. Shooting it now would only weaken the foam and help it get through faster.
Vahn turned back to Ramirez. All three nightmares were on him now. The first two had already lost their heads, but Ramirez was clearly struggling to alternate between engaging the attacking nightmare and re-killing the others.
Vahn took quick aim and put a bullet through the left temple of the attacking nightmare. It slinked back for only a moment, but it was enough for Ramirez to sever its neck. Vahn felt a glimmer of hope spark in his chest. If the nightmares currently in the room were the only ones who had scaled the tower, then reaching the balloons was entirely within reach.
Vahn turned around to inspect the makeshift barricade. The nightmare who had punched through had yanked its arm free, and had begun tearing savagely at the edges of the hole, widening it considerably with each grab. Careful not to meet its black, lidless eyes, Vahn shot it in the face. It didn’t even fall back. The hole healed over almost as quickly as the bullet made it. It did, however, elicit a scream from the nightmare that echoed through the library.
Vahn shot it again, this time putting a bullet in each of its eyes. Another nightmare broke its arm through another section of the barricade. Vahn lifted his rifle, but wasn’t sure where to shoot. Was he just wasting bullets at this point?
A warning flashed on Vahn’s screen, prompting him to turn around. Ramirez danced back and forth, beheading the nightmares that circled around him. But he was slowing down. Almost imperceptibly to anything but ATLAS’s precise timers, but it was enough. As he slashed off the head of the third nightmare in his lineup, the first had healed enough to move.
Vahn shot it in the head. It bought Ramirez enough time to take the thing’s head off, but the second nightmare in the lineup was now starting to move. Vahn shot it, too. He needed to put these three in nets as well.
A warning appeared on his screen that made his heart race. Low Ammo. He only had twelve bullets left.
“Ramirez, step out of the way.” Vahn launched a net at each of the nightmares. The nets wrapped them tightly.
Ramirez stood between the three, panting.
Warnings flashed on Vahn’s screen.
“They’re breaking through!” Ramirez yelled.
Vahn turned around and stepped back just in time for a nightmare to break through the foam. This one had a full set of crystalline wings. Vahn shot it in the head. Eleven bullets left. He launched a net before the nightmare could stand up straight. It didn’t wrap all the way around the wings, but it was enough to keep it from moving.
Vahn stepped up to the hole, and unloaded his remaining bullets, then shot his remaining nets into the group of nightmares. There were at least twelve of them out there. The nets only caught three of them.
“Trade me out, Ramirez!” Vahn jumped back from the barricade.
Ramirez sprinted forward and emptied his remaining ammunition into a nightmare as it crawled through the now gaping hole in the barricade. There were at least a dozen nightmares behind it.
The fallen nightmare healed before Ramirez could even draw his saber.
Vahn pulled the pistol free from his hip compartment and pointed it toward the nightmare nearest Ramirez. He let ATLAS do the targeting and squeezed the trigger only on its mark at each nightmare that tried to crawl through.
“Throw a foam grenade if you’ve got one.” Vahn called out.
A spider nightmare leapt through the barricade, tackling Ramirez. Perched atop his chest, it screamed and tore away pieces of his armor.
Vahn shot it in the forehead, but it kept screaming and attacking as the wound healed.
Vahn’s heart sank. This battle was lost.
He put six shots into the head of the nightmare that tore ruthlessly at Ramirez’s armor and sprinted forward.
The spider nightmare screamed. Vahn drew his saber and silenced it by removing its head.
“Ramirez, tell me you’re alive.” Vahn kicked the nightmare off of his fallen comrade. Though Vahn already knew the answer. Despite the damage to his armor, Ramirez’s vitals were still displayed in the corner of Vahn’s screen.
“Not for long,” Ramirez croaked. Blood leaked from somewhere under his armor and pooled on the floor beneath him. “Send my love to my family.”
Warnings flashed on all sides of Vahn’s display. He gave Ramirez a quick nod. It’s all he had time for before spinning around to slash the first of the oncoming nightmares. He cut through three of them before Ramirez’s vitals went flat. Soon he’d meet the same fate. There was no victory to be had against these monsters, but he couldn’t quit.
Vahn cut down another nightmare, then made a mad dash for the stairwell. It was a slim hope, but the only one he had.
Vahn juked an oncoming nightmare, then slashed through another. A warning flashed on his screen, and Vahn turned to find the source. A nightmare stood waiting at the end of the aisle beneath the window. Vahn met its eyes and froze.
For Providence’ sake, how had he been careless enough to make eye contact? He’d barely run a dozen yards before getting caught in this trap. The nightmare kept its black eyes fixed on Vahn. It sprouted crystalline wings from its back. It hung open its mouth, and light shone out from its throat. He’d survived his time against the real Hostiles, only to be done in by a fake one.
Vahn pushed his muscles, trying to force himself to move, but all he managed was to make his body shake. Whatever spell the nightmare cast with its gaze had absolute power over him. What a pathetic way to die. Failing to live up to his potential, and being as useless as he’d been for his whole life.
The creature stalked forward, keeping its eyes locked on his. It opened and closed its shining, oversized mouth. The nightmares behind Vahn screamed, but didn’t attack him. Perhaps they wanted this one to claim the kill.
Vahn tried and failed to take a calming breath. He couldn’t breathe at all. He could see his vitals spiking out of control in the corner of his screen. ATLAS flashed warnings, but there was nothing it could do for him. He could hear radio chatter, probably the princess, but he couldn’t focus on it. All he could do was look toward those black, lidless eyes.
The nightmare pushed its ugly face only inches away from Vahn, flexing its jaw to reveal its dozens of extra teeth. This one was missing its nose, and Vahn could see the blood and soft tissue pulsating inside of the empty cavity. It raised a clawed hand, ready to strike.
A flash of blue light appeared on Vahn’s right, and a massive icicle, several feet long and pointed like a spear tip, rammed through the creature’s neck. The nightmare reeled back, dragged along by the icicle.
Vahn burst into sudden spasms of movement when he suddenly regained control of his body. Warnings flashed all over his display. Vahn turned to face the bulk of the nightmares and found Drake there, launching a barrage of Vhy’ Rai attacks from his revolver. Cascades of flying ice ripped through the nightmares, pinning them to the shelves.
“Come on, moron,” Drake said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Chapter 44: Drake
Drake pulled the trigger of his revolver. Another icicle sprang into existence and skewered an oncoming nightmare. The monster’s scream faded away in a wheeze of breath as the icicle pierced a hole through its lungs. Three more shots in quick succession did the same thing to three more. It didn’t matter. There were dozens more, and these three would heal in a matter of seconds.
The nightmares pressed in. Their screams echoed through the vaulted corridors of the royal library in a tormented chorus of rage and pain. There were dozens of them now, and they’d taken on the shape of Khryary. As if the regular ones weren’t bad enough.
“Follow me.” Drake motioned toward Vahn, then took another six shots into the mass of oncoming abominations. ATLAS quickly identified the possible options. Only two of them had an expected chance of survival higher than five percent. ATLAS placed a break for the top of the tower a half percent higher than taking shelter and waiting for rescue. But that damn planning nightmare seemed to have some understanding of their technology. It would know they’d go for the tower.
It looks like shelter was the way to go. Fortunately, Drake knew where to find some.
“This way.” Drake alternated between his middle and index finger on the trigger to rapid fire. He impaled the nearest nightmare through the back of the throat, pinning it to a bookshelf. Another eight of them met a similar fate.
More came in, but Vahn handled them with his saber as they dashed across the room. Drake stopped partway across the room. “Keep them off of us for a second.”
Vahn danced in a circle around Drake. He sliced through the oncoming nightmares as they came. Drake ducked down, searching the floor. It only took him a second to find the faded brass handle. He took hold and yanked the trapdoor open. With the enhanced strength of the Valor armor, it was an easy feat, even though the stone trap door weighed more than fifty pounds.
“Inside!” Drake yelled.
Vahn slashed through another pair of nightmares, then jumped down the hole without question. Drake followed, grabbing hold of the top of the ladder. A warning flashed on Drake’s screen. It was too late. The clawed hand of a screaming nightmare, with freakishly elongated fingers wrapped around Drake’s face.
“Oh, shit!” Drake almost lost his grip on the ladder. Fortunately, ATLAS locked the fingers to keep him from falling.
The nightmare screamed. Motors in the armor kicked in, resisting the nightmare’s strength. It was trying to pull Drake’s face up to look it in the eyes, but the neck joints had locked.
Grunting with the effort, Drake reached up and yanked the trapdoor closed. It slammed down like a lead weight. The nightmare’s bone-thin wrist snapped off under its weight. Oily black blood spurted out, only to evaporate away. Thank Knune. Drake slid down the ladder. The rest of the arm had vanished by the time he reached the bottom.
“Are you okay?” Vahn asked.
Drake nodded. “Yeah.” He didn’t mention how the armor had saved him. He didn’t want Vahn to get smug about it.
Vahn eyed the trap door. “How long will it take them to get through that?”
Drake looked up. He could already hear the screaming nightmares pounding on the stone door above. “Not long.” Drake pointed to the safe in the corner of the room. “I have higher hopes for that, though.”
Drake led Vahn inside the safe and pulled the heavy metal door closed behind them. Through the thick metal, the nightmare screams sounded quiet and distant.
“Basilius, this is alpha leader. Please respond,” Vahn said.
He repeated it three more times, then looked at Drake. “My Line Transceiver won’t transmit. Can you try yours?”
Drake tapped the missing portion of his helmet. “A nightmare tore it out.”
Vahn looked down at the floor. “ATLAS can’t find a problem with it. Line Transceivers can’t be jammed unless someone is blocking the main hub. How is it possible that mine isn’t working in here?”
Drake looked back at the door. “Did one of the nightmares do something to it? The one I fought was smart. It tore mine out right from the start so that I couldn’t call for help.”
Vahn shook his head. “ATLAS would be able to tell me if it was broken. Something’s stopping the signal from going through.”
Drake sighed. “So nobody knows we’re down here besides the nightmares?”
Vahn stared forward. “That seems to be the case. Did you find the book?”
Drake shrugged, trying to stop his sinking heart from showing in his expression. It was more from habit than necessity. His helmet hid his face. “It’s gone. I looked everywhere it could have been.”
Vahn began inspecting the metal door. “Do you think the Delphines we saw upstairs got it?”
Drake shook his head. If only it were that simple. It’s possible they took the book. They might have put it in some vault under one of their temples somewhere. It was also possible that they only managed to take it out into the street before the nightmares massacred them. Or maybe they came here and destroyed the damn thing. It didn’t matter. The book was out of their reach now. They’d come here for nothing.
Drake masked the sadness in his voice. “All I can say for sure is that it isn’t any place I would have left it. Somebody moved it.”
A loud crash came from outside. The metal door vibrated softly.
Vahn leaned against the metal door. “They’re through the trapdoor.”
“Damnit. That was fast.” Drake tightened his grip on his revolver. It must have been the one that took his Line Transceiver. That bastard was smarter than the others. He was one of those rare assholes whose rage and hatred only sharpened his thinking instead of turning him savage like most nightmares. If even a single one of these nightmares was thinking things through instead of attacking blindly, it was bad news for their prospects of keeping the monsters out of the safe room. Were they going to die here? It was the first time since his childhood that the fear of death had felt so real.
Drake tried to take a deep breath, but it came in quick and ragged. He wasn’t ready to die.
“Your vitals are spiking,” Vahn said.
Drake leaned forward, placing his hands on his knees. “Yeah, no shit. We’re about to die, and we didn’t even get the damn book. This was all pointless.” The full weight of the situation pressed on Drake. Angela was in a coma from trying to read this book. Vahn’s whole squad had died trying to recover it, and now Vahn and Drake were about to join them. All of that was for nothing. The book was gone. 169 would kill again, the Human Empire would surrender, and Drake would die without undoing his sin. What had any of this been for?
The nightmares screamed outside the door. The room filled with the sound of their claws dragging on metal. Drake stared at the floor. There was no way to stop them.
Vahn stepped past Drake and began inspecting the back wall. “A lot of these panic rooms come with a back exit. Do you remember anything like that for this one?”
Drake perked up. “Holy shit.” How had he not thought of that? Ezra had shown him exactly that when he was a kid. Though it wasn’t as simple as just another door, it was a chance.
Drake pointed to the shelf against the far wall that was filled with self-heating cans of food. “That shelf slides.”
Vahn grabbed hold and pushed. The metal shelving creaked in complaint, but slid free along the hidden tracks in the ground. Vahn stepped back and stared at the newly exposed brick wall. “What am I looking at?”
Drake stepped up next to him. The brick wall behind the shelf was solid, except for a carving of a thirteen pointed star encircled by Mystic letters. The pattern was etched into the rock and filled in with dried blood.
Drake pointed to the symbols. “Ezra told me that Dad didn’t build this room because he actually wanted a shelter. He built it to block the entrance to the catacombs under the palace. He didn’t want anyone going down there. They’re behind that wall, but the command inscribed into it makes the wall nearly impossible to break down.”
Vahn shook his head. “Even if I put aside how weird that is, how does it help us?”
Drake lifted his revolver and slid open the tiny hatch in the handle, revealing the two blue hemoignisium bullets nestled inside. “I might be able to write a command to break that seal, then we can escape into the catacombs. There’s no way they only have this one entrance. We can get far away from these nightmares and have Olivia drop us some new balloons.”
Vahn looked back at the door. Nightmare screams and the sound of claws on metal still leaked through. He looked back at Drake. “You’d better get to work.”
Drake stepped up to the wall and inspected the lettering around the symbol. Damn, it was complex. Even more than Drake had expected. He didn’t even recognize some of the symbols.
Drake shook his head. He had to focus. Whoever had written this had been a true master. Drake could see at least a dozen different methods for reinforcing not only this wall, but several miles of the walls of the tunnel behind it. It must have taken months to write this, maybe years, and a tremendous amount of royal blood to keep it powered for this long. Why the hell had his dad cared so much about keeping people out of the catacombs?
Drake placed his finger under one of the etched letters. There was no time to dwell on the reasons this existed. He just had to figure out how to break it.
Drake moved his finger clockwise around the circle, reading the basic message. Then he tried moving down from the outermost circle to the innermost. Damn it all. Drake groaned. The basic lines were already complicated, but there were additional commands and parameters embedded in hidden patterns. Was he even good enough to spot them all? He traced his finger in a few different patterns. The reading revealed a couple of hidden conditions spelled out by the intersecting lines, but he doubted he’d spotted them all.
Drake cursed. These were not easy conditions to fulfill.
“What is it?” Vahn asked.
Drake pointed at the intersecting symbols he’d just read. “I’m not sure I’ve caught everything yet, but it seems like this thing is meant to stop the walls from breaking under the power of anything except for a Khryary. But if one of those shows up, all it has to do is say ‘open’ and the wall will crumble.”
Vahn sighed. “One of the hostiles has to open this? How does that help us?”
Drake shook his head. “At least it tells us the conditions. If we can make it think that one of us is a Khryary, then we can get through. I might be able to make something for that.”
Vahn nodded. “Might as well. It’s not like there’s anything else for us to try.”
Drake looked over the circle one more time and commanded ATLAS to search for any patterns he missed. ATLAS found three conditions Drake hadn’t noticed in his reading. Knune’s fire. Hopefully, that was everything.
Drake shifted his eyes around the screen, selecting the command to open the armor. The locks along the spine clicked and hissed. The back side of the armor folded open, and Drake stepped out.
The screams and scratches at the door filled Drake’s ears the moment he was out of the armor. Had ATLAS been dampening the sound for him? Damn, the armor really did do everything, didn’t it?
Vahn looked him over. “I don’t think getting out of your armor is a good idea.”
Drake pulled his revolver out of the holster on his armor that now stood in front of him like a statue. “I have to draw blood to make the bullet work. I’m not going to be able to do that in air-tight armor, am I?”
Vahn nodded after a moment. “Make it quick if you can.”
Drake nodded, then pulled one of the raw hemoignisium bullets from the base of his revolver. He knelt down in front of the symbol etched into the wall, slid out the hemoignisium stylus hidden under the barrel of his revolver. He got to work etching his bullet.
Nightmares scratched on the outside of the safe. The door was thick. How long did they have before the nightmares broke through? Minutes? Hours?
He pushed forward, taking only a second to think through each command before etching it into the bullet. The end result was a mess, with inconsistent sizing on the letters and phrasing that was far from elegant in the command line, but as Drake read it over, it actually seemed like it would work.
Drake sat the bullet on the ground and held his left hand out over it. He took in a deep breath. There was no going back once he fed it his blood. The hemoignisium would harden, and there would be no way to change it until it ran out of power, or a Delphine bleeder drained it.
Drake pricked the tip of his finger with the point of the stylus. A bit of blood welled up. Here goes nothing. Drake tapped his bleeding finger to the bullet. It sucked the blood up like a sponge. Its blue hue vanished, replaced by a dark crimson color.
Vahn stepped over to Drake. “Is it going to work?”
Drake picked up the bullet. “There’s only one way to find out.” He opened the chamber and replaced one bullet with the new one. He steadied his breath and took aim. This was going to work. It had to work.
He pulled the trigger.
He felt a slight tingle in his hand, and then violent pain. The revolver shook, but he couldn’t drop it. His hand clamped around it, and wouldn’t let go, no matter how hard he tried.
“Open!” Drake screamed at the wall. Nothing happened. The pain spread up his arm. It felt like liquid fire had replaced his blood. What the hell was this?
“Open, open, open!” Drake continued yelling. Still nothing. Drake dropped to his knees. The pain was debilitating. It was difficult just to think. What was he doing wrong? He looked back up at the symbol on the wall. “La anotzai!” Drake tried giving the command to open in Mystic. The language spoken shouldn’t have mattered, but it was worth a try.
The wall made no change. The pain in Drake’s hand and arm reached a fever pitch, and then suddenly vanished. Drake dropped the revolver and cradled his arm.
Vahn stepped over him, lightly touching his shoulder. “Are you alright? What just happened?”
Drake shook the feeling back into his arm. It did nothing to lift his sinking heart. “The damn thing didn’t work.”
Vahn looked at the wall. “Should we try again?”
“I’ve only got one more blank bullet. I’ll have to try writing it again.” Drake opened the chamber on his revolver. The bullet he’d just tried to fire had turned black. How the hell had that happened?
He pulled it free from the chamber and looked it over. It had lost its metallic sheen, and was now partially transparent. It looked like smoke captured inside glass.
“Is that normal?” Vahn asked.
Drake just stared at the thing. He’d never seen hemoignisium turn this color. What did it mean? It hadn’t done a damn thing to break the wall down, but it had hurt. The sensation had been oddly familiar. Drake almost dropped the bullet when he realized where he’d felt that pain before. The day he’d divided his soul. It felt as if he’d just inhaled a rock. “I can’t do it,” Drake said.
Had he damaged what was left of his soul? He couldn’t risk that again. But if he couldn’t open this tunnel, then he and Vahn would die here.
A loud scratch ran down the door.
Vahn looked back, then down at Drake. “You can’t? You have another bullet, don’t you? I don’t think we have a lot of time.”
Drake shook his head. He hadn’t explained his taboo to Vahn, and Vahn had abandoned the Mystic faith, anyway. He couldn’t possibly understand.
“Just trust me, this idea won’t work. We’re not getting out this way.”
Vahn stepped in front of Drake and moved into a seated position in the air. Gears whirred in his armor, and latches clicked into place, locking his legs in that position. He didn’t say anything.
“That’s a neat trick,” Drake said.
Vahn shrugged. “Didn’t think the bench on the wall could take the weight of the armor.”
“I guess not.” Drake leaned his head back against the wall and looked at the symbol he’d failed to break. He could try breaking it again. Maybe it could even work, but what if he lost more of his soul?
What had happened the first time was beyond his understanding. He had no idea what he could change from his original bullet to make it work. Drake’s chest tightened. This mission was a failure. He’d accomplished nothing here or anywhere else in his life.
A loud crash sounded outside. That couldn’t be good.
Vahn sighed. “Be straight with me, Drake. Are we about to die?” His voice sounded heavy, like he hadn’t slept in too long.
Drake looked down at his revolver. If he threw it away when the nightmares came in, he might have a chance. Nightmares never attacked each other. But Vahn wouldn’t make it. Could he live with that?
Maybe it was best to die here.
The thought made him shiver, but he couldn’t just dismiss it. There was no Khryary here to ensure his eternal damnation. The half of his soul that wasn’t bound to the revolver could move on. Perhaps that was the best end his life could have.
Drake looked at the floor. “Yeah, I think this is it for us.”
Vahn nodded solemnly. “Then I suppose this is the last chance we’ll get to clear the air between us. I don’t want to die being hated by my only family.”
Drake rolled his eyes. “For Knune’s sake, you really want to do this right now?” This was the last thing he wanted to talk about. Wasn’t it enough for Vahn that they weren’t at each other’s throats for once? Why ruin that by digging up old feelings now?
Vahn nodded.
Another series of thuds and scratches came from the vault door. It was getting louder. Drake had no idea how long it would take them to get through, but they’d make it.
He considered opening the door. He could meet his fate with dignity. His insides squirmed at the thought. Damnit. He was a coward till the end. If Vahn wanted to pursue this, Drake had no escape.
Drake sighed. “Then I guess you could start by saying sorry.”
Vahn unlocked the knees of his armor and stood up. He looked at Drake for a moment. The locks on his helmet clicked open, then he reached up and pulled it free. His expression was hard. “And what would I be saying sorry for? You never really explained that to me.”
A surge of anger rose up inside of Drake. Vahn actually had the gall to ask that? He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”
Vahn kept his hard eyes fixed on Drake. “What, because I joined the Human Empire? In case you haven’t noticed, you’re working for them too. How pissed can you really be?”
Drake slammed his fist against the hard floor. It hurt, but he didn’t care. “You watched my memories, asshole. Didn’t you see how long I was trapped in this damn library? You never came!”
Vahn blinked, a confused expression washing over his face. “You thought I was supposed to come back and save you? Are you kidding? I was nine years old when you got stuck here, and I thought you were dead. How the hell was I supposed to save you?”
Drake clenched his jaw. Was Vahn just playing dumb? “Dad sent you. Ezra told me that Dad sent you away so that you could save us. You knew his plan. You knew we were stuck here, but you left me to go through hell alone!”
Vahn shook his head. He had disbelief written all over his face. “You thought Dad sent a nine-year-old boy on a secret mission to save you? You think he trusted a kid as the single point of failure in his plan to protect his family? For Providence’ sake, does that sound like something Dad would do?”
Drake gaped. Damnit. When he put it like that, it didn’t sound right. But it had to be true. It’s what he’d believed since childhood. He’d never even entertained the idea that it could be wrong. “But Ezra said that Dad sent you to Uncle Elias. You turned him in and joined the humans so that you could play soldier. You’re the reason he didn’t save us.”
Vahn nodded. “Dad had me carry a letter to Elias. I delivered it without ever knowing what it said. But shortly after, I learned Elias helped Dathan plot Dad’s death. He was planning to kill me next, so yeah, I turned him in. I didn’t know you were here, or even alive. But even if I’d let Elias have his way, he wouldn’t have saved you. He was going to murder me because even the king’s half-breed bastard child posed a threat to his designs on the throne. Do you really think he would have saved the rightful heir?”
Drake stared ahead. It was hard to breathe. He felt like something fundamental inside of him had shattered. His mind raced in circles. Vahn didn’t seem to be lying. And the more Drake thought it through, the more sense it made. Of course, Dad hadn’t put the rescue effort on Vahn. He’d trusted Elias, but if their uncle was a traitor... nobody had known Drake was alive in the library. Vahn hadn’t wronged him in any way.
Vahn kept his hard eyes fixed on Drake. “When I saw your memories, I knew you went through hell here. Now that we’re here, I understand that more than ever. But you weren’t the only one. I lost my family that day, too.”
Vahn squatted down so that he faced him at eye level. “After I turned Elias in, the Human Empire gave me citizenship. The social workers took me to live with my mom’s family, but to them I was just the half-breed abomination spawned from the man who had stolen and ravished their daughter. They didn’t care that my parents loved each other, or that they’d loved me. They didn’t want me. I moved between foster families for a few years, but nobody wanted the half-Mystic boy. I finally took the option to become the ward of a military academy. That was its own kind of hell, but at least this time, I was good at the things they asked me to do. A lot of people still hated me when they learned who I was, but it was the first place where if I worked hard enough, I could make something of myself. It gave me purpose in life. It was the only thing that did.”
Drake looked down and clenched his fingers tightly around his revolver. Damnit, Vahn’s eye contact was killing him. He didn’t want to be hearing any of this. He just wanted to be angry.
Vahn continued. “When I finally met you again, I’d hoped we could talk about all of this. You’re the only one who could understand how it felt to lose our family. But you didn’t want to talk to me. You hated me. And now you think I’m the one who needs to say sorry for that?”
Drake pulled in a ragged breath. He couldn’t handle this information. He thought through every word Vahn had said, reaching for any counterargument that made this anyone’s fault besides his own. There was none.
He could have known about all of this the first time he and Vahn had spoken again if he’d just kept a level head. He could have had a brother, but he’d chosen an enemy. It was just one more thing he’d screwed up.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Vahn sat down next to Drake. “So, do you still hate me?”
Drake shook his head. “Do you hate me?”
Vahn shrugged. “I’ve never hated you. I’m just glad to have my little brother back. Even if we are about to die. At least now I’ve got no regrets.”
Drake slumped down. Hot tears threatened to flood his eyes, but he pushed them down. “I have so many regrets. My whole life, all I’ve done is ruin things.”
Vahn leaned forward so he could look at Drake’s eyes. “You’ve done good things too.”
“Have I?” Drake asked. “I saved the princess, but because I did that, 169 caught me and took my blood. He used it to do his taboo and destroy New Earth. I saved Angie from slavery and then ended up putting her in a coma. I... I’m completely worthless.”
Drake let the tears come.
More nightmare screams came from the door. Their scratches were louder than ever. It wouldn’t be long now. They’d get in and end this.
“You’re not worthless,” Vahn said.
Drake looked up.
“King Ryker told me something when he made me captain,” Vahn said. “I told him I didn’t deserve the promotion because I’d done nothing remarkable to earn it. He told me that the value of gold isn’t based on the things it’s been, but on the things it can be.”
Vahn stepped over to Drake. “People are the same way. What you’ve done makes you who you are now, but it doesn’t determine who you can be. Your personal value isn’t determined by your past mistakes. You’re worth forgiving, no matter what it is you’ve done.”
Mixed emotions swirled inside of Drake. He wanted to be angry with Vahn, but that didn’t feel right anymore. And there was a part of him who couldn’t deny what Vahn had said. Still, could the timing be any worse? At this point, he probably only had a few minutes left to live. What potential did he have?
Drake wiped away a tear. “I’m pretty sure Ryker gets half of what he says from fortune cookies.”
“Does that make it any less true?” Vahn asked.
A nightmare screamed from behind the safe door.
“I think you and I are running out of time to be anything other than what we are right now,” Drake said. “We’re going to be dead soon.”
Vahn pulled his helmet back on. The pneumatic latches clicked into place. “Not if we figure out a way past them. Get your armor back on. There’s got to be a way through.”
Drake scoffed. “You think we’ll survive now just because you gave me a half-decent pep talk?”
“You know more about the nightmares than anyone else alive. There’s got to be something we overlooked. They must have a weakness.”
More screams from the doorway, followed by a series of loud thuds.
Drake stood up. “They don’t. They’ve all committed a taboo. They can’t be killed.”
“But you told Ryker there were ways to kill a taboo user, right?” Vahn said. “The Hostiles can do it, and you said they can kill themselves, right? Can we turn them against each other?”
Drake blinked in surprise. That’s true. The one thing he remembered from the Book of Abiriam was that those who had committed a taboo were able to kill themselves. But he hadn’t fully considered the idea of turning them against each other. Could one nightmare kill another?
He bit his lip. “How did I never think of that?”
Vahn leaned toward him. “You’re saying it’s possible?”
Drake started pacing around the room. His mind raced. Taboo users could kill themselves. He was sure he remembered that. “It would be brutal. No weapons. It can only be done using the body of the taboo user.” He was speaking more to himself than Vahn at this point. The thoughts were coming too fast for him to keep them in his head. The nightmares could be killed, and so could 169.
“Talk to me, Drake.” Vahn said. “Can we make them fight each other or not?”
Drake shook his head. “No, they’ll never fight each other. But someone else who committed the third taboo could kill them.” Drake looked down at his revolver. “I’ve committed the third taboo.”
****
Vahn watched Drake pace around the room. His brother was manic, filled with a sudden energy that was as frightening as it was confusing. Vahn only partially understood the meaning of taboos. Titus had seemed sure that they had something to do with how Drake had massacred the people at Hades Prison. But hadn’t Drake just said that he’d committed the third taboo? Wasn’t that dividing a soul? It seemed the least impressive of the three. What use was there in splitting a soul?
“I’ve never tried to direct it before,” Drake said. “I’ve just tried to hold it back. I think I’ll be in control for at least thirty seconds, maybe a minute or two at most. Hopefully that’ll be enough time.”
“Drake, you sound crazy,” Vahn said. “What are you planning to do, fight them alone? There are dozens of those things out there. We need a plan where we work together.”
“You’d die.” Drake stepped up to the door. He extended his revolver toward Vahn. “I need you to hold this for me. Once I get started, throw it to the other side of the room, and then close the door again.”
“You’re not going to put your armor back on?” Drake’s Valor armor still sat open behind Vahn.
“It has to be my body that kills them,” Drake said. “Armor would block that.”
With their spikes, extra teeth, and shapeshifting, an unarmed nightmare was formidable. Even if Drake had committed a taboo that would let him kill them, he didn’t have built in spikes. How was he going to kill them with his body parts? Bludgeoning them to death? They’d slaughter him before he killed the first one.
Vahn narrowed his eyes. “You’re sure this’ll work?”
“No,” Drake shook the revolver, beckoning for Vahn to take it. “I’m basing this off of what I think I remember from a book I read once years ago. But if it doesn’t work, we’re going to die, anyway. So take this thing before I lose my nerve.”
Vahn took the revolver. Drake looked longingly back at it. “Don’t forget to throw that thing out before I’m done.”
Drake yanked the lever on the door before Vahn had time to respond. Nightmare screams filled the room. A nightmare stuck its bony face in through the crack the second the door opened. It had amber hair like the other girl Drake had saved. Drake rammed his finger into its eye. The monster reared back, screaming. Black, tar-like blood seeped from the wound.
It didn’t heal.
Vahn stared in awe. “Providence, we might have a chance.”
Drake screamed. He grabbed the nightmare by the throat with one hand and took its wrist with the other. He pushed it back into the crowd of nightmares, using his grip on its forearm to maneuver its spiked elbow through the stomach of another nightmare. The impaled nightmare screamed and spasmed as it fell back. It didn’t heal either.
Providence, their own spikes could be used against them. Vahn gripped his saber. Maybe Drake wasn’t the only one who could kill them. Drake had said to close the door and wait, but with this information, Vahn could help. Together, they could win.
Drake closed his fist on the nightmare’s throat. He growled, pressing his fingernails through the nightmare’s flesh. Black ooze leaked out over his hand. He yanked back and the nightmare’s windpipe came free. Black blood splattered around the room, and the other nightmares leaped backwards.
They could have charged in together and killed Drake, but they didn’t do it. The creatures held back. They were afraid. Vahn could see it in their posture. None of them wanted to attack somebody who could kill them.
Drake charged at the nightmare nearest him. He rammed his fist through its skull. The bone crunched under the pressure of the attack like a pumpkin being hit by a sledgehammer. How had Drake been strong enough to do that?
Vahn had no time to dwell on it. A nightmare broke away from Drake and charged through the door. This one had the golden wings, and clothlike skin of a Hostile. ATLAS provided ample warning time. Vahn removed the nightmare’s head with a single swipe of his saber. He needed to take one of its spikes. He lifted his sword again to sever its arm.
An alarm flashed on his screen, but he was too slow to block the second nightmare. It crashed into him like a tidal wave. It cracked its own bones with a sickening crunch as it impacted against his armor. The force sent Vahn reeling back. He dropped his saber and Drake’s revolver.
“Get off!” Vahn hurled the nightmare back. He stood up. The first nightmare — whose head had now grown back —- jumped onto Vahn’s back. It dug its foot claws in between the plates of his armor. It raised its freakishly long arms and pounded on Vahn’s helmet, screaming like an animal the whole time.
Numbing agent sprayed automatically on Vahn’s back. The monster’s claws dug deeper. Pain burned his back despite the drugs. Vahn reached up, grabbing the nightmare by the throat. He borrowed a trick from Drake’s playbook, and squeezed, using the augmented strength of his valor armor to tear the windpipe free. The creature went limp, but was already healing.
The second nightmare charged. Its bones snapped back into place as it ran. Vahn grabbed the arm of the nightmare on his back and tore it free from its socket. It started dissolving into blue dust immediately, but not fast enough to stop Vahn. He rammed the elbow spike through the skull of the oncoming nightmare. Black sludge and bits of brain splattered across the floor. The creature didn’t get up. The spike in its face evaporated.
He’d killed it. Providence, he’d actually killed it. He could win this fight.
The nightmare on his back dug its claws in. Its throat had fully reformed in a matter of seconds. Vahn sprung backwards, slamming the nightmare into the metal wall behind him. He felt its ribs cave in from the force of the attack, but the nightmare kept scratching and clawing at his helmet.
Vahn grabbed it under the armpits and threw it against the opposite wall. Pain tore through him when its claws ripped free. The nightmare stood, screaming. Vahn punched it, caving in its skull. The nightmare jammed its claws in between the armor plates on Vahn’s leg.
Vahn growled in anger. This monster just wouldn’t quit. The numbing agent sprayed, but seemed to do nothing for the pain. The nightmare pulled its claws free, readying another attack. Vahn grabbed it by the wrist and twisted. Bones snapped, and the nightmare screamed. With a final twist, Vahn snapped the forearm free. He jammed the splintered bone through the nightmare’s eye. It fell limp.
A thrill of satisfaction ran up Vahn’s spine. He’d killed two of the unkillable monsters.
Vahn stumbled back, turning toward the door, and readying himself for more nightmares. None came. They were too distracted by Drake.
Or at least, what used to be Drake. His hair had fallen out, and his skin had gone ghostly pale. He was bigger, too. His clothing hung in tatters, torn by his increased body size, and by the boney spikes that sprouted from his elbows, shoulders, and spine. Black ichor from the other slain nightmares covered his face and torso, but bits of mystic lettering could still be seen tattooed on his exposed skin. His eyes had gone black.
Everything clicked into place. The nightmares were people, and Drake was one of them. Providence. This was the power of the third taboo. Had Drake looked like this in Hades Prison? If he had the same powers as the other nightmares, prison guards wouldn’t have stood a chance against him.
Drake screamed and rammed his hand through the chest of the nearest nightmare. Only three remained. Drake tore the head free from the next and hurled it against the wall. The final two charged at him simultaneously. Drake caught them both by their necks and rammed their heads together. The skull of the one on the left collapsed. Drake dropped it and grabbed the jaw of the one remaining nightmare. He tore it free, splattering more black ichor around the room. With a primal scream, Drake brought the jaw down against his enemy’s head. It broke through the skull. The nightmare spasmed for a moment, then dropped.
Drake stood over his fallen foes for a moment, his spiked shoulders heaving.
Vahn stared in disbelief. The reality of the situation slowly washed over him. His little brother had done this. But the thing that stood in front of him wasn’t Drake anymore. He’d changed beyond all recognition. This is what a person became when their soul split?
“Alpha leader, please respond!” the princess’ voice came over comms. “Your vitals are all over the place, and we aren’t reading anything from Drake. What is happening?”
Vahn blinked. His Line Transceiver was working again? Why?
“Alpha leader, please respond,” the princess repeated. “What is your status?”
“He killed them,” Vahn said in disbelief. “Drake killed the nightmares.”
“Alpha leader, please repeat your latest.”
Vahn had no time to respond. Drake turned toward him. His black eyes were narrowed in rage.
Oh, Providence. Vahn had dropped the revolver. Where was it? Vahn spun around, tasking ATLAS to search for the gun. ATLAS located it under the smashed remains of a metal bench behind Vahn.
Drake screamed and charged. Vahn snatched up the revolver and turned to throw it. Too late. Drake’s clawed hand broke through the armor covering Vahn’s stomach.
Vahn gasped in shock. Painkillers flooded his system and coagulant sprayed out. It was worthless. Vahn’s screen flashed critical warnings. He was bleeding internally.
Drake lifted Vahn, snarling.
There was no coming back from this. A strange calm washed over Vahn. At least he’d resolved his baggage with Drake. He could die in peace.
Vahn pushed the revolver up against Drake’s chest. “You won,” he said. “I don’t know if you can understand me right now, but just know that you don’t need forgiveness for this. You did the right thing.”
The blackness faded from Drake’s eyes, and the angry expression turned to one of utter horror. “Vahn, no. Why didn’t you throw it?”
Chapter 45: Olivia
“Alpha leader, please respond!” Olivia said. Captain Ashbell’s vitals had gone critical. All other squad members were confirmed dead or weren’t broadcasting.
Olivia bit her lip impatiently. Her heart rate had spiked. Had she heard Captain Ashbell’s last report correctly? Drake killed the nightmares? That couldn’t be possible. Drake had stopped broadcasting a long time ago.
Olivia felt a pit in her stomach. In all likelihood, Drake was dead, and Captain Ashbell was about to join him. How long should she wait before declaring the mission a failure?
“Olivia, are you there?” Drake’s voice cracked over comms, though the transmission said it was from Captain Ashbell’s Line Transceiver.
Olivia’s heart fluttered with surprise. “Drake? What’s going on? Give me a status update.”
“We’re coming up,” Drake said. “Vahn is dying. I’m connecting the balloons now.”
“We’ll have a doctor waiting,” Olivia said.
“No time for human medicine. Get Al.”
“He’ll be there too.” Olivia motioned to the soldier nearest to her. “Pick up for two soldiers, one in critical condition. Find Al, the Canine Hominus, and have him meet us in the landing bay.”
Olivia stood and turned to her father. “They’re alive,” she said. “I’ll go meet them.”
He nodded, though his face was grim. Drake had said nothing about the book. If he didn’t find it... Olivia’s heart sank.
Olivia nodded back to her father and left for the landing bay.
She kept up on notifications as she ran, though Drake didn’t bother reporting anything. Would it be too much to ask for him to check in a little more frequently? The med team was already there when she arrived. Al got there shortly after Olivia did.
“How bad is it?” Al asked.
Olivia looked at Captain Ashbell’s barely existent vital signs on her screen. “It’s definitely not good. Internal bleeding by the looks of it.”
Al nodded.
The two sat in silence. Olivia was grateful Al didn’t ask for any details about the mission. The manner of Drake’s return — and the fact that only two Valor soldiers were returning — was more than enough to tell how things had gone. Still, she preferred not to describe the things she’d seen on her video feed for this mission.
“Stingray inbound.” The voice over comms came so suddenly, Olivia almost jumped. Barely keeping her composure, she motioned to the med team to get ready.
The stingray touched down and the med team ran in. Moments later, they pulled Captain Ashbell out on a stretcher. Olivia felt bile rise in her stomach. Blood oozed from his armor.
“We’re taking him to the med bay.” The medics hoisted the stretcher into the air.
“I’m coming too. I can stop the bleeding without surgery.” Al stepped up. He reached his hand over Captain Ashbell’s abdomen.
“What is he doing?” one of the medics asked.
“Just let him do it,” Olivia said. “That’s an order. I’ve seen his Vhy’ Rai work. It’s even faster than an auto-doctor.” Of course, she’d only seen him heal Drake’s burns, nothing as severe as this. Still, Drake trusted him, so she would too. Hopefully, the captain would make it through this.
A light shone from Al’s extended hand, and moved to Captain Ashbell. The medics lifted the stretcher and started moving out of the hangar. Al ran alongside them, keeping his hand above the captain’s wounds.
It was out of her hands now. Olivia turned to the stingray. Where was Drake? ATLAS answered the question for her. He was seated inside the small craft, and according to his read out, he was crying. Olivia took a calming breath. Her own heart felt like it was filled with concrete, but as bad as this was for her, it must have been worse for Drake. The least she could do was be here for him now.
She moved around to the side door and climbed in. Drake sat on a bench in his full Valor armor, staring forward. Olivia sat next to him.
With a few quick flicks of her eyes, she connected ATLAS to the med bay feed. She pulled up Captain Ashbell’s vital readings. Things were looking promising already. Whatever Al was doing, it was working. The captain’s condition was still tenuous, but his odds of survival had increased drastically. At least there was one piece of good news. Just one.
Olivia looked over at Drake. He didn’t acknowledge her. What was the right thing to do here? Did he need space, or did he need a sympathetic friend? Olivia sighed. She’d already decided. No matter what Drake needed right now, she needed to talk to a friend. She couldn’t be alone with her thoughts right now.
“Captain Ashbell is stabilizing.” Olivia flicked her eyes toward Drake. ATLAS copied the report over to his display. “You saved him by getting him here fast enough.”
Drake lifted his head. “It’s my fault he’s hurt in the first place.” Drake’s voice was heavy, laced with pain. It was the same as the way he’d been after killing the Mystics in the desert. She’d been able to help him then, but she’d also had hope for herself. There was nothing but misery in front of her now. She shoved the feelings down. Right now, Drake needed help, and she was going to provide it.
“You don’t have to carry the weight of everything by yourself. Captain Ashbell chose to go down there. Plus, you and all the other soldiers went down there trying to help me. I carry more blame for this than you do.”
The latches on Drake’s helmet hissed, and he pulled it free. His eyes were red and puffy. “No. This one is on me. You did things right. I screwed up.”
Olivia released the latches and pulled her helmet free, as well. “Nobody gets everything perfect every time. It’s not your responsibility to save everyone. If you really need to blame someone for this, blame the nightmare that got him.”
Drake dropped his head. His shoulders shook as he cried.
Olivia stared at him, perplexed. What had she said wrong?
“It was me,” Drake said after a long bout of gasping sobs. “I’m the nightmare that got him.”
Olivia stared blankly at him. It took several seconds for his words to connect. He’d transformed into a nightmare while they were down there? After their conversation about his taboo, she’d known he was capable of that, but it had felt so abstract.
“How did you... Why did you?” Olivia said after far too long of a pause.
Drake’s sobbing slowed, but didn’t stop. “We decided to test if the little I remembered from The Book of Abiriam was true. It was. A taboo user can be killed by someone who’s committed the same taboo.”
Olivia held her breath. Her mind was reeling. Taboo users could be killed. That offered some hope, didn’t it? But... they still didn’t know how to commit the second taboo. Drake’s confirmation meant nothing without the book to teach them what they needed to know. She breathed out again. Now was the time to focus on the things she had some control over. She could see where Drake was going with this story.
Olivia nodded slowly. “After you killed the nightmares, you couldn’t stop, could you?”
Drake’s sobs intensified. “You don’t know what it’s like. When I become one of them, I’m still myself, but I’m the worst version possible. I get so angry that I can’t think straight. All I can think about is hurting others. It feels like nothing else can fill the hole inside me. I can’t hold the rage back, no matter how hard I try. I can’t stop myself from killing, but somehow it still feels like I’m choosing to do it. It feels like...” Drake exhaled sharply. “It feels like the nightmare is who I really am.”
Olivia looked Drake up and down. He was right. She could never know exactly what that was like. Still, she understood it well enough to sympathize. “It sounds like hell.”
“It is.” Drake sniffed in.
Olivia met his eyes. “But this time, you went through hell on purpose. You thought there was a chance to save your brother, and you took it. You knew how it would feel, and you did it anyway. A person who does that is a hero. I won’t pretend to know everything about souls, and how it feels to be missing a part of one, but I know you, Drake. You’re not a monster. I can say that for sure.”
Drake sighed. “But the nightmare is still a part of me.”
Olivia shrugged. “Yeah, one part. And I guess in the moments when you become one, it’s the only part you can feel. But when you’re whole, all those other parts of you come together with that one, and make up who you really are. And the whole version of you is a person I’m proud to call a friend.”
Drake pinched his eyes closed. “Shit, princess, you’re going to make me cry again. This is getting really embarrassing.”
Olivia puffed air through her nose in a sort of half laugh. She couldn’t bring herself to fully enjoy Drake’s comment with the impending future looming in her mind. She flexed her hand and moved each finger in an alternating pattern, signaling ATLAS to project her display in front of her.
She looked over Captain Ashbell’s medical readouts. “They stopped the bleeding and gave him a blood transfusion. He’s going to make it. You really did save him.”
Drake nodded somberly. “Thank you. You know, if you ever get bored with being a soldier, princess, and CEO, you’d make a hell of a therapist.”
Olivia gave a half-hearted smile. “Maybe I’ll get certified. Then you’ll have to pay me for these conversations.”
Drake snorted. “You’ll give me a discount, though, right?”
Olivia stared at the ground. She was losing steam. Now that Drake was getting back to his regular self, she couldn’t keep up pretenses. “I won’t be a therapist or anything else by this time tomorrow. We didn’t get the book, and we’re due to meet 169 in twelve hours. Dad’s going to surrender, and I’m going to be Dathan’s fourteenth wife.”
Drake’s expression soured. “There’s got to be something we can do to stop that from happening.”
Olivia shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly ask you for more. Just... Providence, just stick around and be my friend until this is over, okay?”
“You don’t have to ask for that.” Drake placed his hand on hers. She couldn’t feel it through her armor, but it was still comforting. “So, what do we do for the next twelve hours?”
Olivia shrugged. “You know Dathan better than me. Think you can come up with a list of things I can do to piss him off once I’m stuck in his harem?”
Drake chuckled. “Now that is a worthy use of our time. I’m not sure though. I’ve dedicated the last few years of my life to pissing Dathan off, but that’s mostly just been through finding out what stuff he wants and stealing it before he can get his hands on it.”
Olivia raised an eyebrow. “So that was the motive for all the piracy? To make your uncle mad?”
Drake scoffed. “I mean, sometimes I took things because I wanted them, or just to see if I could do it, but most of the stuff I stole, yeah. Is that not a good enough reason?”
Olivia leaned back, resting her head against the wall. “It’s the best reason. What’s the last thing you stole to spite him?”
“A shit ton of illegal drugs. There was a whole vault full of the stuff.”
Olivia balked. “Funny, Dathan didn’t strike me as a junkie.”
“He’s not. I was confused about it at first, too.” Drake paused and furrowed his brow. “Turns out he wanted to use it to pay 169.”
Olivia sat up. “The vial that Dathan gave him when we were in the castle?”
Drake nodded. “That one was a sample that Al gave to a potential buyer after we stole it. I saw the Vagabond’s Lullaby mark on it. We figured Dathan would be trying to buy some up after we stole it out from under him, so Al was careful about who he gave samples to in case they were selling back to Dathan.”
Olivia’s heart beat faster. She’d been so distracted by everything else, she hadn’t pieced all of this together until now. Did it mean anything, though?
She rubbed her chin. “But then you gave the rest of it to Titus for his help in rescuing me. It was euphodine, wasn’t it?”
“Yeah, good memory.”
Olivia strained to remember her health and medicine lessons. She’d reviewed the most addictive drugs and how they worked. Euphodine had stood out for its uniquely addictive mechanism. It was the only controlled substance that was impossible to quit. That had to be relevant.
Olivia bit her lip. “Don’t let me get my hopes up if this is nothing, but euphodine stimulates neuron growth. It can induce a feeling of euphoria in a normal person, or it can cure degenerative illnesses. The problem with it is that it fundamentally changes the cells in the brain. They require the euphodine to work once they’ve been exposed. If they don’t get it for too long, their lysosomes burst, and the user dies. Once you use it, you can never stop.”
Drake narrowed his eyes. “What’s your point?”
Olivia leaned closer to Drake. “You proved that a taboo user can kill another. You thought that might be possible because you remembered that they’re able to kill themselves, right? As long as it was a part of their own body doing the killing.”
“Yeah,” Drake said slowly.
“So if he’s still addicted to euphodine after committing his taboo, and he doesn’t get it, his brain cells will destroy themselves. Wouldn’t that count as his body killing itself?”
Drake pursed his lips. “That’s a big if. We don’t know if the healing factor of the taboo fixed his addiction or not. And even if we knew that for sure, how long would that take? How many worlds could he destroy before he died?”
“But what if our goal doesn’t have to be to kill him?” Olivia asked.
Drake shot her a confused look. “Now you’ve lost me.”
“We don’t need him to die,” Olivia said. “All we need is for him to stop fighting us. He’s not a zealot, he’s an addict. If we can convince him it’s better to get his fix from us, there’s no reason for him to stay loyal to Dathan. We know Titus has the euphodine. I’m sure he’d be happy to sell it to me.”
Drake shook his head. “That’s only useful if we know he’s still addicted, and we can’t know that in the next twelve hours.”
Olivia tapped her foot on the ground in anticipation. “It doesn’t matter if he’s really addicted or not. All we have to do is give him a reason to think that it might be true. You said Dathan was trying to steal an entire vault full of euphodine, right?
Drake nodded.
Olivia continued. “There’s no way he’d want that much if he thought the taboo would cure 169 of his addiction. Plus, do you really think Dathan would give 169 the power to destroy a planet if he didn’t have a way to control him? It makes sense.”
Drake puffed out his cheeks and exhaled slowly.
“I guess we’d better go run this past your dad. We don’t have long to get a plan together.”
Olivia nodded. Her heart felt lighter. It was a long shot, but there was still a chance to turn this around.
Chapter 46: Drake
The rhythmic beeping of the auto-doctor pinged in Drake’s ears. He leaned over the bed and looked down at Angela’s still body. She showed no sign of waking. Drake sighed and sat down.
He buried his face in his hands. What if she didn’t forgive him when she woke up? He wished he could know what she thought about everything she’d seen. Would she still want him around? How could he ever make up for all the damage he’d caused her?
Drake looked up at the clock. There wasn’t much time left.
After his talk with Olivia, they’d had to endure several hours of deliberation. They’d listened to presentations from the king’s generals on ways to handle the meeting with 169. Most were inane demonstrations of how little the generals understood about 169’s taboo. Some showed promise, but there was no way to prove if they’d work. In the end, the king had approved Olivia’s plan to attempt negotiating prior to surrender.
Unfortunately, he requested that Drake be the one to do the talking in those negotiations. He feared that 169’s luck manipulation could sour the negotiations if he or Olivia went themselves. A valid concern. Even so, Drake didn’t like the idea. He wasn’t built to carry the fate of an empire. There was a time he thought he was born for it, but Dathan had stripped that away from him long ago. Now he was a pirate, not a prince.
He’d accepted Ryker’s request, despite his reservations. Ryker was hard to turn down, and Olivia even more so. He couldn’t abandon them. Not if there was even the slightest hope that this could work.
They’d be coming to collect him soon. Knune, he’d love to talk things out with Angela before then. He looked up at her face. She seemed peaceful. No tortured dreams, at least none that showed on her face. That had to be a good sign.
Something caught Drake’s eye. He looked up at Angela’s bedside table. The letter was still there, the one she’d written for him. Knune’s fire. He’d forgotten about that. He leaned over and picked it up. She’d written this after learning about his taboo. She’d wanted him to read it, but would she still want that after what she’d seen in his memories? After she’d felt what he’d done for herself?
Drake looked at Angela’s placid face. He had to read it.
He unfolded the letter and read.
Drake,
I’m not really sure how to start this. I know writing you a letter is weird as hell, but I feel like I have so much I need to say. I need to get it out somehow. A lot of this will be a bunch of emotional shit, but let’s face it, you and I have a lot of emotional shit to work out. So just take this seriously, and read it to the end, okay?
Drake glanced over at Angela. “Alright, I’m reading it.” He looked back down at the letter.
When I met you, I was in a bad place. Not just with the actual slavery thing, but with how I was handling it. I hated all Mystics because of what happened to me. So the moment I found out you were one too, all I could do was hate you. I know I acted like an asshole. It’s stupid, but I really felt like I was right. A lot of things have happened since then. You’re still annoying as hell, but I think you know I don’t hate you anymore. That’s because I got to know you.
You said to me, or I guess you quoted Al, but you said it’s impossible to hate someone once you understand them. It seems so simple that it’s stupid, but I think that’s really true. I think the key to forgiveness is understanding. I feel like I’m really starting to understand you. But why can I do that for you, but I can’t seem to figure out how to apply it to myself?
Drake bit his lip. He could tell where this was going, and he related to it all too well.
When we were in the desert and I killed that Mystic soldier, I was so angry. I couldn’t stop myself. I just kept stabbing him. I didn’t have to. He was already dead. I just wanted to hurt him. What kind of person does that? A pretty shitty one, I guess. I don’t want to be a shitty person, but I obviously am. At least I was that day.
I know you’ve had times like that, too. When you told us about your taboo, IT just made sense. I understood immediately why you’d done it. I’d have done it too if it meant getting away from the nightmares.
I know people have died because of your taboo. I saw what happened in the Mystic camp, and I know that wasn’t your first time doing something like that. Does it feel for you how it did for me? The uncontrollable rush, and then suddenly feeling like complete shit? I guess it doesn’t matter. No matter how you feel when it happens, I can’t hate you for it because I understand why you did it. It’s so easy for me to separate the terrible action, and still see the good in the person who did it.
Why can’t I do that for myself? I get the feeling that you can’t either.
Drake shook his head, looking down at the floor. She was right, of course. But how could he forgive himself for the things he’d done? Committing a taboo was, by definition, unforgivable. That was written in scripture. And the killing he’d done was on a whole other level from what Angela did in the desert. Angela might find forgiveness, but Drake never would.
He continued reading.
I asked Al recently why bad things happen to you when you’re supposed to be lucky. He told me it’s because you don’t know what you want. He says you want to live happily, but you also want to be punished. The only reason I can think you would feel that way is if you hated yourself for what you’ve done. I know I hate myself.
I’ve been thinking a lot about that recently, and I realized something. It might be total shit, but it made sense to me. Do you think we hate ourselves because we don’t understand ourselves? It seems stupid. I mean, we should understand ourselves better than anyone else, right? But I think all the baggage we carry around stops us from seeing ourselves for who we are. It stops us from understanding.
Drake felt tears welling up in his eyes. He shoved them down, but couldn’t remove the emotion behind them.
I don’t know how we get past that, but I think being understood by someone else is a good start. So I want you to know, Drake, that I’m starting to understand why you’ve done the things in your life that you’ve done. If I was in your situation trapped alone on Rabbit’s Foot, I would’ve done any taboo to get away. Anybody would have. If you can still see me as a good person knowing that I would have made the same choice as you, then try to extend that to yourself. You’re a good person, and you don’t deserve to suffer.
I hope we get the chance to talk more about this later. I’ll be sticking around for a while, so let’s work on this together. I want to be better than the shit we’ve done. Let’s find forgiveness on our own terms.
-          Angela
Drake looked at Angela and let the tears come. “On our own terms, huh? When the hell did you get so insightful?”
The door slid open behind Drake. He jumped, then turned to find Olivia standing in the doorway. “Damnit, princess, don’t you knock?” Drake wiped at his eyes.
Olivia kept her expression solemn. “It’s time for you to go down.”
Drake bit his lip and sat the letter back on Angela’s bedside table. There was no excuse not to go. “I’ll follow you,” he said.
Olivia nodded and turned. Drake followed her silently through the empty corridors of the ship. Most of the soldiers who had wandered the halls before were manning the bridge, or had died on Rabbit’s Foot. Drake’s stomach churned. What would happen to the few left if this negotiation tactic failed? What would happen to Angela?
After a few minutes of walking, they arrived at the hangar. The doors slid open. Ryker stood inside with a small retinue of soldiers. His worn face was set like stone. “Are you ready for this?”
Drake shrugged. “Does it matter if I am? We’re out of time, and it’s not like anyone else can do it.”
Ryker sighed and motioned to an empty suit of open Valor armor — the one Drake had worn on Rabbit’s Foot. Someone had taken the time to clean and service it since then. “Put this on. I’ll speak to you through the comm link. Remember, you’re just my mouthpiece for this. I’ll direct the negotiation. You don’t have to do anything but repeat my words.”
Drake stepped up to the armor. He hated the idea of putting it on again. It was for a soldier, not whatever Drake was at this point. “This’ll get in the way if we decide to take the nuclear option. If he doesn’t go for the negotiation, we still might want to consider it.”
One of Ryker’s generals had suggested that Drake may be able to kill 169 if he did so with his own body as he’d done against the nightmares. At first, Drake had thought him a fool, but he’d laid out a plausible case. He’d argued that since 169 had used Drake’s blood for his taboo, and Drake had successfully redirected a portion of the taboo’s power into Titan, it may count as Drake having done the taboo as well. The idea had merit, but Ryker wouldn’t hear it.
Ryker shook his head. “That’s a point in favor of making you wear the armor. I’ve already given my opinion on that particular plan. It’s not likely to work, and it could result in him destroying another planet as revenge. We do not gamble with the lives of my citizens. You are going to negotiate, and nothing else.”
Drake blew out a slow breath, then nodded and stepped into the armor. It hissed closed around him and the ATLAS display sprang to life in front of his eyes. “Well, I guess I’m off then.”
Drake waved goodbye to Olivia and followed another soldier to the Stingray that would take him down to the meeting point.
****
Drake paced across the dusty ground. Walking here felt strange. The empty moon Ryker had selected for the meeting point had only eighty percent standard gravity, but Drake’s Valor armor helped him compensate. The moon made sense as the location. It had a breathable atmosphere, but it was in an uninhabited solar system between Human and Mystic space. Nobody would die if negotiations went poorly. Nobody besides Drake, at least.
Olivia’s voice came through the comms system in Drake’s helmet. “Drake, be advised. 169 is inbound.”
“Thanks.” Drake glanced up at a nearby pole with a camera mounted on top. Ryker had sent men down before to prepare a complete surveillance set-up. The meeting area was now staged like a television set, with cameras and microphones strung up all around. Drake held back the urge to salute the camera with his middle finger. If it was anyone but the princess on the other side, he’d have done it.
“169 has entered the atmosphere,” Olivia said. “He’s using a drop ship. No sign of the carrier ship. No way to track him if he teleports away.”
“He won’t need to teleport,” Drake said. “I won’t fight him, remember?”
“That’s much appreciated.” This time it was Ryker’s voice coming over comms. “Remember, say nothing unless I say it to you first. This is a negotiation between me and 169. Your only job is to relay my words.”
“Yeah, I got that the first nine thousand times you said it in the mission briefing.” Drake clenched his hand on his revolver. As part of the negotiation with 169, it was agreed that both parties would come to this negotiation fully armed. That was odd, of course, but 169 was well aware what would happen to Drake if he came without the revolver, so he’d allowed it. It wasn’t as if the now immortal 169 had any reason to fear weapons, anyway.
A black dot in the sky steadily grew bigger. ATLAS identified it as a drop ship before it was anything but a speck in the sky, but it took a few more minutes for Drake’s eyes to be able to make out the shape. Its thrusters roared and blew dust everywhere as it touched down thirty feet from Drake.
Drake tapped his foot nervously. The ramp folded down, and 169 stepped out. He had a short sword, and his red pistol hung from his hip. He wore no armor and walked awkwardly in the low gravity as a result. Though he masked it well, Drake could still see the way he lifted his feet a bit too high, and had to push them down a little harder with each step.
“You’re wearing their armor now?” 169 sneered as he descended the ramp. “I’m disappointed, Drake.”
“Inform him that he’ll be speaking to me through you,” Ryker said over comms.
Drake bit back his retort and did as he was told. There were too many lives on the line to do otherwise. “I’m just here to speak for Ryker.”
169 looked around at the various cameras and waved. “I can’t say I approve of your choice of spokesperson, but I suppose it can’t be helped. You said in your call that you had information for me that might make me rethink my terms for your surrender. I’m ready to hear it.”
“Repeat this exactly,” Ryker said. Ryker launched into an explanation of taboos and euphodine.
Drake repeated his words. “Through our research into the taboos, we’ve discovered a chink in your immortality. Taboo users are able to kill themselves using their own bodies. As an Anti-Luck, your body is designed to destroy itself unless you have access to euphodine. We know you’ve been receiving euphodine from Dathan. We also know that his supply is nearly exhausted.”
169 smirked. “That’s your big revelation? Everything you’ve gone through since I destroyed New Earth led you to something as basic as trying to bribe me? You must truly be desperate.”
Drake clenched his fists, but kept his thoughts to himself. He listened to Ryker’s response and repeated the words. “The symptoms of euphodine withdrawal include headaches, blurred vision, dizziness, and muscle soreness, among other things. Are you experiencing any of those symptoms, 169? Does it seem like the way an immortal being should feel? We have enough euphodine for you to live comfortably for thousands of years. Give us your weapon, and it’s all yours, along with all the money you’ll ever need. You can leave all the violence behind you.”
169 narrowed his red eyes. “I have a question for you, Drake.”
Drake hesitated.
“You can answer him,” Ryker said.
“What is it?” Drake asked.
“How much money did they have to give you to get you to betray your people? To turn against the Mystics and join the empire who slaughtered the Fortunatus race?”
Drake tensed up his shoulders, fighting back the anger. What right did 169 have to judge when he had so much blood on his hands?
“When you destroyed New Earth, Ryker had the option to respond to the Mystics in kind. Meteors, nukes, and a whole shitload of other planet enders they have in their arsenal, but he chose to negotiate. He’s not the king who killed my people. That would be your boss, Dathan. The humans aren’t perfect, but Dathan is worse.”
169 laughed. It was a mirthless, petty sound. “That’s all you’ve got to say about it? Someone else is worse, so all their sins are forgiven? Dathan didn’t create the army of Anti-Lucks that invaded Rabbit’s Foot. Humans did that. The only reason we’re having this conversation is because they had the hubris to create a new race of living, thinking, people. But instead of giving them rights and freedom, they built them with a drug addiction as a feeble exercise in control. Even now, they’re seeking to control me with an addiction I never chose to have.”
Drake clenched and unclenched his fist. This was not going well at all. “Whatever vengeance you think you deserve for that, you’ve achieved it a million times over by destroying two of their planets. You’ve already killed more people in a few days than they killed in the whole rest of the war combined. Any claim you had on revenge ran out a few billion people ago.”
169 shook his head. “It’s not about numbers. It’s about power. The royal family who approved the creation of my race, and the destruction of yours, is still in charge. But they don’t have power over me any longer.” 169 looked toward the nearest camera. “I don’t care about your euphodine. I have enough power to destroy any planet I want. You don’t think the Vidrians could figure out how to produce euphodine for me within a week if I threatened them? Dathan promised that I’ll get to oversee the former Human Empire. There will be a culling of your sympathizers, but the rest will receive fair treatment. This is the best deal you’ll get. I suggest you take it.”
Drake felt his heart beat in his throat. Had he failed so quickly? 169 hadn’t even considered the offer. Would Ryker be able to make him rethink it?
“Tell him my family will step down from power peacefully,” Ryker’s voice cracked over comms. “We’ll hold elections and allow him to oversee the entire process. We don’t need to submit to Mystic rule for him to get what he wants.”
Drake sighed. As always, Ryker was completely reasonable in an unreasonable world. Drake doubted it would work, but he said the words anyway. “Ryker says he’ll step down. You’ll be able to determine how new leadership is chosen. Just don’t subject them to Mystic rule. You know how badly the humans would be treated in that situation. If who has power is really your concern, then this solution should work for you.”
169 shook his head. “There are more powerful people than fools like Ryker or Dathan. I’ve already made my deal, and forcing a total surrender is part of it. You chose the wrong side, Drake.”
Drake clenched his teeth. It took everything inside him to stop himself from drawing his revolver and unloading into 169. What the hell kind of powerful people was he talking about? Or was he just being stubborn?
“It’s really a shame you got caught up in all of this.” 169 locked his red eyes on Drake. “Some small part of me actually feels bad for you in all this. I needed your blood for the taboo bullet, but that could have been the end of your involvement. You should’ve just given it to me the first time I asked. You could have bowed out on your own terms instead of being their puppet.”
Drake’s cheeks flushed red with anger. On his own terms? Angela had said it that way, too. But hers had been a hopeful message. This was a damn taunt. The last thing he needed right now was a reminder that his blood was in 169’s planet killing weapon. His blood — A sudden clarity washed over Drake. Ryker had commanded him not to take the nuclear option because he didn’t think it would work, but there was an aspect to that plan that they’d overlooked until this moment. He could kill 169. He could end this on his own terms.
Drake snapped up his revolver and launched an icicle through 169’s chest. 169 barely had time to gasp in surprise before Drake sent another one through his right eye. His blood evaporated into blue dust when it hit the ground. His wounds started healing immediately. Drake kept firing. He impaled the Anti-Luck over and over again. It felt good.
“Drake! Stop it now! We’re not engaging! Somebody lock his armor!” Ryker yelled.
“Too late now.” Drake fired again and commanded his armor to open. The back hissed and clicked open. He jumped out, retrieving his revolver, and yanking the Valor saber free from the armor.
“I’m begging you to stop!” Ryker’s voice broadcast out of the abandoned armor. “We can still salvage this!”
Drake unloaded another barrage of icicles into 169’s healing body. He charged forward, stumbling a little in the lower gravity, and went to work with the valor saber. First, he removed 169’s head with a single swipe, then each arm. It didn’t matter that they would heal. 169 felt the pain, and Drake wanted him to feel as much of it as possible.
He continued slashing at 169’s healing torso until the severed arm had dissolved completely. Drake snatched up 169’s hemoignisium pistol.
The taboo bullet would be inside. He tried to pry open the chamber. No luck, it had a fingerprint scanner.
Drake slashed off 169’s healing head, and then his right hand. He snatched up the hand and pressed the finger to the plate. It dissolved in his hand, but not before the chamber popped open, revealing six red bullets scrawled with Mystic lettering. One of these had the power of the second taboo locked inside, but which was it? He’d just have to take them all. Drake dumped all six of them into his hand and threw the pistol to the side.
“Drake, watch out!” Ryker’s voice boomed from the abandoned armor.
“Knune’s fire!” Drake jumped back just in time to avoid a swipe from 169’s sword. He’d taken too long getting the bullets out. 169 still had holes healing over, but his head had grown back, and his left arm was functional enough to draw his sword.
“Nice try.” 169 stepped up into an offensive stance, blue dust swirling in the air around him as his body reformed. “But that was your only chance. I’m not letting you leave with those.”
Drake opened fire again. 169 danced around the oncoming barrage of icicles. Damn it. This asshole didn’t need to have a fair fight with anyone in the entire galaxy besides Drake. Why did he have to be so skilled?
169 lunged forward. Shit. Drake sidestepped the attack, barely. 169 wouldn’t give Drake time to read what was on these bullets. Identifying which one held the taboo would be impossible as long as 169 was mobile. Drake pocketed the bullets and took another shot. 169 avoided it.
169 was too fast. He wouldn’t hit him with a ranged weapon in a close quarters fight. Drake holstered his revolver and hopped back in time to avoid another swipe from 169. He drew out his saber just in time to parry and launch his own counterattack — albeit a sloppy one. If Al was watching from the bridge, he was probably shaking his head at Drake’s poor form.
169 took full advantage. In a flash of movement, he slid his sword past Drake’s and rammed it through Drake’s stomach. Overwhelming pain threatened to overload Drake’s brain. Warm blood dribbled down his abdomen. Damnit. He’d been careless at the worst moment.
169 sneered. “It’s a pity. You survived the horrors of Rabbit’s Foot, but did nothing of note with your life. And now you die. Such a waste.”
Drake tried to respond, but succeeded only in allowing blood to dribble out of his mouth.
169 twisted his blade inside of Drake. New excruciating waves of pain launched through him.
“No pithy remarks?” 169 smirked with twisted pleasure. “You can’t even choke out some decent last words?”
Drake met 169’s red eyes, then swung his saber. The Anti-Luck’s head came clean off. His body fell limp. Drake stumbled away, trying to put some distance between them before 169’s head could reform. There was still time. He could still make this happen.
Choking on blood, Drake unholstered his revolver and opened the chamber. His bullets spilled out onto the ground. They seemed to fall in slow motion in the low gravity. He hated to just drop them like this, but there was no time for anything else.
He pulled 169’s bullets from his pocket and chambered each one. There was no time to try reading them. 169 was already charging toward him by the time he closed the chamber. Drake raised the revolver. His vision was getting dark around the edges. Knune’s fire. How much blood had he lost already?
Drake pulled the trigger. Nothing. He turned the chamber and tried again. Nothing. He managed four more tries before 169 arrived. He’d run out of time.
“Did you actually think that would work?” 169 asked. Despite the pain he felt, a small part of Drake reveled in the look of frustration on 169’s pale face.
This wasn’t over. He wouldn’t be ashamed anymore. He’d fight this battle on his own terms.
Drake raised his revolver and hurled it toward 169. He felt its absence the second it left his hand.
169 sidestepped without a second thought, keeping his red-eyes fixed on Drake. “Just how stupid are you?”
Drake stood. “I’ve done a lot of stupid things, Sixty-niner, but that wasn’t one of them.” With an agonizing grunt, he yanked 169’s sword free from his stomach. The blood staining the blade evaporated into blue dust.
169’s red eyes widened in shocked realization. “Damn it.” He turned to run, but was too slow. Drake leaped forward, slamming his full weight into 169’s back. He came down hard onto the rocky ground, with Drake on top of him. Drake didn’t try to hold back his rage. Not this time.
Drake slammed his fists down. He already felt stronger with the pulsing anger turning to fire in his veins. Drake grinned in sick satisfaction as he heard 169’s ribs crack from the blow. He continued his assault, bringing his hands down with incredible force against 169’s back.
169’s screams only drove him to hit harder. The searing pain of Drake’s transforming body turned to a twisted pleasure as he dug his now clawed hands through his victim’s flesh. Every moment was a rage fueled ecstasy. He was so enthralled by his anger that he was actually glad when he saw the chunks of flesh he tore free dissolving into blue dust. Ryker’s general was wrong. Drake couldn’t kill 169 with his bare hands, but that meant he could keep on tearing him to pieces for as long as he wanted. This pleasure never had to end.
Drake roared with glee, ripping 169’s arm free from its socket. He took a bite of it before hurling it away. A thrill ran up and down his spine. He’d completely dominated his foe. He jammed his claws into 169’s freshly healed back and tore a rib free. This elicited another pained gurgle from 169. Drake opened his lipless mouth into the closest imitation of a smile his contorting body could manage. He realized with sick glee that he didn’t just feel like he was on fire, he actually was on fire. His arms were engulfed in blue flames. His body was taking on the appearance of 169’s worst fear. He wasn’t sure what he was becoming, but it felt powerful. He loved it.
Drake kept his attacks savage, but precise. With each blow, he left 169’s head and spinal cord intact. As long as those functioned, 169 would feel everything Drake did to him.
Drake quickly lost track of time. He continued tearing pieces of 169 free and reveling in the carnage until the rush finally faded. In its place, a familiar, empty longing set in. The feeling widened in his chest like a sinkhole until it consumed him entirely. A part of him was missing, and he longed for its return.
With one last primal scream, Drake tore 169’s head free from his torso and hurled it away. Then he stood and dashed toward his revolver. He snatched it up from the rocky ground the moment he reached it. The rage that clouded his mind vanished in a disorienting rush. Waves of conflicting emotions flew in to replace it. Relief, satisfaction, revulsion, pride. There was no time to process them all.
Drake turned around. 169 was back on his feet. His clothing had been reduced to pathetic shreds, and there was an edge of fear in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Immortal or not, there was no way we wanted to experience what Drake had just done to him for a second time.
“It was a valiant effort,” 169 said. “But ultimately pointless. You can’t kill me, and I won’t let you escape. No matter how much you torture me, at some point I’m going to get my bullets back. When that happens, I’ll kill you, and accept the surrender directly from the king. Why don’t we save ourselves some time, and possibly your life? Give me back my bullets, surrender, and I’ll let you live. That is the one and only way that you’ll leave here alive.”
Drake squeezed his revolver. The gun felt warm in his hand, which no longer had blue flames or nightmare claws. He was himself again. His true self. This decision was completely his. Drake raised the revolver and took aim at 169. “You overlooked my favorite option. I kill you first.”
169 laughed and shook his head. “That’s your plan? Use my own taboo against me? Too bad hemoignisium only works for its contractor. You can’t fire it.”
“But its contractor is whoever gave it blood. You used mine.” Drake pulled back the hammer with his thumb. “I stole six bullets, and I already tried five. None of them worked, so this should be my lucky one.”
169 widened his eyes in horror.
Drake pulled the trigger.
For just a second, Drake felt like he’d become a nightmare again. The ink on his tattoo burned. A tiny ball of red light burst from the barrel and flew toward 169. He dove to the side, and it whizzed past him.
He stood up and locked eyes on Drake. “We can negotiate something.”
Drake shook his head. “What I just shot hit the ground behind you. The taboo is already setting to work against this moon, and everything on it.”
The ground was already shaking. 169 reached down for where his own caster used to hang from his belt.
“It’s on the ground behind me.” Drake kept his revolver trained on 169. “Not that it would do you any good if you had it. I’ve got your teleportation bullet loaded right here in my revolver. Feel free to take it from me. I’d be more than happy to spend our last moments tearing you apart again.”
“I can help you.” 169 raised his hands disarmingly. “You don’t know what you’re up against. This goes beyond the squabbles between the humans and mystics. Killing me won’t end this.”
Drake hesitated. Was 169 bluffing? He’d mentioned other, more powerful players before, but that could’ve been a lie as well. He was desperate, He’d say anything to escape. Still, he was willing to negotiate. This could work, just not here. This moon was out of time.
The ground shook and cracked a few yards from Drake. Red light radiated from the cracks like an aurora. It was hot. Unbearably hot.
He met 169’s pleading eyes and gripped his revolver a little tighter. He would have to execute this perfectly.
****
Olivia stared at the main screen. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing.
Drake had gone rogue, and to everybody’s shock, it had actually worked. Red fissures spread across the ground on the moon while Drake stood his ground against 169. Drake had won. 169’s threat was over.
Olivia felt hollow at the prospect. There was no way Drake would survive this.
A fissure engulfed the final ground camera. Olivia’s screen switched to a view of the moon from space. Great red cracks crawled across the surface like spiderwebs. It was just like New Earth.
Olivia bit her lip. Was this really how this conflict would end? With the death of her first real friend?
“Princess, can you hear me?” Drake’s voice crackled through the Line Transceiver.
Her heart lifted. “Drake? Where are you? We need to get you out of there.”
“No time,” Drake said, his words were rushed. “I need you to do some things for me. Tell Al his life debt is transferred to Angela. He has to take care of her.”
Olivia stared at the screen. The cracks were spreading faster now. “I can do that, but we really need to get you off of that moon.”
“We both know there’s no time,” Drake said. He sounded out of breath. Was he running? “I need you to promise me one more thing.”
“Of course,” Olivia said.
“Take down Dathan. Don’t sink to his level, though. Don’t destroy any planets. But his rule needs to end.”
Olivia swallowed hard. “I’ll do it.”
“Thank you.” Drake was panting hard now. “You’re going to make a hell of a queen one day.” The transmission cut out.
Olivia leaned forward, looking at the screen. The moon shrunk down to a fraction of its size and then exploded outward.
“Evasive maneuvers!” her father yelled out.
Olivia kept her eyes on the screen, and let the tears come.
It was over.
Drake was gone.
To be Continued...
Epilogue: 169
169 gasped in pain. Everything hurt, but it was a familiar pain. He tried to lift himself from the floor, but failed. His whole body throbbed from the teleportation.
What had Drake been thinking? He made the whole show of destroying the moon. 169 had been sure Drake had intended to die there, but he’d given in and returned 169s caster and teleportation bullet moments before the end.
169 had thought little of Drake, but he’d never thought him a coward.
A loud crash filled the room. It was like thunder in 169’s sensitized ears. He rolled over, wheezing. He had to be the first one up. Drake had held onto him for the teleportation. He needed to get Drake’s revolver from him before he could use the bullet again. It was his only chance at coming through this with any semblance of a victory.
Grunting, 169 pushed himself to his hands and knees. Something hard pressed against his forehead. He looked up. Drake stood there with his finger on the trigger of the revolver. His skin was pale, and he looked worse for wear. Still, he clearly had the energy to pull the trigger.
“I’m glad you’re up,” Drake said. “It’s time to negotiate.”
Afterword
Thank you for reading A Soul Divided: Book One of the Blood-Fire Trilogy. I sincerely hope that you enjoyed it. I'd like to ask for a favor. If you enjoyed this book, or even if you didn't, please take the time to leave a quick review. The success or failure of a book depends heavily on the number of reviews it recieves. Even just a simple star rating goes a long way to help authors get their books noticed. I appreciate you giving this book a chance, and I hope you'll return to this world to read the rest of the trilogy.


Sincerely,


Daniel M. Quilter


P.S. Sorry for leaving this book on cliff-hanger. I promise book 2 will make it worth it.
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