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To Zachary Ochse, because there is no better son.



PROLOGUE

The Ovomorph pulsed with life. Writhing within the amniotic fluid was a creature perfected by an unknown hand eons ago. Then the Yautja encountered them, harnessed them, and found a use for them.

Now the creatures were bound to the Yautja system of honor and the hunt, so thoroughly that the two species would never be separated. This egg, in all its hideous beauty, was the beginning of a cycle that would help transform a young Yautja into a strong and valued member of their society, as he or she began to fulfill their destiny.

Seeding a planet for the unblooded was the first step in the developmental process. The source of the Ovomorphs remained hidden behind various impenetrable levels of bureaucracy and wasn’t deemed necessary for those who were to become future hunters. During the down times, however, traveling between the stars, Ar’Wen couldn’t help but wonder where the creatures had originated.

Xenomorphs had been their primary antagonists as far back as any record he had found. If there was a time when they hadn’t been the Yautjas’ mortal enemies, their greatest prey, it lay beyond memory and was of no consequence. What mattered to Ar’Wen was that he was here, a shepherd of sorts whose mission was to provide for others that which they could not provide for themselves.

This planet was the fifth one Ar’Wen had seeded on behalf of the elders. Oomans called it LV-363. The Yautja identified it as a rift world because the surface was split by deep gashes, as if a giant, zealous juvenile had taken an oversized wristblade and tried to carve something into its surface. The elders had designated it as perfect for seeding, with a wide variety of fauna that included two- and four-legged mammals, including primates of sufficient size to host the embryos. It also would provide an excellent battleground for groups of juveniles who were ready to become blooded.

The rifts would add to the difficulty and create several unpredictable problem sets that the juveniles would need to overcome. Neither the juveniles nor those who were training them would know of Ar’Wen’s presence. It had taken time and effort for him to rise in the hierarchy, to the point that he was entrusted with the seeding process. Those beneath him in the training strata weren’t privy to his activities.

As well, there was another reason for choosing the rift. Senior xenobiologists on their homeworld of Yautja Prime believed that if a Xenomorph implanted a species of the local fauna—in this case the winged insectoids—a mutation might emerge. There were those who rejected the theory, but to Ar’Wen it seemed entirely plausible. The winged creatures were at the top of the planet’s food chain, and had no viable predators. The only exception was a type of microphage that strained the host’s endocrinological system, slowing its hunger and keeping it from ranging too far or killing too many of the other species.

It was as if the land itself had installed a governor on the insects’ ability to flex their superiority over every other life-form on the planet.

Setting aside his musings, Ar’Wen returned to the task at hand. His mission was always the same. Having prepared the Ovomorphs, he had located the best area for placement, seeded the testing ground, set the beacon, then returned his ship to a hidden location. Once he had accomplished the first three tasks, he opened the manifest that identified those who would participate in the hunt.

In that moment, everything changed.

Instead of leaving before the blooding began, he chose to stay.

The time had finally arrived to settle an old score.

Ar’Wen had been waiting for this chance for fifteen years, since the day that had ruined his life—the day when the one he’d most trusted had let him down, leaving him for dead, broken on a planet to which he refused to give a name.

Because of his many years living a solitary existence, Ar’Wen had become a scholar of all things relating to vengeance. Ironically, there was a phrase from ooman history that identified it as “a dish best served cold”—meaning, he believed, as a deadly surprise. The Yautja believed in the here and now, and chose to reap the whirlwind whenever the opportunity arose.

Other species he’d encountered believed that the best method to achieve vengeance was to act as if their nemeses didn’t exist, starving them of any satisfaction that might be gained from their deed. To Ar’Wen, that was a coward’s way.

No, he would have his vengeance.

He would reap the whirlwind.

Of more immediate concern, however, there were oomans present on this ugly rock. Several groups, scattered across the surface, each one appearing to be entirely cut off from the others. From what he could ascertain they were drug collectors, gathering for resale as much as they could of the pollen that grew along the upper edges of the rift, like fuchsia-colored beards. Those in charge were oomans who used their people like tools, wasting them, breaking them, and then leaving their remains like so much garbage.

That was humanity by definition. The waste of a species.

Ar’Wen hadn’t had much interaction with them, but in the course of his preparations he’d studied the records. They possessed distinct potential, and yet so many of their kind utterly lacked the willpower that would enable them to reach for anything resembling greatness. That a species would prey upon its own in such a self-serving, self-destructive fashion lay beyond anything Ar’Wen had ever been taught or believed.

Ever a contradiction, oomans had the ability to be nearly as honorable as Yautja, and some rose to the challenge. He’d seen the recordings. He’d heard the stories—yet they also had the capacity to define what it meant to be horrendous. They had yet to learn that the worst of their species would always drag down their best.

Societies were by their very definition hierarchical, with the members of each culture grouped into castes—and there they should remain. Yet instead of seeking to become perfect within their own appropriate niches, oomans tried to claw their way to the next level.

A waste of time and destined to fail.

Here was a host of oomans preying upon the suffering of others. They were what their culture deemed a “criminal organization,” and their motivation was profit. They had identified a population with a built-in need and determined the best way to exploit it—oomans called them “addicts”—a weaker caste who allowed themselves to be controlled in order to procure what they needed. This placed the drug collectors at the top of their own food chain.

Another ooman trait—one which inevitably would lead to their downfall—was pity. An utterly useless concept, concerning oneself with another’s inability to achieve. All this meant was to suffer in their stead. If anything could be said for the ooman criminals, it was that they exhibited no such wasteful behavior.

In the end, he supposed, the oomans might provide additional hosts for the Xenomorphs. That, at least, would provide them with purpose.

Putting aside thoughts of a clearly inferior species, Ar’Wen, returned to the task at hand. His mission was to enable the young and inexperienced Yautja to graduate from unblooded and become young bloods.

All they needed to do was survive.

All he needed to do was bide his time.
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LV-363 had few redeeming qualities. Breathable oxygen. Normal gravity. Almost no human occupation. Enough flora in the rifts to create humidity, and a never-ending supply of Khatura, which could only grow on the desolate planet.

Murray ran the operation, and the addicts harvested the flower pollen, but it was Shrapnel who did most of the work. Even the other merc, Margo, didn’t do as much as he did, but wasn’t it always like that? He never got his rightful due. To Murray and the bosses, he was only good for lugging crates and slugging riftwings. It was pure ageism. What he counted as experience, the rest of them considered “over the hill.”

Shifting the M41A pulse rifle to his right shoulder, he moved closer to the rift, a deep gash in the landscape. He wore heavily personalized and modified body armor that he’d bought on the black market from a Colonial Marine. He’d adjusted the knees and elbows to allow for more freedom of movement, and was able to carry three weapons and a drop pouch with extra ammo. Then he’d added a clear polymer paint that could be programmed to match the colors and textures of whatever was around him, making him blend in with almost perfect camouflage.

Shrapnel slid his helmet goggles into place and ran through the various visual fields. Peering over the edge, he inhaled, appreciating the funky aroma of the mass of flora that grew there. Ship life was nothing but recycled air, and no matter what filter upgrades were installed, after months in the can the air on board smelled like vomit and flop sweat. Even the sweat was strictly regulated, though. It was dry in space, and water was at a premium.

The treacherous drop to the bottom was studded with bushes thrusting their roots between rocks in an effort to get closer to the sun. This north-south crack in the planet’s surface was one of hundreds like it, gifted with full sun for only two hours a day. Far below he could just make out movement on the rift floor—six-legged rodents they called jivenings and what looked like an albino raccoon with a gray striped tail. In the trees he thought he spotted a couple of the native monkeys that for the most part stayed hidden in the daytime. Tiny birds moved from flower to flower on the various plants along with flybees, insectoid creatures that looked like a fly but acted like a bee.

Nothing on this godforsaken planet played by the rules.

The rift was silent during the long hours of darkness, but as light began penetrating the gloom, birds began calling to each other or marking their territory. Clouds of flybees swarmed here and there. Beetles rubbed their wings before they took to the air, searching for smaller prey to eat. Among the native flora and fauna, a pair of human figures dangled from cable harnesses.

For the most part, all of these were harmless. Shrapnel noted and dismissed them, knowing that his two harvesters were safe. He was watching for something much bigger and more dangerous. The largest and most dominant apex predator on the planet: the riftwing.

Human-sized and omnivorous, these aggressive winged insectoids boasted proboscises and needle claws. Impervious to the narcotic pollen of the Khatura plant, riftwings scanned for their prey on multiple visual spectrums. Their wings moved like those of a dragonfly, almost too fast to see, but the thrumming sound they made in the air offered a clear indication when one was near. Another was the call it gave when it was on the hunt, a jai-reeee that filled the rift with sound and sent all other creatures scuttling for safety.

Shrapnel keyed his mic.

“Enid, status.”

“Harvest back one ready to lift.” The tired and muffled voice of a woman came back.

“You’re working too slow,” he said.

“I—I’m wo-wo-working as fast as I can,” she said.

“Khaleed, your status.”

Silence.

“Khaleed.”

Still nothing.

Shrapnel strode over and tugged at the cable. He should have received a tug back, but got nothing in return. He tugged again.

Still, nothing.

“Margo, get your ass over here,” he said.

The other merc trotted over from where she’d been sitting. She wore no armor, just a ship’s jumpsuit and rubber boots to keep from getting static electrical shocks. Margo had a pistol on her hip and an M37A2 shotgun angled across her back.

“Khaleed?” she asked.

Shrapnel nodded.

Margo had probably been pretty a decade before, but now, with a broken nose and a flattened cheekbone from being hit by space debris during an out-of-station chase, any beauty had been shorn away. One eye hung droopy where the cheek was flattened, and an ear on the same side had a missing lower lobe. She wore her black hair short with a buzz of fuzz going down the center. Her neck was tattooed from when she’d been in the marines.

“Do you think he did it again?” she asked.

“He better not have, or old Murray will have our asses.”

“Weren’t you watching?”

He glared at her, then heard the sound of wings.

JAI-REEE!

He brought his rifle around and aimed, moving in quick efficient steps until he was above where Enid hung.

The sound came again.

From the depths of the rift it rose, like an immense dragonfly with the face of a monkey and a meter-long proboscis designed to suck the fluids out of its victims. The thrum of its wings caused every other creature in sight to dash into hiding. As Margo pulled at the cable in an effort to haul Khaleed back to the surface, Enid began crying, the sound rattling in his ear.

“Take it easy, girl,” Shrapnel said. “I got the thing covered.”

A second JAI-REEE! split the air.

This one was larger and bore the markings of a fighter. It had scars along one side and a weeping wound on one of its spindly legs, which were very much like those of arthropods. Its trochanter was fat with muscle, descending into a thick femur with two tibias and ending with a tarsus that had the claws of a raptor.

“Please… oh… please… oh… please.” Enid’s feverish cries came through the comms.

“Fucking hell,” Shrapnel ground out. He took aim at the monster closest to his harvester—the smaller of the two—and let loose with six rounds that zipped across the space and punched through its carapace. Green blood exploded out the back and the riftwing faltered, then fell, crashing against the side of the rift until the sound receded into silence.

The larger one spun toward him with a predatory appreciation.

He shifted his aim and was about to open fire when it dove out of sight, dropping to the bottom where it would probably feed on its dying kin.

Margo heaved the last bit of cable and dragged Khaleed over the edge. Sure enough, he was mask-free and stoned out of his mind. The masks let the harvesters breathe, but filtered out the narcotic Khatura pollen. The asshole addict had found a way to remove the mask, despite all of the safeguards that kept it locked and harnessed. The mask’s metal mechanics were supposed to make it unremovable.

Other than that, Khaleed was fine—just on cloud four hundred and nineteen, with his face covered in the red powder. His heart rate was probably through the roof. The pollen was unprocessed and uncut, thus at full strength. They’d need to give him a shot to slow things down, and then shove him in his bunk. He’d be useless for the next rotation, which meant the other harvesters would have to double their work.

Shrapnel stalked over to the sitting figure, whose eyes rolled up to the whites to stare at the fireworks oscillating through his frontal cortex. Drool laced down his chin just below an idiot’s grin. The merc pressed the barrel of his rifle against the side of the man’s neck and heard a satisfying sizzle. The barrel still hot from the passage of rounds.

It didn’t even phase the stupefied man.

“Really, Shrap?” Margo scowled. “Can’t you be human for once?”

He prodded the drugged addict with the barrel of his rifle, shoving hard enough to make him turn halfway, then roll back.

“You call this human? He’s a fucking addict.”

Margo stepped closer and got into his face, and he hated her for it. She thought she was a badass, but she wasn’t. He was just biding his time. Still, he listened to her.

“He’s not your toy,” she said. “He’s property. He belongs to the cartel. You want to explain to them why you ruined their property?”

He backed away, wishing for something to shoot.

“Mr. Shrapnel, can I come up?” Enid asked in a voice so tiny he had to strain to hear it. He spun back toward the rift and bared his teeth.

“Nice try. Keep harvesting.”

“But the riftwings…”

“What about them?”

“They might—”

“You should be more frightened of me than them,” he growled into his mic. “Do you understand me?”

The sound of her weeping was replaced with a strangled, “I understand.”

While Margo dragged Khaleed back to basecamp, Shrapnel took up his position again. He was down to ninety-two rounds. That should be enough for a while, and he had to admit, he did love shooting the riftwings. He only wished there might be something else to shoot at and kill.

Something. Anything.

Anyone.

Anything to relieve his boredom.
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Ny’ytap and T’U’Sa sat at the controls of the hunt ship. Their faces were lit only by the orange and red lights of the console as the two male Yautja concentrated on entry into the planet’s atmosphere.

They’d been dropped by the mothership at the edge of the system and had worked their way to the rift planet, scanning for any stray ionic activity. Nothing registered, except for the trace of a vessel that might have passed several weeks earlier. This could have been the seeder ship.

Ny’ytap was the larger of the two and bore an acid scar on the side of his face, a remnant from his own blooding. Once a renowned battlemaster, he’d been reduced in rank to elite captain. While elite captain was something most Yautja could only wish to attain, he’d let it slip on more than one occasion that he’d never get a chance at clan leader, much less elder.

T’U’Sa was faster than Ny’ytap, faster than Ca’toll, always first to the prey and often laughing at others who were too slow. He was the youngest of the hunting captains, and the most eager to show his abilities.

Ca’toll sat in the back with their nine juveniles.

She was the smallest of the adult Yautja, but she’d beaten both T’U’Sa and Ny’ytap in many a hunt. As one of the few female hunting captains, she might not be the fastest or the strongest, but what she lacked in those traits she more than made up for in guile. She watched closely as they descended to the planet’s surface.

The previous ship would have seeded the planet with Ovomorphs to prepare for the blooding of the nine. Each of their wards came from honorable families belonging to the Rhyhalotep Clan, and it had been the desire of the clan leaders to have their offspring learn the old ways. Some of the young ones wouldn’t survive. If things really went wrong, it might be that none would survive.

Ca’toll, T’U’Sa, and Ny’ytap had worked together as hunting captains on three previous occasions, so it had been an honor when the clan elders selected them to lead this particular initiation. Other captains might try to keep their wards safe, but what good would that do? No, the three of them were known not to coddle their wards. Those who survived would hold a special place in the records, able to proudly state who their hunt captains had been, and why they were held in such high esteem. Through their actions, the way they conducted themselves, they would emblazon their names into the lore of the clans.

As long as they survive, Ca’toll reminded herself.

Some of the Ovomorphs would have already hatched, spurred to action by the diverse selection of the planet’s indigenous species. Others might still be waiting, however, and if an unblooded were to come across one that was hatching, they would be required to use minimal weapons and defeat the spiderlike facehugger as a test of their inherent speed and skill.

While some hunting captains might arrange for controlled kills, Ca’toll and her two companions eschewed such shortcuts. They believed in the chaos and the glorious randomness of the hunt.

Previous scouting reports had indicated there were several mammalian species of moderate size, easily sufficient to host a Xenomorph. Of particular interest, however, were the reports of the large avian predators that lived in the rifts. These creatures were as tall as a small Yautja, but possessed wings like an insect. They were also omnivorous, eating anything and everything by grabbing hold and drawing life fluids through a proboscis.

The hunting captains had decided not to tell the juveniles about these creatures, in order to see how they would react. Their armor would protect them from serious harm, at least in theory, but it was the fear stimulus the captains would be tracking.

Fear was a killer, and Ca’toll had revealed what she had been told when she was blooded—that fear was nothing more than then anticipation of the unknown. To be afraid of the unknown, she had told them, was absurd.

Fear—h’dlak—was to be quashed.

Death was inevitable.

Death was honorable.

Fear was ignorance. It was not honorable.

Thrusters slammed the ship down, making Ca’toll squint. She saw through the console screen that they’d landed in a clearing surrounded by a thicket of trees and scrub. Remote sensors around the ship indicated that in the immediate vicinity, there were no lifeforms larger than a bilge rat.

Ny’ytap stood and began giving orders. Within moments the ship was secured and cloaked. They hauled their supplies and ammunition down the ramp and half a kilometer away toward the nearest rift, where they would set up their forward operating base. Standard operation procedure dictated that they mustn’t operate anywhere near the ship. It was their sole lifeline back to the mothership and the clans. If it was destroyed, they would all be dishonored. If that happened, they might as well as be dead—even if they were rescued later, they’d be termed bad bloods and outlaws, hunted by the likes of Ny’ytap in his prime.

As they prepared to break into groups, Ny’ytap pulled the other two adults aside.

“We followed the ion trace and found an ooman ship nearby,” he said, voice like glass rattling against stone. “That means in addition to the seeding ship, there are oomans infesting the area. We must avoid them, and not engage.”

T’U’Sa grinned. “Then what are we to do with them?” His voice was like gravel in the wind.

“Nothing,” Ny’ytap snapped. “We leave them alone. We are here to blood the young ones and return them to their clan as warriors.”

“Not all Yautja still continue the old ways,” Ca’toll said. Her voice was sharp and low, sweet grass with razors.

“Those who do rise higher in power,” Ny’ytap countered. “We are here to determine if these nine are destined for greatness.”

“Why don’t we move the ship, if we’re so close to the oomans?” T’U’Sa asked. “Contact is inevitable.”

“Nothing is inevitable except for honor earned and a swift death,” Ny’ytap responded. “The oomans are near where the Ovomorphs were seeded. We will stay where we are.”

“Didn’t the seeder realize that?” Ca’toll said. “It makes you wonder what he or she was thinking.”

“Perhaps the oomans arrived after the seeding.” T’U’Sa shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

She peered at him. “And if a Xenomorph attacks them?”

“Then it attacks them,” Ny’ytap said. “We will not interfere.” He made an irritated sound with his mandibles. “We have our mission, they have theirs, whatever it may be. They should never know we are here. Explain it to your unblooded so that they understand—to be seen is to be dishonored.”

She nodded assent. So did T’U’Sa.

They separated and Ca’toll took her three aside. Hetah was the only other female Yautja in the group. Small for her size, she was cunning and quick. Ptah’Ra was big shouldered and would grow into them, making him one of the largest Yautja she’d yet to see. Sta’kta was sized between the other two and thick around the waist. He barely fit into his armor and refused to have it adjusted.

Her blooding crew wore her colors: red, gray, and white in an oscillating camouflage pattern. The hunting captains could cloak their armor with a push of a button, but only in extreme circumstances. By order of the Clan, the unblooded were expected to survive while being seen. It was part of the challenge that would prove their mettle.

Ny’ytap and his crew wore jet black, while T’U’Sa’s colors were black and green. Everyone wore the clan symbol of the Judone Tree. The unblooded’s armor would shift visual spectrum frequencies as the wearer passed into new locations, but it wasn’t as effective as those worn by the adults. This limitation would increase the need for them to count on stealth, and decrease their desire to cling to technology.

They’d spent a lot of time in the ship, entering the system from the Lagrange point, and it showed. Ca’toll needed her unblooded to unwind, to develop a sense of themselves and of the planet. For them, this was the first time off their homeworld, and they still had the tendency to be wide-eyed and wondering. The young ones needed to become focused.

So she took Hetah, Ptah’Ra, and Sta’kta aside, gave them instructions, and soon they were moving through the upper limbs of the trees. Hers was an old hunting game simplistically called “follow the leader.” She picked places among the limbs that were just right for an individual’s weight, but the slightest misstep could send them crashing to the earth below. Taking intentionally longer strides, she forced her followers to observe her carefully and stretch the limits of their agility. If they didn’t follow correctly, they’d pay the price.

The trees grew tallest nearer the rift, as if the organic substance at its edge and the outflowing damp air promoted growth. The taller the growth, the more lush the foliage and the more frequent the fauna. Birds of all colors and sizes exploded from the branches as they approached. Tree rodents found bolt holes, and branch snakes hissed at their passing, but the Yautja, young and old, were as silent as a stealthy breeze, pushing through the forest until they came out just above the rift.

Ca’toll stopped suddenly, crouching on a long, thick branch, and Hetah and Ptah’Ra halted behind her. But Sta’kta slipped, and had it not been for the other two, he would have fallen several hundred meters into the dark maw of the rift below. He hung for a moment before the other two pulled him to safety.

Far to one side, Ca’toll spied movement. Using the targeting oculator in her bio-helmet, she zoomed in.

Ooman, male.

Armored, weapon.

Over the edge of the rift in front of him hung another figure on a cable. Female, unarmored, no weapons. Her face was covered by a curious mask. Below them in the semi-darkness, she spied one of the flying creatures she had researched. Riftwings—dangerous only if you let them sneak up on you.

An alarm went off inside Ca’toll’s visor. Biometrics picked up the movement and shape of a Xenomorph. She zoomed to the maximum, and there it was, far down on the floor of the rift.

Hunting.

Soon to be the hunted.

The game is on.
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Ny’ytap watched his two hunting captains take their unblooded in different directions—one to the right and the other to the left. Part of their mission was to scout, but another part was to familiarize themselves and the young ones with the flora, fauna, and terrain. Knowing one’s environment was essential for any battle. This was standard whenever they arrived on a new planet; learning the process was part of the blooding program.

He stretched his shoulders inside his armor. He was older by half than his two captains. He should have been clan leader by now, but he’d forsaken that to become a battlemaster, in order to obtain greater yin’tekai—honor—by defeating a rival clan who was trading Yautja technology for monetary gains. To become such a warrior was a magnificent achievement, but like becoming a temple guard, it also disqualified one from ever becoming a clan leader.

This rankled him still. In truth, he’d never thought they would block him from becoming what he’d been destined to become. His father had been a clan leader, as was his grandfather. He’d certainly earned it, but because of his scarring, the clan elders seemed to have decided that he’d seen enough combat and had elected him to run their blooding program.

For many, this was the highest rank they could attain, so he should be proud of the accomplishment. But for Ny’ytap it felt like a demotion or, worse, retirement. He was an elite. A veteran. He was a weapon of war being wasted in the monitoring of pups.

Nevertheless, he had a mission. His was the responsibility of ensuring the safety of the unblooded—in this case, the offspring of an influential clan. As always, there was danger inherent in blooding the young Yautja and preparing them for adulthood. They would be put in situations where they might get killed, but death was still something to be avoided. The unblooded were destined for greater roles in Yautja society. So, while the blooding wasn’t fixed, it could be… moderately controlled.

Before they’d left the home world, Ny’ytap had been pulled aside by many former clan leaders and fellow battlemasters. They treated him as if this would be his last blooding assignment. He’d snapped at them for even the implication, but deep down he felt as if it might be true. Ny’ytap, however, did not want to go gently into the darkness. He wanted to die fighting. He desired to bathe himself in the blood of his enemies and take them down with him.

When he’d been younger, his desire for battle had caused many to label him as a tyrant or a bully. The reality couldn’t be farther from the truth. He was neither of those things, and cared deeply for his wards, as if they were of his own clan. Yet his blood sang with the need for battle. Any battle.

It had taken many years and tremendous effort to control it.

As a youngling, Ny’ytap had fought any and every Yautja who came into his path. He didn’t care. He just needed to fight. His essence begged for it, and yielded him little control over his own behavior. As he matured and became more experienced, he learned better ways to harness that energy so that he could unleash it when it mattered. After all, his fellow Yautja weren’t his enemy.

Everything else was.

It had been far too long since he’d been challenged. Ca’toll couldn’t challenge him. T’U’Sa couldn’t either, regardless of what the warrior thought of himself. Ny’ytap doubted there was anything on this dull planet capable of even coming close, and pride fought with pity at the idea.

“Ooman, armor, weapon sighted.” It was Ca’toll, and she passed the coordinates.

“Leave him,” he responded. “Stealth. Don’t let him know we are here.”

Stealth had always been a major part of the training. Too many young blood Yautja, given their new armor, felt impervious to harm and longed to wade into battle. Indeed, that was how Ny’ytap had earned his scar. Although the armor rendered Yautja mostly impervious to the blood of the Xenomorphs, too much of that acidic liquid, concentrated in one area, could do serious damage. He’d become blooded that day, but had worn a scar ever since.

The whole left side of his face had been burned, even scarring his left mandibles so that his speech was slurred in everything he said. He often thought that the scarring had kept him from his greatest desires. Self-scarring was one thing, but accidental scarring was a mark of shame he would have to wear for as long as he lived.

Ny’ytap motioned for the young ones to follow. Like him, they were dressed in jet black armor. He instructed them proceed with minimal camouflage, because it would require them to rely on their inherent skills. There was a switch on his wrist that could either activate or deactivate the camouflaging—and even invisibility—of his wards’ battle suits. If all went well, he would not need to use it.

Vai’ke was the largest of the unblooded and almost as large as Ca’toll. He was a brute whose father was a clan leader, and he expected to become one as well, one day. Ny’ytap knew the feeling. Vai’ke acted as if the universe should give him whatever he wanted. Ny’ytap’s challenge would be to put the young one in situations that would break him of that sense of entitlement.

Cau’dki was a smaller version of Vai’ke. His family was less connected, but what he lacked in connections he made up for by being a bully. He’d been stopped on several occasions after pushing Ba’sta into a corner. Ny’ytap had overheard Cau’dki ordering the others to hang back and let him get the first kill.

Ba’sta was the runt of the nine unblooded, the progeny of an older clan that had shrunk over the years as warriors died or married into other clans. Still, his family held prestige. The problem was, Ba’sta couldn’t manage that prestige—didn’t know how to wield it to his advantage. Instead of walking with his head high, he slumped as though the weight of the world was on his shoulders, all because he was one of the last of his lineage.

Ny’ytap’s three unblooded followed in order as he loped ahead, his eyes measuring each movement for potential danger. They ran perpendicular to the rift, out several kilometers to verify the safety of their perimeter. The further they moved away from the rift, the shorter the flora and the more disperse the fauna. Out here, nothing larger than a ship rat moved along the ground.

Ny’ytap listened closely, assessing the noise made by the young ones behind him. He realized that Ba’sta’s small size made him the most fleet of foot. His passage could barely be detected, while the other two seemed to run through bushes instead of running around them. The clamor was maddening.

Ny’ytap flicked on his camouflaging and poured on the speed. He juked left, then right, then left, then left again. Irritated, he watched as all three of his wards passed without noticing his presence. When he had all-but vanished from sight, they should have stopped to take stock. Instead they kept plowing ahead.

Another thirty meters and they finally stopped, finally acknowledging that he was missing. Vai’ke took charge. He grabbed Ba’sta and pointed back the way they came. Then he directed Cau’dki to continue forward another thirty meters. Once the other two reached the designated goals they began to move in a circle, keeping equidistant from where Vai’ke stood.

Good.

Ny’ytap found himself grinning. At least they were using a proper search pattern, proving that in basic training they’d learned more than how to change their own diapers and sharpen their wristblades. This put him in a quandary, though. He was inside the circle of their attention. If they continued, they would find him.

No, he wasn’t ready to give them a win—it was too early in the program. He waited until Cau’dki was near, then grabbed the unblooded by one arm and threw him back to where Vai’ke stood.

The self-proclaimed leader backed away to keep from falling and let his wristblades flash, ready for a possible attack. Cau’dki growled in in anger. He scrambled to his feet, and the two of them went back-to-back.

Leaving Ba’sta by himself.

Ny’ytap moved like a breath through the scrub, at one with the wind, the sun, and the aroma of the world. The two who were back-to-back continued to turn, blades out, any fear that might be on their faces concealed by their bio-helmets.

Ba’sta squatted and cocked his head. When Ny’ytap was within three meters, the unblooded whispered.

“I hear you, Battlemaster.”

“What is it you hear?” Ny’ytap asked, voice soft.

“The space between things. I hear the difference. You are the space between things, where there shouldn’t be anything.” While the two larger and more dominant youths readied themselves for a possible opponent, Ba’sta had already found his. He didn’t know exactly where Ny’ytap was, but he faced in the right direction, ready to roll left and right.

The others had left him alone.

The former battlemaster toggled off his camouflage and became present once again. The unblooded straightened when they saw him. Ba’sta remained crouched at the ready.

It pleased Ny’ytap.

He had so much opportunity to teach, and they had so much to learn. This might actually be fun, after all.

Then he snarled as he grabbed Ba’sta and approached the others.



INTERLUDE

Ar’Wen remembered when he’d been young, a time which seemed like eons ago. In fact, even though he knew they were his memories, they felt as if they belonged to someone else. He’d been shorter then and had yet to grow into the body of the hunter he eventually became.

Before his blooding, the elders had arranged them in pairs so that they could learn to fight together. Once blooded, unless they were led by a battle captain, they would never work together again. Being a hunter was supposed to be a solitary existence.

But they trained together, and he was partnered with a female known as Mei-Jadhi Kaail—Sister Rage. Not only was she a sister of blood, but a sister of battle as well. She was by far the most formidable of their brood. In the combat pits she’d bested more unblooded than anyone else. It should have been a victory to have someone like her as his partner, but Ar’Wen was intimidated in spite of himself.

He’d never fought a female before, and when he had lost to her, he hadn’t been sure how to interpret what he’d had experienced. Some of the others were ill-advised enough to make fun of her, but they only did that once. Once Mei-Jadhi Kaail unleashed her anger on them and proved her martial superiority, they quickly came around and respected her as they should have in the first place.

When they’d been partnered, Ar’Wen had been conflicted. Was she trying to act too much like a male? And what might that mean? Males and females in Yautja society were treated virtually the same, so why would he wonder about such a thing? As he assessed his thoughts, it became clear that she was merely being herself. His thoughts and doubts were born of a lack of experience—he had not known any unblooded female other than Mei-Jadhi Kaail.

If she was the definition of a female, then none of the others should have questioned her actions or her value. To do so was a waste of time, and could prove dangerous.

One of their training programs called for the unblooded to break off into their battle pairs. For the target team, their task was simple. They had to get from one point to another on a map without dying. It would be a simulated death, and to create the illusion they wore attenuation vests that had special light receptors that, when triggered, sent a shock violent enough to render the wearer incapacitated.

They would be the target team, and were given an hour to prepare and plan. Once the program began, the other teams would be after them. All of the other trainees were equipped with electrically charged combisticks. He and Mei-Jadhi Kaail would remain empty-handed. None of them wore armor.

They loaded the map into their helmet displays. A red line showed the path they were supposed to follow. Mei-Jadhi Kaail said that they should concentrate on speed, rather than concern for safety. Her idea was to run the gauntlet as quickly as possible, weaponizing the flora along their route of travel, and he had no argument to the contrary.

When the starting chime sounded, they were off at full speed. She immediately ripped away a willowy branch and held it in her right hand as she sprinted forward. One end of the branch was jagged. Ar’Wen had to struggle to keep up. He’d always been fleet of foot, but he was careful. Mei-Jadhi Kaail threw caution to the wind and raced ahead so fast that at one point she was almost out of sight.
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