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PROLOGUE
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LILIYA


USS Evelyn-Tew (decommissioned), Alpha Centurai
September 2351 AD


The sounds echoed, deep and heavy, thudding in her chest like death’s metronome. For a crazy moment she thought it was the vibration of music, and she found herself subconsciously tapping her finger on her cot’s frame. But when she heard the screaming and chaos, the bloodletting and explosions, she realized the truth. The pounding was the ship’s heart beating its final moments. Her plan had worked, and it was time to enact its final phase.


For all Liliya knew, she might be the last living thing on board the USS Evelyn-Tew.


Apart from them.


Unarmed and alone, she worked her way down from the accommodation deck to the laboratory levels. Slipping into an open doorway, she closed it behind her, and hid in the shadows as someone or something passed by outside. She heard heavy breathing, gentle hissing, and the fear pressed in deep. Remaining there longer than was really necessary, she again found herself questioning her orders.


Look at what they are! See what they can do!


One of the creatures had found its way onto the accommodation deck and caused chaos. Liliya heard the assault—the startled shouts, the beast’s heavy hiss, gunfire, and screams—and then she saw the results of that attack, stepping around the wet, open things that had once been people. There were at least seven of them, although the bodies beneath one bunk were so tattered it was difficult to discern how many had died there. She had probably known their names.


I disabled the failsafe, I let them out, and now—


But it was not her place to question her orders, nor to doubt. She was there for a reason. She had never once let Wordsworth down, and now was not the time to start.


It was strange, walking through the laboratory ship when it was all but abandoned. Usually busy, the quiet corridors echoed with distant sounds, and the Evelyn-Tew boomed and groaned as its acceleration continued. Liliya knew where the ship was heading. In any red-level emergency the automated response was to plunge into the closest sun. Burn everything.


There could be no risk of escape.


Except she had changed everything. In her mind, a countdown had already begun.


Reaching the junction of three corridors, she looked the way she needed to go and didn’t want to go there at all. The lighting systems in the staircase were flickering and failing. It could have been a result of the ship’s emergency procedures, or maybe there had been damage down there due to someone’s interactions with the escaped Xenomorphs. Hesitating only briefly, Liliya started down the first staircase that led to the lower decks.


I should have done it sooner, she thought. She’d been aboard the research ship for almost a hundred days, and in that time she had settled in as part of the crew, blending into the background, performing her tasks well but not too well, being friendly but not making friends. The longer she stayed, the less people noticed her. It was invisibility she had been seeking.


Yet if she’d fulfilled her mission sooner, she would have been away from the Evelyn-Tew by now, and perhaps everything would not have gone so wrong. The shouting, the shooting, the screaming might never have happened. The crew might have escaped.


Perhaps.


But with the Xenomorphs chaos was inevitable. Whenever samples were obtained, whether live specimens, eggs, or embryos, everything eventually went bad. They weren’t meant to be contained and studied, and these creatures reared from samples captured on LV-178 were destined to go the same way. Order was not in their nature—they were creatures of violence and blood. The universe was a jagged place wherever they were found, with cruel, sharp edges.


On the next level the lights flickered again, luring her on. A dull glass shape winked from the wall. A communications point. She brushed her hand across the screen and a schematic of the ship appeared. STATUS glowed softly. Liliya touched the light and watched it fade out. In its place, a warning appeared.


She held her breath as she read it again, even though she didn’t need to. Her memory was photographic, her recall total. That was why Wordsworth had chosen her above all others for this task. Different people were on alternate missions across this part of the Human Sphere, but he’d told her that this was the one that mattered most. This was important. What she took from the Evelyn-Tew might mean the difference between the Founders’ triumph and their demise as a dark, forgotten footnote of history.


According to the warning, she had even less time than she’d feared. The ship had been set on an accelerated suicide trajectory, due to impact the star Alpha Centurai in under an hour.


Liliya closed her eyes and breathed deeply.


They’re right, she thought. These creatures should not be allowed to—


A crackling sound echoed in from the distance, like a velcro flap slowly being opened. It was followed by a shout, the words unclear. Shooting, then screaming.


Liliya hurried to the head of the next staircase and started down. Her descent was cautious, senses alert for movement or sound that might mean danger. She only hoped she could still find what she had come for. Ironically, with the Xenomorphs escaped and rampaging, the laboratories where they had been kept might be the safest place on the ship.


The staircase ended and she emerged into a lobby area with several corridors leading away. Something bad had happened here. A body sat propped against the far wall, one arm bent unnaturally and blood spattered around it. A weapon lay close by. A grille in the floor had been smashed upward, and darkness from the space below seemed to flood out into the corridor.


Liliya moved quickly away from the scene, a story she would never know. Good or not, she hoped the person had died quickly.


She was now on the laboratory deck, and through the next set of doors she came to the first security point. Any hope that the doors had been smashed, or even left open, were instantly dashed—but she had been prepared for this. As she took the small tool kit from her pocket, a dull thud pounded through her feet, followed by a booming sound from somewhere far away.


That was an explosion. She blinked and tilted her head, listening hard. If something cataclysmic had happened, and the ship started to break up, she’d have to get to the docking hangar or an escape pod, and her purpose for coming here would be lost.


The floor vibrated a little, but nothing else changed. The ship’s beating heart persisted as the engines continued to cycle up.


Whatever had caused the explosion was distant, and no business of hers.


At least not yet.


Pulling out a decoder, she got to work on the locking mechanisms. While the device worked at the combination, she wielded a set of fine calipers and a filament knife, and started turning over the first of the deadlock’s tumblers. The mixture of electronic locks and an old-fashioned deadbolt system should have been enough to keep out intruders, but Liliya was trained. And she was special.


Less than a minute later the doors slid open and she was inside the main laboratory compartment. This entire central section was enclosed within a giant, reinforced, pod-like structure—a hull within a hull, its systems and conduits self-contained, designed to prevent whatever was kept inside from escaping. Yet she had left a trail of faulty failsafes, and the Xenomorphs had found a way out.


Passing the first of the airlocks leading into Lab 3, she glanced through thick diamond-glass at the interior. The labs were in disarray, with several bloodied and torn bodies slumped in one far corner, and a wall blasted open at the far end.


Lab 2 was filled with smoke. She could see little inside other than a few smeared handprints on the window’s interior.


Between Lab 2 and her destination, Lab 1, lay the main storage sphere, its walls thicker and stronger even than the ship’s outer hull. She hadn’t dared tamper with anything here. Death sat inside and, ironically, the source of terrible life.


The queen.


Liliya had only laid eyes on her once, and the memory provided a palette of nightmares she should never have been able to dream. Even being this close set her skin crawling, her blood cooling.


She hurried past the blank, heavy doorway, and sensed an awful awareness beyond.


Does she know what’s happening? Will she try to break free, rip away from her birthing sac?


Liliya berated herself. She had to focus, and the queen wasn’t her aim.


Lab 1 was still secure, and she again had to use her lock-picking skills. As the door whispered open she pressed back against the wall, listening for the screech, waiting for the violence. But all was quiet.


She slipped inside and got to work.


It took her less than ten minutes to access the mainframe, bypass a series of defense protocols, and commence download of all the information she sought. Three minutes later, the records were scorched from every hard disc, data cloud, and quantum storage fold on the ship and beyond. Liliya became the sole bearer of every scrap of research the Evelyn-Tew had carried.


The scientists on board had come a long way. In the past few years they had learned more about the Xenomorphs than had been discovered over several centuries prior—and now she had stolen it all.


It was a heavy weight, but she bore it for Wordsworth… and everyone else. Now her most important mission was one of survival.


* * *


Her plan had been to take one of the ships from the docking bays. There were several shuttlecraft there, as well as a decommissioned Colonial Marines dreadnought-class vessel ostensibly acquired for protection. But some of the lower decks were burning, and as she approached the docking bay she heard shooting, screaming, and the unmistakable screech of a Xenomorph.


So she decided to take her chances with an escape pod.


Over a mile long and half a mile wide, the USS Evelyn-Tew was a decommissioned Colonial Marines destroyer built to carry many more people than now crewed her. Bloody evidence showed that the Xenomorphs had depleted the science crew, yet she could only assume that others had escaped. She hoped at least one secure escape pod remained behind for her to use.


Two hundred yards and one level from the nearest lifeboat bay, she heard them. Whispering. Scratching. Brushing along the corridor wall ahead of her, around the corner she was approaching. When the overhead lighting flickered she saw them, too, dancing shadows flitting and shaking as different lights powered on and off.


Liliya paused and froze, becoming as motionless as possible. Ten steps behind her lay a door, but there was no guarantee it would be open. Fifty steps further back was a bulkhead door. If she turned and ran she might make it—or she might not. Even if she did, there was no guarantee that she’d be able to close the door before it, or they, took her down from behind.


Blinking rapidly, she tried to decide her next move, and the shadows burst around the corner.


“I told you I heard someone!” the man said. There was a woman with him. He carried an old model of pulse rifle, and she was holding a carving knife in each hand. They both looked terrified.


“You’re from the canteen,” the woman said. “Liliya, right?”


“Right. You?”


“I’m Kath Roberts. Engineer. This is Dearing.” She didn’t offer his profession, and Liliya didn’t care. It was clear that neither of them knew how to use the weapons they were carrying, and the need in their eyes was dreadful. The need to be helped, and led.


Liliya couldn’t give them that, but they could all work together, and maybe that way they’d survive.


Do nothing to compromise the mission. The voice in her head was Wordsworth’s, the words her own, speaking what she knew was the truth. They’ll be a danger to your task. They’ll want rescue, and not what you want. Not to disappear.


“I have to help them,” she said softly, and she saw Dearing’s frown as he heard her. Maybe he thought she was mad.


“You seen any of those things?” Roberts asked.


“One. I hid away.”


“It didn’t smell you out?” Dearing asked.


Liliya shrugged. “That’s what they do?”


“Yeah. We think.” He glanced aside, then back the way they’d come. “If you were heading for the lifeboats, you’re too late.”


“They’ve all gone?”


“From Dock C, yeah. Dock A was destroyed in an explosion, and B is venting atmosphere, and D is almost half a mile away toward the stern. I don’t think…” He trailed off.


“You know we’re on a suicide trajectory, right?” Liliya asked.


“Suicide?” Roberts’ eyes went wide, her face turning pale.


“The ship’s going to crash into the sun,” she said, then added, “Come on. There’s one chance.”


“What chance?” Dearing asked, but Liliya didn’t say. Partly because she didn’t trust him or Roberts, and her knowledge was power. But also because she didn’t know how great their chance might be.


There were emergency escape pods in a bay beneath the officers’ quarters. They were each built for one person. She had no idea how many might be left.


* * *


There was a dead woman in the stairwell.


She was spread down the stairs. Her uniform identified her as a ship’s officer, flight deck crew, but there was little else to distinguish her from the other dead people Liliya had seen. Torn flesh, ripped clothing, splintered bones—in death, at least, the Xenomorphs made everyone equal.


I caused that.


She shoved the thought aside.


Stepping gingerly past the mess, she tried to place her feet on dry parts of the stairs. There weren’t many. The woman had been caught making her way down toward the escape pods, and there was no saying whether the creature that had killed her had continued down, or come up from beneath.


“Step carefully,” she whispered back at Roberts and Dearing. “Don’t slip.” There was plenty to slip on. But they made their way down to the landing and around to the next flight, and then they were in a gently lit lobby area, with several comfortable seats and a drinks machine in one corner. The lighting was low-level faux daylight, expensive to maintain and generally reserved for the plusher parts of ships. It was obvious that they were in the officers’ section.


Roberts waited to be told what to do. Dearing shrugged, holding the pulse rifle in one hand.


“Which way?” he asked.


Liliya recalled the ship’s layout and zeroed in on the escape-pod bay. It was another level down, but close. She turned away for a second, listening, stretching her senses, trying to make out whether danger was close. Life support hummed. Distant thumps shivered, seemingly gentler down here, as the ship’s drive continued their acceleration toward the star. No more screams, no more gunfire or hissing creatures. That was no comfort.


It might mean that everyone else was dead.


“Come on,” she said. “We don’t have much time.”


Leave them, Wordsworth’s voice said. The mission is all.


Yet saving these two people might mean rescuing some small facet of her soul.


They followed her down another level. Access doors to the escape-pod bay were stuck open, the electronic lock beside them a smoking mess. Someone had already blasted their way through.


“Oh, no,” Dearing said.


“They might not all have gone,” she said, but already she was thinking ahead. Calculating time and trajectory, supplies, and life-support potentials. Balancing saving the two people with her against the successful completion of her mission. I’ve come so far… she thought. She couldn’t let herself down now.


They reached a circular room with seven round doors, each leading directly into a pod dock. Access was designed to be quick and easy in an emergency.


“Shit,” Roberts whispered.


“Only one left!” Dearing said, and Liliya wondered whether he knew what that meant. She turned around. He was already stepping back from them, lifting the gun, not quite aiming it at her but ready to swing it up at a moment’s notice.


“You don’t need that,” she said, staring him in the eye. He paused, just for a moment. Then he backed away three more steps until he was pressed against the soft bulkhead beside the access to the remaining escape pod. Here in the officers’ compartment, they even dressed the walls of the emergency bay.


The ship’s engines pulsed again through Liliya’s feet, and she wondered if the others sensed it as well. Probably not. There was a lot she could perceive that would escape them. Dearing’s increased heartbeat, the dribble of sweat at his temple, and the whitening of his knuckles around the pulse rifle’s trigger.


“Dearing…” she said.


“They’re only designed for one person,” he said. He looked back and forth between Liliya and Roberts, as if trying to decide who might come at him first.


“There are a dozen other ships in this system at any one time,” Roberts said. “We’ll be picked up in a matter of days. It’ll be cozy, but all three of us can get in there.”


Yet that’s not what I want, Liliya thought. I don’t want to be picked up—not by anyone but the Founders. She should have known better than to bring them along.


Dearing lifted the rifle.


She was fast, but probably not fast enough.


“Roberts is right,” Liliya said. “It’ll be tight, the launch will be rough, but three of us can last in there for days. You think they wouldn’t give the officers enough food and water? You think they don’t consider a bit of comfort?”


Dearing glanced to the side and touched a panel on the wall. His eyes were wide with the excitement of imminent escape.


“You can’t leave us here to die!” Roberts said.


“There are more lifeboats aft,” he said.


“That’s half a mile away!” she shouted.


“Quiet,” Liliya said firmly, but it had already gone too far. There was a dynamic here that she hadn’t perceived, and Roberts’ next statement exposed it all.


“Don’t I mean anything to you?” she asked.


Liliya took a step forward as Dearing’s face dropped. He saw her, and drifted the gun barrel in her direction.


She heard the scattering, scampering sound as one of the things came at them. It had been following their trail, perhaps homing in on the sound of their voices. She didn’t think Dearing had heard it yet. She had moments to react, and in that time everything rushed in at her.


The risks she had taken to be posted on the Evelyn-Tew, the favors that had been called in, the machinations behind the scenes by Wordsworth and the other Founders.


The responsibility she bore, the importance of the information she now carried on her person.


The disaster and deaths she had caused by effectively releasing the creatures.


The implications if she didn’t succeed.


Every part of her fought against what she did next. But her commitment to Wordsworth was greater than her own strength, instinct, or the moral code she had developed through her life. His dedication to his cause was absolute.


Liliya stepped behind Roberts, grabbed her beneath the arms, and shoved her at Dearing.


The pulse rifle boomed. The woman jerked once, hard, and slammed back against her. Liliya kept her footing, threw Roberts again, and followed. Dearing staggered back against the wall with the bloodied, dying woman splayed against him. As she slid to the floor, one hand grasping at his clothing and leaving a bloody trail across his chest, he freed the rifle from between them and lifted it at Liliya.


She slapped it aside. Something broke in her hand, and the rifle clattered to the floor, sliding across the bay and coming to rest beside the door through which they entered.


A shadow danced beyond, hard limbs and dark hisses.


“What the fuck?” Dearing shouted. He wasn’t looking at Liliya’s face. His eyes were wide, staring at her torso, and as she glanced down the pain signals hit her at last.


She cried out, more in desperation than agony.


It couldn’t end like this.


It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair!


Pressing a hand to her wound did nothing to prevent the white fluid from spewing across the floor.


“Jesus Christ!” Dearing said.


Liliya took advantage of his confusion. She dragged him aside with her free hand, exerting all her strength. He tripped over the body of his lover and sprawled on the floor, just as a shape filled the doorway.


She didn’t look. She knew she didn’t have time, and if she was to survive she had to execute every movement, every moment, with complete efficiency. She stepped over the dead woman’s leg, pressed the panel on the wall, waited an agonizing eternity as the escape-pod hatch spiraled open, grasped at its edges and—


Dearing screamed.


She looked—she had to look—and saw the Xenomorph standing astride the fallen man, one limb piercing his shoulder, the other pressing down on the small of his back. It crouched low, curved head sloping down at its struggling prey, and as he screamed again its teeth lashed out and smashed his skull apart.


Liliya hauled herself into the pod and slammed the execute button on the wall beside the door. The hatch slammed shut. Something struck the other side, hard, and then a roar shattered her hearing and became everything as the escape pod’s mooring bolts blasted loose and its propellant ignited.


She should have been strapped into the single seat, protected against the immense acceleration. Smashed back against the closed hatch, Liliya let herself give in to the white-hot pain at last.


As unconsciousness fell, she welcomed the release into blessed darkness.


* * *


Between blinks Liliya snapped awake and reality rushed in. A low whine issued from her, an uncomfortable moan with every breath. Pain brought her back. She was alone, and Roberts and Dearing were dead.


“No,” she said.


She had caused their deaths, even if she hadn’t pulled the trigger on Roberts or smashed Dearing’s skull apart with her own teeth.


“No!” She shouted this time, voice deadened by the small pod’s soft interior, and she knew that she was right. There was nothing she could have done.


Not if her mission was to survive.


The escape pod shook for a few more seconds before its thrusters cut out. Weightless, Liliya shoved herself slightly away from the hatch and held onto the seat, swinging herself around, pulling herself down, fixing the strap around her waist and the restraint over her shoulders. Her blood misted the air and formed into droplets, milk-like bubbles that drifted in the disturbed atmosphere.


Her stomach hurt, but what hurt more was the idea that it all might have been for nothing. Once secured in the seat she settled her frantic thoughts, running a calming program that leveled the peaks and troughs of her human personality. It was a process she disliked intensely—Liliya was over fifty years old, and thought of herself as human. Initiating support protocols pulled her out of that pleasant fantasy. Yet it was a necessary evil so that she could assess damage—both to herself and, more importantly, the information she had stolen.


Launching internal diagnostics, she quickly focused attention on the area of her wound and the associated components. It took less than a second to reassure herself that her internal hard disc was undamaged. A fragment of bone had been blasted from Roberts’ ribs by the pulse rifle charge. It had entered her stomach and passed out through her side, missing vital internal systems and barely skimming the porcelain surround that protected her hard disc.


Though breathing wasn’t essential, Liliya still gasped a sigh of relief.


Everything was on there. Not only what Wordsworth had asked for, but everything for which the Evelyn-Tew had been designed. All that research. All those hours, days and years of analysis, experimentation, trial and error… and the errors had almost ended it all.


The Company had come far. Their research into the Xenomorph samples from LV-178 had advanced further than anyone could have imagined, or hoped for. Though the strange species was still an enigma, the information now contained in Liliya’s hard disc shed more light than anything that humans had ever discovered before.


Soon, the Evelyn-Tew would crash into Alpha Centurai. If they weren’t already dead, everyone on board who still retained an inkling of the research would be destroyed.


Liliya had already confirmed that in their desperation to escape, anyone who might survive in the jettisoned escape pods had not had a chance to take any of the precious research with them. She possessed the last known copy, and she was taking it to Wordsworth.


Confident now that treating her wound could come later, she examined the escape pod’s computer and assessed its limited flight capabilities. In such a catastrophic situation it was pre-programmed to take her to the nearest planet, moon, or asteroid, but she initiated a manual override. There was still seventy-three percent of an engine burn left, and she estimated that it could get her up to point-oh-four light speed. That was enough. By the time any rescue ships arrived, she would be gone from their scanners. Lost to the void.


She composed a short, coded message for the Founders, then set it broadcasting on a twenty-hourly loop.


When she blinked she saw Roberts blasted back against her, Dearing’s head taken apart by the beast. The human part of her—the strongest part, and the side she had been promoting for as long as she could remember—hated what she had done. However human she felt, though, she knew that she had been built to last a long, long while.


As long as was necessary.


After repairing the damage in her stomach and sealing the wound, Liliya initiated the burn, then settled down to pass some time.
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JOHNNY MAINS


Southgate Station 12, Outer Rim research facility
March 2692 AD


Lieutenant Johnny Mains never got used to seeing them close-up. Alive or dead, a Yautja was a weird-looking creature. Ostensibly humanoid, yet there was so much about them that was so inhuman that traditional classification systems just didn’t seem adequate.


Freaky bastard, he thought. That described it well enough.


“L-T,” Cotronis said. The corporal stood beside him, close enough for their shoulders to touch. She was still breathing hard. He saw the splash of blood across her bald head. Human blood. He never really got used to seeing that, either.


Mains raised an eyebrow, but he could see the truth in her eyes.


“Willis didn’t make it,” she said. She blinked quickly, sweat running into her eyes and tears running out.


“Probably a good thing,” he said softly. “Messed up like that, Brian wouldn’t have wanted to go on.”


“You can’t say that,” Cotronis said. In private, with only other VoidLarks in earshot, none of them used formal military speak, and no one pulled rank. They’d been out here together too long to require false monikers to display deep respect.


“I can,” Mains said. “I’ve known him for a long time. Longer even than you.”


“And Lizzie?”


He’d seen Private Lizzie Reynolds go down fighting when she’d taken on the first of the two Yautja. She’d been protecting a man and two young kids, and she’d got a few good shots in with her nano-rifle before the alien took her head.


“She died well,” Mains said. “She died fighting.”


“So what now?”


Mains sighed, then turned away from the dead Yautja. They’d have to put it on ice and send it back with what was left of the station’s crew. The Company rarely got its hands on such a complete specimen, and there was still so little known about this enigmatic species. He couldn’t help admiring their martial abilities. He couldn’t help hating them, either. Willis and Reynolds weren’t the first troops he’d lost to them, but they were the first of the VoidLarks to be killed in action.


“Let’s do a full sweep of the station,” he said. “Take Faulkner and Lieder and make a few circuits outside, secure a perimeter. I’ll get Snowdon and McVicar to tie down the base’s interior.”


“Right.” Cotronis sounded uncertain, even fragile.


“Sara?” Mains said.


She looked at him sidelong.


“You fought well. We all did. We lost two, we took down two. You know that’s a good result against these bastards.”


“I didn’t realize we were keeping score.”


He reached out and grasped her upper arm, squeezing through the combat suit. She smiled. Then Cotronis left to muster the troops, leaving Mains standing beside the Yautja’s corpse.


Its left leg flickered in and out of focus. The third blast from his laser rifle had severed its hand at the wrist, and the control panel it wore on its forearm was sparking and spitting. He knew well enough to disable its weapons systems—Snowdon, more knowledgeable than any of them in Yautja tech, had done that—but the dead alien’s stealth field was still cycling, as if to take it away from death.


Mains shoved it with his boot and its head lolled, tusks clacking against the floor.


The 5th Excursionists, nicknamed the VoidLarks by Mains on their first day out from an Outer Rim drophole, had been patrolling space beyond the Outer Rim for a little over three standard years. In that time they had only interacted with other people on three occasions. This was the third, and the most traumatic.


The death toll among Southgate Station 12’s scientists and support staff was still being ascertained, but initial reports suggested the pair of Yautja had stalked, hunted, and killed at least seventeen in their two days on the ground. Ten of those were indies, mercenaries hired by the station commander to provide protection. Mains knew there were more bodies yet to be found. They hadn’t yet discovered either of the Yautja’s nests.


When they did, there would be trophies.


It could have been so many more. The research station maintained a permanent population of over a hundred, and almost eighty people were gathered in the canteen, being looked after by the commander and the remaining few indies. Shocked, traumatized, still not really understanding what had happened, or why, they were preparing to be sent back deeper into the Human Sphere. Where, Mains didn’t know, nor did he care. Away from here was all that mattered. This place was tainted now, and though it wasn’t like Weyland-Yutani to waste anything, Southgate Station 12 would likely remain unoccupied for a good while.


Mains checked his combat suit’s status. There was no damage. Laser charge on his sidearm was low. His com-rifle ammo and charge were at eighty percent, and his shotgun was a reassuring weight on his back. It was a fully restored antique, but it had saved his skin ten years before on Addison Prime when his unit was sent in against a rogue Marines outfit. He’d been a corporal then, and it had been his first firefight against other trained soldiers. He’d held his own, and when his suit’s CSU went down and all his weapons went offline, it was the shotgun that had saved his life.


“L-T?” The voice buzzed from the comm implant in his ear.


“Yeah, Snowdon.”


“Sir, the base commander wants to talk to you. He’s demanding to know what happens next. Sir.”


Mains smiled. He could hear the nervous tension and humor in Snowdon’s voice. She was a good fighter and an experienced soldier, but she didn’t take any shit. Especially from people they’d just lost two friends fighting to protect.


“Tell him what happens next is, he sucks my dick.”


Snowdon snorted laughter. “So, shut down the base?”


“Yeah, that’ll do. Tell him to commence shutdown. Whatever it is they do here, it needs to be closed up ready for them to leave, say, a day from now.”


“Yes, Sir. So we’ll be leaving soon after that?”


Mains turned away from the Yautja corpse, the blast holes in the walls, the stark laser scars across the ceiling, and looked around. It was a large dormitory, set up for a single family with sleeping area, a dining compartment, and a recreation corner with holo-stage gaming consoles that rivaled some of the hardware they had on the ship, complete with comfortable seating.


The atmosphere controls leveled the temperature comfortably, and low-level lighting made it feel almost like home. Someone else’s home, sure, but that was good enough.


The dormitory was almost as big as the whole rec room on their ship, the Ochse, and the rest of the base was just as expansive, with freshly grown food from a green dome and a leisure complex that included pool and gym. He could see the allure of staying here for a while. He could feel it, and he hated that. Mains’s concentration was already slipping, his alertness relaxing, and the temptation to slip into some undefined period of rest and relaxation was strong.


“You know we will,” he said to Snowdon. “This is an unusual attack, and I want to get back on-station as quickly as possible. That Yautja habitat might be gearing up for something more. Something bigger.”


“They’ve never launched anything bigger than this,” Snowdon said. She lowered her voice. He could hear conversation in the background, the scared survivors. “Come on, L-T. A day here after the civvies have fucked off, swimming and eating and relaxing.”


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Snowdon? Seeing me skinny-dipping.”


“You know it, L-T.”


“Tell the Commander to stay there. I’m coming down to speak to him. You and McVicar tie down the rest of the base, post lookout drones, make sure we’re safe and sound.”


“Yes, Sir! Right away, Sir!”


“And if you’re there when I arrive, I’ll beat the shit out of you.”


“You and whose army? Sir.”


Mains grinned. He liked Snowdon. He liked all of his VoidLarks—they were a family, friends, and that was why they were so good at what they did. Few other people could remain so isolated from human contact for such long periods of time. All Excursionists were the same, but Mains naturally thought the 5th, his VoidLarks, were the best.


The impact of losing two of their family had yet to truly hit home.


* * *


“You’re not going to escort us?”


“Not unless there’s a good reason,” Mains said.


“Good reason? How about twenty-three bodies? Is that good enough reason?”


Mains glanced around the canteen at the stunned survivors. Men and women, there were tears and blank stares, shivering people and those who still could not believe. There were also several children, some of them huddled into their parents, a couple sitting side by side, bereft. Maybe they were the orphans. Mains felt bad for all of them.


A few indies had also survived, weaponless now, shorn of any semblance of control. They weren’t to blame for the massacre, but Mains still couldn’t bring himself to exchange words with them. If they’d been better trained and equipped, and more inclined to prepare for what might hit them this far adrift on the Outer Rim, perhaps they would have put up a more effective defense. Perhaps. But the past was done with.


“You think we should take this somewhere else, Commander Niveau?”


Niveau glared at him, but all his anger and bluster was hiding his own terror. He was in charge of this research base. He could never have anticipated the horror that had come to visit.


“But… it’s seventy days to the drophole—at least—and our orbit’s taking us further away all the time.”


“Good reason to start soon, then,” Mains said, keeping his tone even. “Please? Your office? Your people need to rest, eat, get strong for the journey. We can discuss everything else in private.”


“For Christ’s sake!” Niveau shouted. He was shaking, ghostly pale rather than flushed with anger. “You’re supposed to be here to—”


Mains turned his back on the commander and faced the survivors spread around the canteen, aware that most of them were hanging on his every word. He and his unit had arrived here to save them, after all, and now they were waiting to see what happened next.


Niveau fell silent, and Mains heard the creak of a plastic chair as he slumped down.


“Six hours,” he said. “That’s how long you’ve got. In that time you need to put this facility into hibernation. Gather any data and information you need to take back with you. Pack your personal gear. Flight crew, pre-flight checks on your Apollo transport commence in thirty minutes.” He nodded at the indies. “You gather the dead. Seal them all in coffin suits, put them in the Apollo’s hold, show them the respect you’d expect for one of your own. My people will isolate and secure the Yautja corpses. They’ll be going back with you.”


There was a flicker of unease at this last statement, but Mains could see the trust the scientists and their crew held for him. That was good, that was right—but to get that, he’d had to turn his back on their authority figure and effectively usurp him.


Before sending them on their way, he had to put that right.


I never signed up to be a politician, he thought, and he turned back to Commander Niveau.


“Your office?” Mains asked. It wasn’t really a question.


* * *


It was a sparse, functional space, with no luxurious trappings. A holo screen framed one wall, and data danced and jumped across it as they entered. Mains glanced at it, but it made no sense to him. Niveau viewed the screen for a moment, then muttered a command and shut it down. He sat in a chair behind his small desk and turned to Mains.


“That display back there—”


“Brian Willis was thirty-seven years old,” Mains said. “He was a private, passed over for promotion several times in the regular Colonial Marines because of a supposed rebellious attitude. He was in the 17th Spaceborne when I recruited him. The unit’s nickname is the BloodDoves, and Willis never really fit in. He wasn’t rebellious, he was curious. He didn’t like… order. Orders were fine, but he wanted to look beyond the next posting to some mining habitat or asteroid research station.


“He wanted more, so he came with me. Left behind a wife who didn’t really understand his wanderlust. She’s never even left Earth, so I guess you can figure how different they are.” Mains knew that everyone out here was different. Working close to or beyond the Outer Rim, at the furthest extremes of the ever-expanding Human Sphere of influence in this small corner of the galaxy. It took a certain kind of outlook.


“He died trying to lead a Yautja from a room where a couple of the indies were protecting one of your scientists and her family. If the Yautja had broken in and clocked the weapons, it would have killed them all. Probably quickly, because in the heat of the hunt they usually kill their prey as efficiently as possible. But we know that some of them can be sadistic.


“It might have been slow.”


“You’ve made your point,” Niveau said.


“Not yet. Not until I tell you about Lizzie Reynolds. Young kid, really, this was her first posting beyond the Sol system. Spent her first few years wearing a Marines beret on board Charon Station. It was General Bassett himself who saw the potential in her. She was a loner who worked well with a close unit. Sounds like a contradiction, but it really wasn’t. Lizzie wanted to see further, and go as far as she could, and she never once told me that she wanted to go home. Ever. Far as Lizzie was concerned, we could have patrolled the Outer Rim forever.


“We provide a service, Niveau. Lizzie knew that, and she died doing it.”


Niveau nodded slowly, and his eyes were wet. He was still shaking. Chances were, he’d continue shaking until he showered, ate, stripped, and was settled into his cryo-pod for the ten-week journey to the drophole.


He’s lost people, too, Mains reminded himself. A lot more than me.


“I’m sorry,” Niveau said. “I’m sorry for your dead.”


“Yeah… and I’m sorry for yours.”


Niveau stared at him for some time, as if readying to say something else. Then he pulled a control pad across the desk, brushed its surface, and swiveled to look at the display rising on the holo frame.


“Facility status,” he said. “My people are working quickly. Look, those blue areas have already been shut down into hibernation mode.”


Mains sat down in a padded chair, sinking into the cushion. What he wouldn’t give for a drink right now. But an urgency was growing in him, a need to get moving. He wanted to speak to his people again, and soon. Compare notes and thoughts. And more than anything, he was keen to send a message back to Excursionist HQ and get their take on things.


The VoidLarks had been surveilling a Yautja habitat beyond the Outer Rim for a little more than a year. It was a huge artificial vessel, several miles long, orbiting a star in one of the countless unexplored and uncharted systems beyond the Human Sphere. He was as certain as he could be that the Yautja who attacked this facility had not come from there.


“It’s good that your people are efficient,” Mains said. “They need to keep busy. There’ll be plenty of time to think about things later, and mourn the dead. But for now, I want you all away from here.”


“I’ve been here seven years,” Niveau said. “We’re doing important work. Genetics, medicine, using bacteria mined from just under the surface of the asteroid. This is one of only five places we know of where it exists. But… I never thought anything like this could happen. Never.”


“It’s space. Nothing’s ever safe. If it’s not something you know that kills you, it’ll be something you don’t.”


“Nice outlook,” Niveau said.


Mains shrugged.


“So why can’t you escort us?” Niveau asked. His voice was low, quivering slightly. The fear was real, the void of space suddenly deeper and darker to him than before. He’d become too settled here, in this place where comforts distracted from the promise of the uncaring, infinite vacuum.


“Because we’re doing something important, too,” Mains said. He gestured at the blank holo frame. “You’ll understand that. You know what Excursionists do?”


“Of course. Patrol the Outer Rim. Escort Titan ships as they move beyond the Sphere and build new dropholes.”


“That’s the easy part of it, yeah, but expansion isn’t easy. For the past year, maybe a bit more, my VoidLarks have been keeping an eye on a big Yautja habitat that’s been drifting past this sector, hanging around a star system several light years beyond the Sphere. It’s pretty inactive, seemingly without purpose, and it’s never seemed much of a threat. Nevertheless, that’s our job. We’re not just an escort service for Titan ships. We’re the sharp edge of defense for the human influence in the galaxy. Out there beyond the reach of human space exploration, making sure things are safe, trying to change things if they’re not.”


“These Yautja came from there?”


“I don’t think so. We’d have logged their ships leaving.”


“But you still came.”


“Your emergency call was passed through to us by another unit. You were lucky we were drifting back for a yearly resupply run, and we were closest to you. Otherwise…” Mains raised a hand and shrugged.


“They’d have killed us all,” Niveau said.


“Probably not. There’s evidence that if they attack a large population, they take captives.”


“What for?”


Mains stood, groaning when his knees clicked. He’d been in space for too long, and running on zero grav for long periods in the Ochse to cut down on telltale power trails. “Beats me. Nothing good, you can bet on that.”


“So you’ve got to get back to your post. Watching the habitat.”


“Especially after this.”


Niveau nodded. He didn’t like it, but he understood, and Mains respected him for that.


“It’ll be fine. Seventy days to the drophole in your Apollo, and your indies can stay awake to keep track of things. Oh, and what I just told you about the Yautja habitat we’re watching? That’s classified.”


“Of course.” Niveau stood and extended his hand. They shook. “Thanks.”


“It’s what we’re here for.” But Willis wasn’t there any more. Neither was Reynolds. Mains saw their faces, Willis’s stern smile that always seemed to hide something, Reynold’s enthusiasm. For the first time since leading the VoidLarks out from the Excursionist base at Tyszka’s Star, he would have to officiate at a funeral.


As he left the office, his comm implant chimed.


“L-T?” It was Faulkner, the signal coming from back on the Ochse.


“Yeah.”


“I’ve picked up a sub-space signal from the 13th Excursionists. They’re in full contact with Yautja on a deserted asteroid station, seventeen light years away along the Rim.”


“The SpaceSurfers,” Mains said.


“Yeah, Golden’s unit. Shall I respond?”


Mains closed the door behind him and stood in the silent corridor. It was quiet, peaceful, the air treated and scented for comfort, and far, far away, old friends of his might be dying. He felt like he shouldn’t be here.


“Acknowledge the signal, but we can’t help.”


“We need to get back on station,” Faulkner said.


“Open channel,” Mains said, and their communication was opened up to all VoidLarks.


It was time to move out.


* * *


Johnny Mains always thought that a deep space funeral was a strangely beautiful sight. An hour after lifting off from Southgate Station 12, he stood before his remaining crew and prepared to send two friends into the void.


Neither Willis nor Reynolds had any religious views, so the committal was short and sweet. A few words about each of them, some observations about their personalities and the brave way they’d both died, and an anecdote for each that brought a smile to grim faces. Then they all turned to watch the holo frame in their rec room, and Mains muttered his command to their ship’s computer.


“Frodo, vent the bay.”


A gentle hiss was all they heard, and then Reynolds and Willis were spat across their view of the void, both of them tumbling slowly from where the atmosphere had vented from the Ochse’s hold. It appeared that they traveled together, although it was inevitable that even a slight difference in trajectory would move them apart over time.


It was time that, for Mains, made this sight so enigmatic, even graceful. Gone from the world of the living, the two bodies now began their eternal journey through space. At every such funeral he had ever witnessed, it was always ensured that the coffin suits were fired away from Earth. Every moment of their journey was toward somewhere new and unknown, and whether or not they or their witnesses held any beliefs about soul, gods, or afterlife, this was a profound concept.


The dead had lost the ability to comprehend, but they could still commit to their avowed mission, and the purpose of any man or woman who decided to make their lives in the heavens—to explore, travel, and be a part of whatever else was out there.


“I always wonder if they’ll be found,” Cotronis said. Like everyone, she still wore her combat suit, and she had refused to wash the splash of Reynolds’ blood from her bald scalp—not until after the funeral.


“Shouldn’t be found,” McVicar said. A big man, sometimes harsh, a man of few words, Mains knew that he and Reynolds had enjoyed a gentle romance. Uncomplicated companionship, casual sex. An Excursionist rarely displayed deeper feelings, on the surface at least, because of the proximity of their existence with the others. But who knew what hid beneath the surface?


“No, I mean… later.” Cotronis brushed her hand over her stubbly scalp, pausing when she encountered the flaking blood. “Much later. A million years from now. Ten million. Maybe a billion years from now, when humans are dust, they’ll still be tumbling through space. Way beyond whatever extremes the Human Sphere might have reached before we wiped ourselves out, or something we found wiped us out.”


“Fucking hell, cheery bastard today aren’t we, Corp?” Faulkner said. He was a short skinny guy, brusque, but with a sharp mind. He was a private, but Mains sometimes called him their resident scientist. Always good to have someone like him in a unit like this.


“It is cheery, though,” Cotronis said. “That’s how I want to go. Not blown up or burnt to death or eaten by who knows what? Out there, like that. Drifting away.”


They all watched the screen. Mains liked the banter between his crew. But now the rec room felt horribly empty, and much bigger than before. Eight were now six, and the deaths would leave a hole that might never be filled.


“Until your ugly corpse gets in the way of a warping Titan ship and takes out five hundred people,” Lieder said, and they all chuckled softly. Even McVicar. Lieder was ever the comedian, and she usually knew just when to drop a funny. Now, she’d defused the maudlin tension Mains felt building, and one he knew would return again and again in the foreseeable future. They’d all been Marines for a while, some of them a very long time. Most of them had lost friends before, but that never, ever made it easy to accept.
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