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        Outgunned.

        Outmatched.

        No hope of escape.

      

        

      
        With nothing but a stolen shuttle to aid them, Tess will do whatever she must to keep her friends safe. But what can you do when a Gate Age battleship appears right in front of you with it's particle cannons already charging?

      

        

      
        She has only an instant to decide.

      

        

      
        The 7th Gate is a character-driven thrill ride in true adventure scifi fashion. Told across six episodic novelettes, each story in Volume 4 contains the white-knuckled action, gripping character arcs, and careful story plotting you'd expect from an epic novel, all condensed down to an espresso-like package. So join Tess and her friends on their adventure today!
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      Do you like free books? I know I do. I remember when I used to agonize over whether to start a new series, trying to decide between books and money for the next meal.
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      While the events of The 7th Gate series take place after the events of The 28th Gate series, which one you choose to read first is entirety up to you. Either way, special care has been taken to ensure that each series will have its own unique surprises waiting for you.

      

      Also, for those whom it might benefit:

      
        
        Year > month > day > hour > minute > second

      

      

      
        
        Revolution (rev) > subrev > rotation (rota) > chron > subchron > michron

      

      

      

      You can thank (or curse) me later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE 7TH GATE

          

          Season I

          Volume 2

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      ...and for the defenders fighting to safeguard others.
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            EPISODE 7

          

        

      

    

    
      The fall of the Gate Age is still an event shrouded in mystery and heartache. This was before the rise of Civilization, back when self-governing corporations ruled the stars, fighting with each other over petty whims that served their executives without much regard for the lives of those in their employ—the lives of those they should have been serving. Rather than sharing knowledge and resources to progress all of humanity as Civilization does now, the Gate Age corporations remained secretive and isolated from each other, forming transient treaties and half-hearted cooperation agreements, all the while hoarding away their true discoveries in the hopes of power for power’s sake.

      That’s why we still don’t know which one of them created the organo-synthetic virus that destroyed countless star systems and caused the end of an age—we don’t even know if there was only one. There might well have been multiple, each as deadly as the last, designed by multiple corporations for the same singular and unimaginable purpose: the complete and total destruction of humanity.

      Maybe they were meant as a weapon to be used only once, to break any opponent they chose. To wash through technological and organic systems alike flowing from one to another in an unstoppable plague. Or perhaps their intention was to be a defense tool for the prevention of future wars—a weapon so terrible no one would dare stand against it, and thus no one would dare fight against it.

      But the problem with powerful weapons is that, eventually, some petty fool demands a display of their power.

      Civilization deemed the risks of such weapons too great a long time ago, shortly after the fall of the Gate Age, after the escaped O-S virus destroyed huge swaths of humanity’s holdings, forcing the abandonment of those infected systems and their people. They cut off the afflicted Black Gates and built Gateway to intercept any infected vessels coming from those systems, as well as numerous other elaborate steps to ensure that such an O-S virus would never be able to risk humanity again.

      But they weren’t the only ones.
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        * * *

      

      The ghost battleship appeared directly ahead of us, materializing out of the void in the blink of an eye. There was no shimmer of an active stealth field fading away, or the glint of angular passive stealth tech that would explain its arrival. It simply appeared in front of us, weapons bristling and ready to attack.

      Long and with an oval cross-section, the vessel was clearly old, designed to fit its massive bulk through the great interstellar gates. But it was large even for a battleship. Probably the size of the Celestial, if not as large as the HGS Portal itself. And while the Celestial and other Gate Age battleships I’d seen like the Onyx or Diam had been refit and repaired, equipped with a cobbled-together assortment of the best weapons and arms available in BGR28 after the fall of the Gate Age, this thing still looked ancient. Its hull was beaten and battered, but its weapons appeared to be the original complete armament—which meant it had a lot of powerful guns. And it only took an instant to recognize the massive particle cannons mounted at the front of the warship glowing as they completed a charge.

      And then it opened fire.

      Behind us, the research vessel trembled, pummeled by the battleship’s devastating barrage. It must have had layers of armor under its stealth panels—I’ve never seen a ship that small endure such an assault. But I knew it wouldn’t last long.

      “Tess, get us out of here!” Jack shouted.

      Qya bent forward, working at the controls of our stolen stealth shuttle, trying to bring up anything that could help us. “I still have no comms; I can’t contact them!”

      I pitched the shuttle around, angling toward Byan V below us, hitting the engines hard for every bit of thrust they could give us and hoping the passive stealth panels Maysfer had retrofitted it with would shield us until we reached the safety of the planet’s atmosphere.

      Of course the engines of that little messenger shuttle had been extensively modified just like the rest of the ship, so they had a lot of thrust to give.

      “Tess!” Rallan cried over the subnet from the Essta, his voice echoing as though very, very far away. “What’s happening?”

      “It’s the ghost battleship!” Qya answered, letting me focus on my piloting as I threw us all back into our seats with another surge of acceleration.

      Behind us, something on the infected research vessel exploded, hurling chunks of debris in every direction. But the ghost battleship didn’t relent; instead, it began pounding each fragment and shard of hull wreckage, opening fire with its smaller guns on anything that still moved, intent on obliterating everything that had come from the infected ship.

      And that included us.

      “Incoming!” Qya shouted as my display also lit up with multiple warnings of targeting locks from guns aboard the huge battleship.

      I wrenched hard on the controls, pulling the shuttle up into an elaborate spin to dodge the first barrage—smaller point defense lasers and a few ballistic cannons. But there were so many, it was difficult to keep ahead of them, and I didn’t dare kick us into a tumbling maneuver—I needed as much forward acceleration as I could get.

      “Tess!” Rallan shouted. “We’re coming! Hold on!”

      “I am attempting to bypass the battleship’s security firewalls now,” Ayet assured us. “But I recommend you maintain your escape velocity. The vessel’s systems architecture is shrouded in layers of reactive programming; it might take some time for me to break through.”

      But we didn’t have time; the battleship’s gunners were too good. First an anti-fighter cannon clipped one of the shuttle’s small wings, and then another caught the port engine. By that point we were entering atmosphere, where the defensive lasers would have a harder time targeting us at distance, narrowing the long list of guns I had to evade. Even so, I was already on the verge of losing control.

      “We’re going down!” I cried over the subnet.

      “Tess!” Rallan cried. “Get down safely, and I will find you!”

      I might have taken more solace from that if I’d been able to concentrate on anything other than piloting the damaged stealth shuttle through a thickening atmosphere.

      “Jack, Qya, buckle in! I’m going to try to put us down on⁠—”

      And then I lost all access to the ship’s automated piloting assist—you know, the advanced bit of software that makes it possible to fly the awkward and impossible shape of a stealth ship through atmosphere.

      “What the perg!” I snapped, yanking hard on the ship’s controls, struggling to compensate by myself.

      At least the battleship wasn’t shooting at us anymore; they probably knew they didn’t have to. We were going to crash, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

      I heard something from Jack behind me, but by that point my vision and awareness had collapsed down to a single point, a single world: the controls of my damaged shuttle and the ground rushing up at us far, far too quickly.

      Desperate for something, anything, that would help, I abandoned all the techniques one typically uses while piloting a ship in atmo. I kicked the lateral thrusters on and spun the ship in the air, forgoing any mediocre lift from the single remaining wing or the ship’s atmospheric controls. Then I ignited those big engines, once again pushing them to the max, trying to reverse or at least slow our plummeting descent.

      But we were still going too fast. Much too fast.

      “Hold on!” I shouted. “Brace for⁠—”

      The last of my words was carried away in a sickening crash of colors and sounds as we slammed that stolen messenger shuttle into the rocky surface of an abandoned world.

      The shuttle’s engines at the rear absorbed most of the impact, crumpling along with the surrounding hull. The stealth panels, too, shattered with the landing, taking some of the blow out of our collision. Rocks flew past the forward canopy, hurled in every direction by our engines ploughing into the ground. In front of me, control panels exploded, overloaded by the crumpling of the engines and a nasty spike in power feedback that threatened the small ship’s batteries. At least those were well protected from the impact—they ended up shoved right behind Jack’s seat rather than flattened with the engines, which would have probably ignited them and sent the whole shuttle back into the air one last time.

      And then, suddenly, terribly, everything was still. I took a breath and groaned as sensations flooded back over me, replacing the momentary void of that crash—that terrible instant that had lasted forever.

      I took another breath, trying to force order to the chaos of what my senses were telling me. Pain swept through my body, aching and dull. But nothing sharp or lancing—nothing broken. The shuttle’s seats and harnesses had done their jobs, isolating us from the ship’s sacrificial frame during the collision. The air felt thick in my lungs, and it burned with an acrid tinge; the air cycler was off, and the canopy was beginning to fill with smoke drifting from the ruined console. Creaks and pings, snaps and hisses sounded all around me as the shuttle settled and groaned. But it was stable, and nothing sounded catastrophic.

      We were all in one piece.

      “Jack? Qya?” I asked over the subnet, not sure if I could talk yet.

      Only a horrible, yawning emptiness answered me.

      I managed another terrible breath. “Ayet? Rallan?”

      Nothing. The subnet was gone. Again. At least this time I didn’t have the same feeling of panic as the first time we’d found ourselves without the Civnet.

      I groaned. “Jack? Qya? You two alright?”

      “Yeah,” Jack managed with a cough.

      I turned in my seat, trying to see through the thick, acrid haze of drifting smoke that was still filling the cockpit. “Qya?”

      After a moment, she shifted in her seat, turning toward me. Blood streamed down her forehead and her eyes were wide with fear, cut off once again from communicating in the way that most fit her comforts and abilities. She managed a rough nod.

      “It’s alright,” I assured her. “We’re alright.” I think I repeated that phrase a few more times, though I don’t know if it was for their sake or for mine. But as I continued the new mantra, I shifted from assessment into decisive action, not allowing any of the larger implications of our crash to get in the way of what had to be done. I groped through a couple of the under-console compartments until I found the emergency medical kit I was searching for—a basic thing, but enough for Qya’s needs.

      “Here,” I said to Jack, pressing the kit into his hands. His eyes were almost as wide as Qya’s. Of course, I knew he’d been separated from the subnet before—maybe he was reliving that experience, captured by the pirates all over again. Or maybe he was already thinking ahead, worried about what we’d do next. “Take care of your sister,” I told him, focusing him on the here and now. “I’ll get us a way out.”

      As I started to pull myself free of my twisted seat, Qya’s hand grabbed my shoulder. I gave her a reassuring pat and locked eyes with her for a moment. “It’s alright. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I heaved myself up and away from my chair, realizing we’d been left on our backs after the crash, with the shuttle’s nose pointed toward the sky at an awkward angle. But as I pushed myself to standing on my seat, everything felt wrong—and not just the disorientation of the topsy-turvy shuttle. My nano synthweave exosuit hung limp around my arms and was dangling about my torso, like when its powerplant falls to a zero charge: a failsafe to ensure the wearer can get out of it even when it loses power. But it should have had the energy to last for rotas without another charge cycle, longer if I remained active and feeding it kinetic power to convert. I groaned, putting my shoulder up against the forward canopy where it now sat overhead. But when I pushed, nothing happened. I grunted once and began to trigger more power in my—my heart sank as I remembered my suit wasn’t working; I didn’t have any more power to push with.

      Biting back a muttered curse, I shifted my attention to looking for the manual override. Every good shuttle should have a secondary means of egress from the cockpit, for any number of reasons. The emergency switch on the charred consol wasn’t difficult to find, but it didn’t do much more than offer an unsatisfyingly mushy click.

      The shuttle’s power systems were dead.

      I almost snatched the XMP from my hip; it would probably have punched through the canopy, giving me a chance of kicking out the rest of it. But reason stayed my initial impulse: I didn’t know how long we’d be stuck there, and I didn’t want to ruin a perfectly good shelter. After all, a cursory glance confirmed the rear of the shuttle was no longer available to us—if it even still counted as existing at all. The crash had collapsed the back two-thirds of the ship into a single mangled heap that started just a short distance behind-below our seats, obliterating any trace of the rear ramp or any other sign of the primary entrance.

      So that canopy was the only shelter we had. But I also needed it to open.

      Finally I found the manual release, a hardware solution to unhook the clamps securing the canopy in place. After that, I carefully pried it open enough for some of the dense, acrid smoke to begin swirling up and out of the space, filling the cockpit instead with the local air—breathable, but musty and sour, like a loaf of bread left for too long to mold.

      I gave Jack and Qya a glance. They’d climbed down to the new “floor” of the shuttle below me, where he’d bandaged the small cut across her forehead without difficulty. But the work was sloppy—intentionally, I’d guess, in an effort to bring his typical levity, since the wrapping left her with clear vision through only one eye. At least the fear had faded from her gaze, replaced instead with a bit of wry annoyance.

      “I’m going to take a look outside,” I said. “See if you can find the rest of the emergency supplies. Water and food will be our next priorities.”

      “Yeah, and a comms beacon,” Jack said, grinning.

      Qya wrinkled her nose.

      “Or an air purifier,” he added with a shrug.

      I scoffed. “I’ll see if I can pick one up while I’m out.”

      The grin he flashed me as I hauled myself out of the canopy was well worth the effort.
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        * * *

      

      Byan V’s surface beyond our mangled shuttle was cold and desolate: rocky hills framed by barren slopes, with little to hold the dirt in place besides tufts of wiry, silver grass and the occasional low, scraggy bush. I let my gaze scan the horizon all around the ship, but there was little to mark one direction from another—all looked equally dreary. Of course, the ship itself had landed in something of a depression, though it couldn’t have been caused by the impact. That would have required more force than my nearly-almost-controlled landing had generated. Instead, the surroundings just looked like deserted, hilly lowlands.

      I frowned, not seeing many signs of water. But at least some of the hills around us had to have once been carved by water, so I took that as enough of a sign that I needed to follow them looking for a trough or valley, hoping for the trickle of a tiny creek or stream.

      About a half-chron or so later, after following a little trail of rocks mixed in with less dirt than the others, I found a tiny spring buried under a pile of rough stones. After clearing enough of them away to cup my hands in the frigid water, I took a careful taste.

      It was smooth and sweet, a welcome contrast to the moldy aftertaste hanging in the air.

      I piled the rocks back over the little spring, content I’d be able to find it again when we returned with something large enough to carry the water to the shuttle. But as I turned to head back, I caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of my eye. I spun, fear and hope both leaping in my chest.

      Yet there was nothing there.

      The glimpse of whatever dark shape I thought I’d seen had vanished. I held still a moment longer, straining to hear anything on that empty world, but all I could catch was the faint howl of the wind through the desolate rocks.

      I turned again and began picking my way back to the broken shuttle, shivering a little against the chill.

      Only once more during my return trip did I catch another hint of shadowy movement in the distance—another flash of a large, amorphous shape vanishing behind the rocks. But it was enough to confirm we weren’t entirely alone on that barren rock.

      I took a roundabout way back to the shuttle while searching for signs of pursuit, just in case.

      By the time I made it back, Qya had rigged something of a stairway up to the shuttle cockpit, built with a collection of steppingstones and hammered footholds into the mangled hull. Meanwhile, Jack had been at work assessing the state of the shuttle itself.

      He’d found what remained of the emergency rations, so at least we had food for a few rotas. My first thought was that it would be plenty to last until Rallan came to rescue us. Then I pushed the idea away with a touch of amusement—after all, it was almost certain that Ayet would be the one who actually found us.

      “What about the shuttle?” I asked. “Anything you can do with it?”

      Jack shook his head with a comically severe expression. “I’m afraid that after careful inspection, I have concluded that this shuttle isn’t likely to be flying again. Surprising as this may sound, even my skills have their limits.”

      Qya snickered from where she was fiddling with one of the Redworks rifles we’d brought from the research vessel, and I gave Jack a sour smirk. “I meant any equipment we could use. Maybe something to send a signal?”

      At that, Qya shook her head and Jack’s expression turned serious—for real, this time. “When they refit the shuttle, they removed both the main and emergency comms. Fine. So I focused on pulling out the shuttle’s batteries, thinking I could use those to rig something basic that might send a signal—even a simple binary. But I can’t get anything to work.”

      “Well maybe you just⁠—”

      “Oh no,” he interrupted, “I tried that. And it isn’t even that the batteries are dead. The tech is dead. Nothing electrical is working. Not even the guns; Qya’s trying to strip one of them back to basics now.”

      I looked down at the limp folds of my suit with a frown.

      “I don’t know why; it doesn’t make sense,” Jack added. “But it means we might have a harder time getting out of here than we thought.”

      I nodded, hoping to reassure them both. “Alright, we’ll keep at it later. But I’m sure Ayet will be able to get around whatever is going on here after it finds us.” Then I flashed them each a smile. “But first, I think we should be stripping those seats for their cushions—I bet you’ll feel a lot better after you’ve had a nice rest on a padded bed.” That’s another bit of surprising survival knowledge I picked up from my dad: when you’re battling the elements, you need your sleep. And to get that sleep, you should make yourself comfortable up off the ground, to keep it from leaching your warmth. A small pile of leaves, a heaping of moss, or—in this case—a bed of cushions.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Byan V has a slightly longer night cycle than standard, and the biting cold of that extended darkness didn’t help it feel any shorter.

      Even so, I insisted on keeping a watch all night, allowing Jack and Qya time to sleep and recover from the ordeal of our landing. For the first portion of the evening, I sat atop our broken shuttle, where I could leverage its height as a vantage point. But as thickening darkness consumed the world, that faint, howling wind began to strengthen, whipping across the top of the shuttle until it didn’t make any sense for me to remain up there unprotected. After that, I shifted a few times, searching for shelter from the wind in a few different places around the base of the shuttle.

      On the ground, with the shuttle’s hull at my back, the depression it had crashed into helped a little, though the wind still managed to find me, just more slowly. Besides, I couldn’t see anything over the surrounding hills. So I finally relented and took cover inside the shuttle itself, perched atop the charred console where I could peek out of the canopy when I felt so inclined. It was still cold, but not as terrible as while sitting atop the shuttle in the open, and it let me continue to keep watch through that frigid night.

      But it wasn’t until almost morning that I spotted them: little black shapes moving in the predawn twilight, barely discernable against the dark rocks and soil.

      For a moment I wondered if I should wake Jack and Qya—then I decided it didn’t make sense to disturb them until I knew we had a problem. And at that moment, all I knew was that we had some strange shadows.

      So I hauled myself up to stand atop the shuttle, hoping to get a better look at the strange shapes, like wandering shadows in the dim light. But even the higher vantage point didn’t help much—I’d have to get closer.

      The things seemed to spot me as I clambered down the shuttle, and a few of them began ambling my direction—I mean, if ambling is the right word. From the ground, I was able to silhouette them against the pale sky. They appeared to be a few different sizes, with some standing almost at my height. But their bodies were thin and barely there, each mangled and twisted, and they moved on misshapen limbs that bent in far too many places; they looked more like tentacles than legs and yet moved more like legs than tentacles.

      The more I could see of the wandering shadows, the more repulsed I felt.

      As the sun came up a little further, still casting a predawn glow across the ground, I began to spot even smaller ones, little oblong shapes the size of my hands held together that scrambled and scurried over rocks on a dozen legs or more, clustered at the front and back.

      And it was these that came after me first.

      Two of them scrambled toward me and I backed away, partially because of their rough skin, like a lake of boiling oil frozen into shape, bulges and popped bubbles and all. And then something about their movements brought to mind the scurrying of the ADD virions aboard the research ship. And at that point I drew my XMP.

      “Keep back!” I shouted, though I didn’t really expect it to mean anything.

      And it didn’t. The little shapes continued rushing toward me. I stumbled back again, almost to the shuttle. And then one of them leapt at me, and on the underside of that misshapen body was a little gaping mouth surrounded by hookers and jagged teeth.

      I must have given a startled shout as I stumbled back, pulling the trigger on the XMP at the same time.

      But nothing happened. The gun didn’t fire. It was just as dead as the shuttle.

      And then the beast was upon me, clawed legs and gaping mouth reaching for me in midair. Though I didn’t have the enhanced speed of my suit, my training was still good when it kicked in—and the XMP’s frame was still a weapon in my hands. I brought the gun up with a sharp backhand, using the base of the grip as a pommel to land the first blow as I pulled my body off-axis of its lunge. The little shape squished as I made contact, and the air filled with that smell of rotten mold as it flew away from the force of my strike.

      But I didn’t have time to rest; another leapt at me with a foul shriek.

      Suddenly the roar of gunfire opened up from above me, and the twisted attacker all but exploded, throwing little chunks of its blackened body in every direction. I gasped and tossed a glance over my shoulder.

      Qya stood at the top of the shuttle with one of the Redworks rifles she’d been working on at her shoulder.

      Jack popped his head up beside her, his eyes wide. “Tess, what are you—look out!” he added with a frantic point.

      I spun to find more of the larger shapes hobbling toward us, their movements both awkward and fluid on those irregular legs, some moving on two, some moving on three. And then one stooped to snatch a rock from the ground with a long, too long, arm before twirling it once overhead to launch it at me.

      I dodged aside, but the rock collided with the shuttle behind me, the sharp sound echoing through the shallow crater as fragments of the little missile sprayed my back and shoulders.

      More gunfire from above, Qya’s rounds tearing through our attackers, and yet they stumbled onward, relentless in their assault as bullets bit deep into their mangled, boiling flesh. Worse still, I spotted more of them cresting the nearest ridge, whole swarms of their spindly, repulsive shapes drawn by the sounds of the attack.

      Jack appeared beside me a moment later, pressing the second Redworks rifle into my hands. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get back to the shuttle!”

      But between the rock steps Qya had built outside the hull and that fact we couldn’t reseal the canopy, I knew that was a false hope—we needed to make a stand.

      Qya continued her barrage until she finally felled one of the shadowy creatures, though it took nearly splitting it in two to do so. And even then, the pieces she’d separated with her gunfire continued writhing as though still operating with the same, singular goal: attack.

      “Get back to cover with Qya!” I told Jack as I opened fire, adding my hail of bullets to hers. “See if you can find another gun that still works!” I feared the two Redworks rifles wouldn’t last us long against so many. Jack’s pistol would have worked, but it was out of ammunition. Qya’s Sayer Regent 547 bullpup was probably too advanced and also low on ammunition, while my XMP had little more function than a weighty rock on this apparently tech-less world. Even my ’lock wouldn’t⁠—

      I froze, hope welling once more. No one knows how a warlock works, not really. I mean, I’m sure someone in Civilization could figure it out if they really cared. But after having abandoned weaponry so long ago, it’s never been high on anyone’s list of historical research priorities.

      But it was advanced tech from the height of the Gate Age. Maybe…

      Another tangled monster fell to Qya’s rounds, but more advanced over the broken body, stumbling over the twisted limbs with no regard for their fallen companion or even concern for the unstable footing. They just shuffled over it, trampling the fallen shape under the mass of shadows descending upon us.

      I lowered the Redworks rifle and snatched the warlock from my hip, grabbing a silver at the same time—I only had four of them left after the fight on the research ship and so long spent hiding aboard the Essta without a chance to find more. But I didn’t hesitate before I picked my last number 2 silver.

      I wanted some spread.

      Whipping the gun closed, I took comfort in the fact it didn’t immediately refuse to seal. And then, before more worries or fears could get the better of me, I pulled the trigger, and my sweet ’lock began to sing.

      Up the scales the charging chime went, then plummeting to the down note as I steadied my aim on the swarm advancing upon us.

      The brilliant stream of my warlock’s blast split the predawn glow, light and power incarnate washing and flowing over the landscape of that barren world like a radiant flood; even the warlock’s icy-hot backwash was a welcome sensation against the constant, bitter cold.

      When the blast faded, there was nothing left of the creatures attacking us from the front.

      Above me, Jack gave a whoop of excitement. But I knew better than to assume we were finished. Qya opened fire again, picking off some of the stragglers that had avoided the warlock’s blast. At the same time, I spun in place, searching for more targets, and then my heart sank. Another swarm was coming in from the north, harder to see than the first because of the angle of the almost-risen sun. And they were already a lot closer.

      With a growl of determination, I snatched another silver—a number 4 this time; stronger than I wanted to use, but I didn’t have anything lesser with more spread left.

      The warlock’s chime sounded in the air, once again filling the crater with the upward notes before bottoming out and releasing brilliant devastation. This time it cut right through the hoard, obliterating most of them while leaving two distinct wings whole and intact. And probably angry. They shuffled faster, hobbling on three and more limbs, scrambling down the hill as others paused for more stones. Qya shifted her aim to the smaller ones, taking them out before they could reach me as I did the math on the numbers before us.

      I only had two shots, and there were more than I could catch with the limited spread patterns of the silvers I had left: another number 4 and a number 5.

      I switched back to the Redworks, firing as I dashed away from the shuttle, hoping to draw more of our attackers into a line I could hit with another number 4 silver. But as I went, I felt the rumble of warning that the rifle was getting low on ammunition. I groaned, desperation beginning to claw at me again. But I pushed it away.

      I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

      When the rifle gave its last shot, I just whipped it around, planning to use it the same as I’d used my XMP—a mighty cudgel for swinging. The only difference was the rifle’s frame was a lot larger; I intended to hit hard.

      I steadied myself as the first of them came closer, a long arm-tentacle rearing overhead, even as so many others closed in behind it.

      And then the monster attacked.

      I dodged to the side, barely avoiding the first blow, but the crooked limb pivoted in midair, flailing like a broken arm, and it caught me across the shoulder. I stumbled back with a grunt, thankful my suit was still offering some degree of protection, before I lashed out with a strike of my own.

      My reach wasn’t greater, nor my power more substantial without my suit—but that empty Redworks served me well. The rifle crashed into the beast, catching it at the base of one flailing arm, and with a sickening squish of tearing of flesh, the whole limb fell away under the rifle’s assault.

      I stumbled back in surprise, readying my weapon again, even as two more advanced.

      And then a snap of thunder echoed through the crater at the same moment that one of my attackers exploded into a hail of blackened flesh. It sounded again: a sharp, cracking explosion, followed by the woosh of a large caliber round obliterating the second shadow ahead of me.

      That wasn’t one of Qya’s guns; it sounded like an anti-vehicle sniper, hurling a huge round by the feel of the pressure wash that swept past me.

      “Light ’em up!” a voice cried, and then more pops of gunfire sounded from multiple angles, each hit resulting in miniature explosions that tore through the tangles of blackened and boiling flesh.

      And then I spotted a pair of new figures, one carrying a huge shape like a ballistic shield, and the other tucked in behind wielding a hefty rifle that spat explosive rounds with every step. The two of them arrived at my shoulder, and the man with the rifle gave me a pointed glare. “Get behind us!”

      Then another shield appeared a short distance to my left, this one with another pair of figures attacking the remaining swarms on the hill.

      And while our Redworks rifles had done the job eventually, putting the beasts down before they could reach us, whatever kind of explosive rounds these newcomers were carrying did the job far swifter—shot after shot simply dropped the limbs and thin bodies of those creatures into twisted heaps.

      At the same time, that sharp boom of thunderous fire continued, echoing from somewhere on the ridge behind us, and every time it did one, two, or even more of the beasts fell—a sniper watching over the team.

      But the shadow creatures didn’t go quietly. They shifted their attention to the ballistic shields, hurling whatever they could snatch from the ground in an attempt to batter them away and reach the people behind. Yet the shields held firm, and within a few more subchrons, the fighting was over; the last beast fell with a curdling shriek. A cry, perhaps, to warn others.

      I gave the newcomers a pointed look, but most of them barely even paused. They quickly set to checking the mangled bodies, gathering the bits that still moved into a large pile, while leaving the rest wherever they had fallen. And they did it all with a casual efficiency that said they knew what they were doing; they even had a routine.

      But the man with the rifle who had first approached me behind the shield turned on me with an angry snarl. “I can’t believe you were so foolhardy. You know salvaging out this far is forbidden!”

      I tossed a glance toward where Jack and Qya stood atop the shuttle looking equally confused. “Look, I appreciate the help. But we weren’t trying to salvage anything. Our shuttle crashed here.”

      His angry scowl slipped for a moment as he shot a bewildered glance at the twins and then back to me. “You crashed? As in from off-world? You survived that?” he added with a nod toward the mostly flattened craft.

      I shrugged.

      The scowl fell away completely, replaced with a wry scoff. “Must have had one perg of a pilot then.”

      One of the others, the woman who’d carried the first shield, called, “Sir, pyre’s ready. Charged with four reds.”

      He turned and nodded. “Do it.”

      An instant later, the pile of twitching limbs was ablaze, thanks to four small incendiary bombs, and the crater began to fill with the smell of smoke and burning flesh. The other newcomers simply stood for a long moment watching the brilliant red flames with a distinct air of satisfaction.

      I turned back to the man who seemed to be their leader. “Are you all knights?”

      He shot me a confused look. “What? No. We’re soldiers. On a southern patrol. You’re lucky we saw your shuttle coming down—that’s why we assumed you were scavengers, here to pick over the pieces. We get the occasional crash, but not many survivors.” He turned back to his team. “Alright people, let’s get this thing stripped for parts! We need to be out of here in one chron.” He turned to me again as the others set to action. “We’ll take you back to Bastion, the southern-most stronghold. From there you can get a ride to Citadel, our capital.”

      Jack came stumbling down the steps beside the shuttle. “You mean there are more of you?” The man gave him a strange look. “I just mean, we thought this whole planet was dead,” Jack explained.

      The man nodded. “Close enough to it. We’ve been here since the fall of the Gate Age, battling these wretched things. The soldiers in the strongholds keep them at bay so the capital can survive.”

      “And you’ve seen other ships crash here?” I asked.

      He nodded again. “Not many, and usually in smaller pieces than yours. We fight for every little bit of material we can get off them. But I’ve heard stories of other survivors—that’s how we know a little about the off-world.”

      “Do you have any comms equipment?” I asked, though not with much hope. “We have friends who are going to come looking for us. If we can contact them, I’m sure they could bring more support for your people.”

      I was still trying to work out why survivors from the Gate Age would have chosen to remain hidden on this dead planet for so long rather than contact anyone else in the system.

      But he gave me a strange look. “You haven’t noticed yet? None of your technology will work here. Ships don’t land on Byan V—they crash. There is no way off this forsaken planet. Hasn’t been since the fall.”

      With that he turned to join his team stripping parts from the battered shuttle—but not the consoles or the batteries, as I expected. Instead, they went straight for the solid materials, textiles, and armored plates. Though one of them spent a bit of time collecting pieces of the shattered stealth panels, apparently perplexed by the advanced material. At least Qya had already collected the last of our arms and the emergency medical supplies we’d recovered.

      So when it became clear we didn’t have much say in the matter, I chose to join in and help them strip the shuttle rather than stand around watching. But there wasn’t much talking—just a lot of dower faces concentrating on getting the job done as swiftly as possible. By the time the chron was up, we’d collected a nice little pile of material loaded onto a sled Jack had helped build on the spot from pieces of the shuttle itself. Then a pair of the other soldiers rigged a harness they could use to drag the sled, and off we went.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we hit the top of the ridge, a distant figure rose from where he’d been watching and set off after us at a steady jog, joining the team again a few subchrons later. He had a tousled head of sun-bleached hair and small dimples in his cheeks when he flashed me a hesitant smile after falling in beside us. In his arms he cradled the huge sniper he’d been using from the ridge.

      We walked in silence for a while, though the marksman kept stealing glances at us.

      “That was pretty good shooting,” he finally said to Qya with another shy smile.

      She returned the smile and nodded toward his rifle.

      “She doesn’t really talk,” Jack explained, as though that would end the conversation.

      But the young man didn’t seem the slightest bit deterred. “Oh,” he said as he shifted the rifle to his back, freeing his hands before trying again with a series of quick hand gestures. “Do you speak in sign?” he asked aloud.

      Qya watched the movements with obvious fascination but could only shake her head. “No,” she added awkwardly, her voice rough and difficult. “Don’t know that.”

      “Oh, well what about⁠—”

      But before he could say more, his leader gave him a sharp look. “Stash it, Sousa. Save it for camp. We need to put some distance between ourselves and that shuttle before we stop for the rota. Better to focus on walking.”

      “Yes sir—sorry, sir,” the young man replied immediately, but that didn’t stop him from giving Qya a sheepish wink.

      She just smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the heavy load from the shuttle and the rough terrain, we moved quickly for the next few chrons as the sun rose overhead. Though the soldiers who weren’t hauling the sled remained on constant alert, scanning both ahead and behind us with their powerful rifles at the ready, we didn’t encounter any more of the shadowy creatures.

      It was about noon when the leader called for a halt, pointing toward a large rock outcropping we had just come upon. There we found shelter from the bitter wind and a chance to recover from the hard march. My body was already aching, and though Jack hadn’t said much, I could tell he too was in a lot of pain; I was used to my suit doing a lot of the work for me, and he wasn’t used to doing the work at all. Honestly, I was surprised I hadn’t heard him complaining.

      I was also worried about what would happen in a few subchrons when the soldiers asked us to march again.

      Instead, their commander had other plans. “Dalai, Macit, Pai, you’re on first sleep.” The soldiers nodded and quickly set to pulling out thin sleeping sacks from their gear, which looked like something halfway between an insulated bag and a full protective tent. But they took no time to rig, and a couple of the soldiers were asleep before the commander came over to talk with us.

      “We’ll handle watch. You try to get some sleep while you can. We’ll set out again after nightfall.”

      “Is that safe?” I asked. “Traveling at night, I mean.”

      He gave me a serious look. “No, not really. But the shadow beasts are more active at night, so that’s why we try to keep on the move. We settle down for sleep when they’re less likely to swarm us.”

      Jack grunted, but Qya nodded, seeing the tactical advantage.

      “I’m on first watch,” the commander added. “But I’ll send Sousa over with some food and water. After that, get some sleep. I expect you all need it after what you’ve been through.”

      I gave him a faint smile. “Thank you.”

      He answered with a curt nod before striding away to take position on one of the rocks above us with a better view.

      Beside me, Jack collapsed back with a groan. “Ugh, I miss my little buddy. You know he’d be able to haul a bunch of this stuff for us.”

      I gave Jack a look. “I think you mean that you’d be carrying him, considering the lack of electronics.”

      But Jack scoffed. “You must not remember the advertisement. It clearly states that BDY Units run on the power of friendship. So I’m sure he’d be fine down here.”

      Qya just shot him a glare before she pulled out her SR 547 and started tinkering.

      A few moments later, Sousa appeared, this time without his hulking rifle. He bore a couple of small water bottles and some of the shuttle’s emergency rations for us to share. He also had a little container of his own food. “I wasn’t so sure about the look of those,” he added as he handed the emergency rations over. “So I figured you might want to share some of mine.”

      “Thanks,” Jack said, accepting the food with an eager grin. And when Sousa lingered for a moment, Jack leapt at the chance. “So what’s the deal with you all? You’re just out here wandering the wastes or something? Or do you have a vendetta against those creatures?” He took a bite of our emergency rations and scowled.

      I didn’t blame him—they tasted like boiled chalk, but at least they’d keep us going. The bite Sousa shared was much better, some kind of condensed fruit bar seasoned with something that warmed the tongue and banished the moldy musk that lingered with every breath.

      “Us?” Sousa asked. “What do you mean?”

      Jack shrugged. “Why are you all even out here? And what were those things back at the shuttle?”

      Sousa nodded and looked away. “The shadow beasts. They’re left over from the fall. Can’t say I know much about them myself, but that’s what we’re out here for—to keep them from getting to the capital. They attack our strongholds every few subrevs, and we drive them back. The brass in Citadel figure the shadow beasts all come from some kind of host population out in the ocean, because we’ve tried killing everything on the surface. They just regroup and come at us again.” He shrugged as he offered another of his rations to Qya. “That pretty much covers it. Most of us end up serving at some point, but this is my third tour out here.”

      “Third?” Jack managed. “You mean you chose to come back to this?”

      Sousa frowned with a faint nod. “Sort of. I took my sister’s place. She’d have had a hard time out here. So I came for her.” He flashed a grin. “You know, doing my part to protect humanity and all that.” Then he rose, brushing off his pants, though the gesture seemed futile surrounded by so much bare dirt. “Anyway, I’d better get back to watch. I’m afraid we don’t carry much in the way of spare equipment, but you can have my sack. And if there’s anything else you need, just ask me or Field Captain Cormano.” He flashed another grin. “I know he seems rough and distant, but he really is one of the good ones.”

      We watched as Sousa ambled away, then Jack turned to me. “So what do we do now?”

      I gave the twins a faint smile. “Whatever we can. And right now, I think that means sleep. Like Cormano said, we’re probably going to need it.”

      Sousa’s sleeping sack wasn’t very large, but once unzipped, it was enough for Jack and Qya to share, after a little bickering. Fortunately, my suit was still sheltering me from the cold, even if it wasn’t powered. But with the sun rising high overhead, I wasn’t able to get much sleep, despite the fatigue I still felt. Instead, I rested with my back against a rock, feeling the warmth of the sun on my face and shoulders. And I listened—first to the shifting and snoring of those sleeping around me, and then to the shuffle of bootsteps when Cormano and Sousa traded watch with a couple of the others. But the most disconcerting sound was the steady howling of the wind through the distant rocks, reminding me of the noises those creatures had made when they attacked, and the unsettling sight of the one that had followed me back to the shuttle in the first place…

      I startled awake to a hand on my shoulder. The sun was now low in the sky as I blinked the sleep from my eyes until I realized Cormano was crouching in front of me.

      “Time to pack up,” he said simply. “We need to get moving before dark.”

      I nodded, understanding what he really meant—before the shadows began to stir.

      I stretched a little, trying to ease my aching muscles—though how much of that was from the walk and how much from where I’d fallen asleep, I couldn’t tell. Then I took another few bites of my chalky rations and shouldered my pack, falling in beside the others as we set off into the sinking twilight.
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        * * *

      

      We marched hard that night, moving to the north. At first, I sidled up to Sousa, hoping to ask how far we’d be going. But before I could get much of an answer, Cormano appeared beside us.

      “Sun’s going down. Time to go silent.”

      Sousa nodded.

      When I shot the younger man a questioning look, his hands flickered through another set of signs, but I could only shake my head. Finally he shrugged and held a finger up to his lips.

      I interpreted that as a sign that even he took the silence seriously after nightfall.

      Once we’d traveled for a few more chrons, I offered to take a turn hauling the sled. At first the soldiers politely refused, but when I persisted, Cormano agreed with some reluctance. And it was understandable—I wasn’t used to covering the distances they were. But I felt the need to show them that I wasn’t helpless, even if it required making a few mistakes.

      Or maybe I just needed to show myself.

      Either way, the sled was heavy, and it felt all the more so against my fatigued limbs. It only took a few subchrons before the harness began to bite into my shoulders, and I started fiddling with the straps, trying to find a more comfortable position. I didn’t, but the process gave me something to do as we stumbled through the evening gloom.

      We traveled without lights to aid us, I assume to keep from attracting the creatures. But it meant we were guided only by the bright stars overhead. Even so, Cormano seemed to know the way—he kept pointing out landmarks on the horizon for us to follow, or detours around ravines and steep slopes as we traveled. He paused a few times to consult with Dalia, looking up at the glittering sky, and then off we’d go again, traveling through that bitter night.

      At least my biocontacts were still working, so I didn’t stumble as much as Jack and Qya.

      After two chrons, I couldn’t take the harness any longer—it had already worn a blister across my collarbone where my suit should have protected me, and the weight of pulling it was just too much on my unaccustomed limbs. I traded out with Macit and offered a murmured apology, but he didn’t seem upset. If anything, he and the other soldiers seemed to respect the effort I’d made to haul my share.

      Even so, I was wondering if I’d made a terrible mistake four chrons later as I spotted the faint brightening of the sky above. By then, my awareness had nearly collapsed to a single narrow focus—step, step, step. It took all of my concentration to keep up with the others and avoid tripping over the rough stones we marched over.

      Fortunately, that brightening sky was the approach of dawn, and with it, time for us to rest. Cormano brought us to another sheltered outcropping as the sun finally crested the horizon, and we all shrugged off our gear.

      Needless to say, I didn’t need much urging to sleep that dreary morning.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke on my own sometime before evening twilight, with the sun settling low on the horizon. Though I was one of the few yet awake, I shifted a little, once again trying to relieve the awful aching throughout my body. Then I rose, hoping a bit of movement would do me some good.

      Jack was still snoring nearby, and on the far side of the sled, I spotted Qya and Sousa nestled against the rockface talking—it looked like he was showing her some of the hand signs he’d been using. When I caught the whisper of her suppressed laughter, I smiled, deciding it better if I didn’t intrude; she needed some time to laugh.

      Instead, I kept walking until I found myself atop one of the rocky slopes, where Cormano was sitting on vigilant watch. He turned even before I approached, scanning the horizon on all sides before settling to sit once more.

      I joined him, taking a position so I could watch in the opposite direction, sparing him the need to turn. He gave me a piercing look, then simply nodded.

      We sat there like that for a short while before I finally broke the silence. “Are all of your patrols like this?” I asked, keeping my voice soft. “Dark and cold and sleeping while the sun is up?”

      He flicked a sidelong glance my way. “More or less. Though the shuttle crash made this one a little more interesting.”

      I scoffed. “Just a little?”

      “Just a little,” he repeated, though I think I caught a glimmer of amusement in his voice. “I don’t generally consider an interesting patrol to be a good thing—it usually means something went wrong, like a midnight attack.”

      “Are those shadow things really so dangerous?” I asked, trying not to think too hard about the attack on the shuttle. “I mean, the ones that came at us just threw stones, right? Our problem was that we were outnumbered before you arrived and most of our guns weren’t working.”

      His expression soured, though his gaze remained hard, fixed on the landscape beyond. “We’re always outnumbered. So it’s only our guns that have kept them at bay.” He gave me another piercing glance. “If you fall into melee with them like you did, it’s a sure death sentence. Only takes a single scratch from one of them.” He turned away again, his voice going soft. “I lost my first patrol that way.”

      “What happened?”

      “We were ambushed in a ravine. They were on top of us before we even knew they were there. Only my captain and I made it back.” His voice took on a sheet of bitter sorrow. “It ruined his career. And jumpstarted mine.”

      I pushed back a shiver, again not letting my thoughts run away with the implications of how close I’d been to disaster.

      “So they’re the reason our electronics don’t work?” I asked, hoping for a lighter subject. “How do they manage it?”

      But he shook his head. “They weren’t the cause of that. That was us—at least, my ancestors, the ones who first survived the fall of the Gate Age. They had to make sure there was no way for those things to get off this world, so they generated a particle field to keep them trapped here. But maybe those survivors didn’t reckon that it would also leave them trapped here with the beasts. Either way, that’s why ships crash here.” He turned to me again, this gaze still rough and defensive, but with a flicker of sympathy. “That’s why no one has ever left.”

      I frowned and gave him a nod, though in my heart I couldn’t help but think about Ayet—would it be able to find a way reach us anyway?

      And then my thoughts turned to Rallan.
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        * * *

      

      We set off again as the sun drifted below the hills, settling once more into a steady rhythm of traveling by night.

      But this time, our night was far more interesting.

      At first it was just the howling of the wind, trailing us from a distance. But as we continued our headlong slog across the barren slopes, I realized there was more: harsh echoes of falling stones, or an occasional haunting vocalization.

      Around me, the other soldiers who weren’t hauling the sled stepped up their vigilance, sweeping with their rifles at their shoulders as though waiting for something to emerge from the dark.

      We hurried on that way for chrons, more than halfway through the night, until Cormano held his hand up for us all to stop.

      We froze as he cocked his head to the side, listening. And then I heard it too—a shrill, mechanical whistle, firing in quick bursts from ahead.

      He turned to Dalia for confirmation, and she nodded. “Three bursts.”

      Cormano scowled. “Bastion is under attack! Drop the sled!”

      Pai and Sousa ripped off their harnesses as Dalia and Mancit threw their packs onto the sled as well.

      “Full combat gear!” Cormano added, and Dalia and Pai each pushed their rifle to their backs to pick up those huge shields they’d been carrying when we first met. At the same time, he and Mancit checked the rifles they were carrying, and Sousa grabbed his massive anti-vehicle sniper.

      “Let’s go!” Cormano set off at a quick jog, a pace that felt almost reckless across the rough terrain and the wicked dark night. But his soldiers didn’t even hesitate to follow. We ran for maybe half a chron before coming over a ridge, and there was the stronghold of Bastion laid out before us in the distance, huge towers and soaring stone walls protecting it where it sheltered at the base of a mountain cliff.

      In front of those thick walls lay an open plain, and there swarmed the dark, twisted shapes of shadow beasts, massing before the fortress gates.

      But whereas none of the ones that had attacked the shuttle had been much larger than a person, some of these creatures had to be twice as tall or larger, and when they stooped to collect stones from the hillocks around the stronghold, those stones were large enough to put dents into the formidable walls.

      From atop the stronghold, snipers opened fire, setting a steady echo of thunder roaring from the mountain. But it wasn’t enough to stop the swirling mass. Then, from the front gates, a swarm of troops emerged, carrying the same powerful rifles with explosive rounds that Cormano’s team held at the ready.

      Within moments, the field was a hive of chaos as the new units engaged.

      Captain Cormano took this all in with but a single glance from the top of our hill. Then he spun to Sousa. “Covering fire when you can. But your job is to keep these survivors safe.”

      Sousa shot an inadvertent glance toward Qya as he nodded, unslinging his huge rifle.

      At the same time, Cormano turned to me. “Stay here with your friends. We’ll be back for you when the fighting is over.” Then, to the others, “Our stronghold is under assault, and so we answer the call!”

      They gave a brief, echoing cry, and then the four of them charged down the hill at an all-out run.

      By then, Sousa was on his stomach with the anti-vehicle rifle to his shoulder, steadying his aim. “You might want to cover your ears.”

      Qya dropped to one knee, pulling Jack behind Sousa before they both protected their hearing. And then that rifle fired, and it was every bit as loud as I’d expected—like a landed cruiser’s engines igniting for launch, hammering my body with a flood of sensation.

      Ahead, Cormano and the others reached the bottom of our hill and dove into the beasts, firing as they went. Like the soldiers outside the stronghold gate, they moved in a tight formation, using the shields to keep as many of the creatures away from them as they could while continuing a relentless rapid-fire barrage, their explosive rounds tearing through blackened fleshed in a ceaseless cacophony of destruction.

      “What are they doing?” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. “Why aren’t they staying behind the walls?” It seemed to me that was the entire purpose of the towering stronghold.

      Sousa fired again, then spared me a sidelong look. “Because then they’d be trapped there. The rifles from the top help, but they don’t keep the shadows back. And without troops on the ground, they just hammer the walls from a distance. Or if we deploy more snipers, they swarm us with those little swarmers; whatever we do, they find a way to counter the next time they attack. So we have to keep switching it up, changing our tactics and what we use against them.”

      I bit back a growl of frustration, watching as Cormano and the others waded in amongst the deadly threat.

      And then I couldn’t take it any longer. “I’m going down there,” I said, stooping to retrieve Qya’s Redworks rifle from the abandoned sled.

      Jack and Qya spun on me, giving me looks that almost matched Sousa’s bewildered stare.

      “I can’t let you do that!” the young soldier snapped. “Cormano gave me clear⁠—”

      “And he’s down there now, vastly outnumbered and fighting for his life. So wouldn’t you rather he have another gun by his side?”

      I spun and started down the hill, even as Sousa cried, “Wait!” But when I didn’t pause, something landed on the dirt a short distance ahead of me: Sousa’s sidearm, a heavy pistol, which I assumed meant it bore the same large explosive rounds as those chunky rifles. “You’ll need that too,” he added.

      I gave him a single thankful glance and then tore off, building my momentum down the hill until I charged into the fray.

      The rifle didn’t last long. I tore through its remaining rounds within a few subchrons, then shifted to Sousa’s sidearm. The pistol was bulky in my hands, but no more so than an MM508 Heavy, and I’d trained with enough of those that this one didn’t bother me. I opened fire, landing hit after hit; even when my aim was slopy, my stray rounds still found targets on that packed field.

      I knew I didn’t have many shots, but that wasn’t what mattered. I needed the right positioning.

      Ahead, I could no longer see Macit and Pai, but I did manage to catch glimpses of Cormano and Dalia now clustered with the units from the stronghold, Cormano wielding his large rifle and Dalia keeping them both safe while hitting targets with her own heavy pistol tucked against the side of that massive shield.

      But there were so many of the writhing creatures ahead of them, it seemed a constant struggle to keep them at bay, to keep them beyond striking distance.

      The soldiers weren’t going to last long enough for the snipers overhead to end the fight.

      Fortunately, I already had a plan. And a good one at that: I still had two silvers left.

      I dropped the heavy pistol as soon as I heard the last click from its magazine—it hadn’t lasted long either. But by then I was almost where I wanted to be. I grabbed my ’lock from my hip and snapped open the break, loading with a single swift move. Then I swept it shut, sealing in the number 4 silver. I took a wide stance, bracing as I pulled the trigger.

      Two of the tangled forms were almost atop me, reaching, leaping, straining to catch me unarmed and unprepared.

      But I was neither.

      My warlock’s down note echoed off the surrounding hills as those shadowy forms vanished into the withering light of a number 4 silver, obliterated under a cascading wave of radiance that cut across the dark field, lighting up the dim morning twilight.

      In the lingering afterglow, the line of devastation was plain to see—the blast had carved a swath of destruction through the mangled ranks, cutting away a chunk of the reinforcements just behind the ones the soldiers were fighting at the wall. I could have aimed it closer, but I hadn’t wanted to risk hitting the soldiers with the blast. Besides, they were more than capable of finishing the job, and within moments they’d eliminated the stranglers, leaving an open field between them and the remaining foes—a bit of breathing room to reload, regroup, and prepare for the next maneuver.

      Yet there were still so many of the fell beasts—so many writhing shapes surging forward. Perhaps the one glimmer of hope was that they were no longer charging the stronghold gates, threatening the meager cluster of soldiers there trying to defend the opening.

      Instead, the wicked creatures were all charging toward me.

      I took a steadying breath, reaching for another silver—my last warlock silver.

      A number 5. Armor piercing. Moderate punch-through. No wider a blast than the number 4, but it would hit harder and travel farther.

      And that’s exactly what I was planning on as I stood watching the beasts approach, waiting for the right moment.

      I’d struggled to get them into a line back at the shuttle—my first shot had left too many of them too far apart. But I’d learned that lesson. And now they were closing in on my position just fine.

      I didn’t know if I’d get them all, but I’d certainly make a crack at it.

      As the closest of them neared, arms flailing as rocks began to rain down around me, I dropped to one knee, whipping the break closed again. Then I steadied my aim, wincing as stones hailed down on me, battering my arm and chest. I gritted my teeth and held firm, waiting for them to draw closer—closer. And then I pulled the trigger, filling the field ahead of the stronghold with that glorious chime as my warlock charged. When it hit the high note and dove, it was almost as though the creatures knew what was about to befall them. They surged toward me, full of frantic agitation, desperate to reach me with twisting limbs and flailing stones.

      But I’d marked my timing well.

      The ’lock bottomed out and released a second wave of devastation, embracing me with its bitter cold, fiery backwash that still brought to mind the first time my father had shown me how to fire a warlock. The dark shapes ahead of me vanished into the shimmering blaze, dark tendrils lingering for just an instant where they’d been reaching for me one last time. And instead of that lingering musty stench of mold, the air tasted clean and bright with fresh ozone.

      When the glittering afterglow faded for that second time, it left only the largest shapes in the distance, stooping for more stones. Of course, they couldn’t know I was out of silvers, so I had little doubt where they’d be aiming.

      Suddenly a figure appeared on my left from the stronghold. I tried to spin, to bring my ’lock to bare as a bludgeon, but the shape caught me first, diving into me with arms wrapped around my waist, hauling me to the ground.

      “Stay down!” Cormano yelled, his breath hot on my cheek as he shifted one of the massive shields atop of us. An instant later, the stone barrage began landing all around, battering the ground and hammering our shield. The captain’s face twisted with determination, one arm still around my waist tightening as the other kept the shield in place, sheltering us from the assault. “It’s coming!”

      I thought he meant the sniper fire that continued echoing from the stronghold walls like thunder. But I was wrong.

      An instant later, the shattering boom of an explosion tore over us, trembling the ground and buffeting the blast shield in Cormano’s hands. And then another sounded, just as loud as the first.

      “Is that artillery fire?” I gasped, surprise slowing my understanding.

      He shook his head as more sniper fire sounded, this time in rapid succession. “Mortars.”

      And then I realized the stronghold’s strategy—just like me, they’d been drawing the shadows into position before hitting them with cluster mortars, capable of taking out the entire swarm.

      Instead, they’d only needed to hit the remaining large ones at the rear.

      Finally the snipers fell quiet, though the long moment of silence echoed just as loudly. Then a sharp, mechanical whistle sounded, the same as we’d heard earlier in that long night.

      Cormano’s arm around me relaxed. “That’s the all clear.” He shifted a little, throwing the shield off of us and turning to me, perhaps only then realizing he’d been lying atop me the whole time, his face just a thin breadth away from mine.

      His lips twitched, and he pulled himself back, rising and offering me a hand up before turning to survey the devastation. In the distance, small craters marked where the stronghold’s mortars had landed, each a little smoldering heap. From the main gate, soldiers were already advancing to gather the twisted bodies that remained, presumably to burn them with the same red charges they’d used at the crashed shuttle site—but from one small pile near the wall, a blue flame glowed rather than the red.

      Cormano frowned as his gaze settled on the blue flames.

      “What does that mean?” I asked softly.

      For a moment he continued watching the blue blaze it rose into the sky. “We use blue charges for our own.” Then he turned to me again. “Come on. Sousa will take care of your friends. We need to get you into Bastion to see the general.”
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        * * *

      

      General Bedri’s short, white hair and heavily wrinkled face sat in contrast with the fire burning in her eyes, though in most other regards her demeanor remained just as reserved as Cormano’s.

      She nodded once to us as we entered. “I see your timing is still as keen as ever, Field Captain.”

      “Just good luck, sir. We were returning from patrol with supplies and three survivors from the crash when we heard the alarm.”

      The woman scowled. “That blasted crash certainly riled things up.” She gave me a long look. “But I hear I have you to thank for sparing my mortar crews a bit of exercise, even if the descriptions of how exactly you did so remain rather vague.”

      I nodded, but before I could answer, Cormano cut straight to the point. “She has a warlock, sir.”

      The general’s eyes widened as one eyebrow lifted, and her expression shifted to that of sudden speculation—as though a world of possibilities had just opened before her. “A warlock? And you’re sure?”

      He nodded. “I saw it myself. It matched the descriptions.”

      The general smiled, though it was grim with determination. “In that case, young lady, I’m going to insist that you turn it over to us. I’ll see to it that you are suitably compensated—you and your friends can be on the next train to the capital, where you’ll be well cared for. But your warlock could be the turning point in this war.”

      I shot Cormano a glance, then turned back to the general. “No. You can’t have it. This was my father’s gun. If you need it to save this world, I’m happy to help. But it stays with me.” I didn’t need to mention that I still assumed Ayet and Rallan would be coming to our rescue—and I figured they’d be more likely to find the stronghold near where the shuttle had crashed than some distant capital.

      The general’s eyes narrowed. “You are leaving me with few options. I can’t simply allow an untrained and unprepared⁠—”

      “She has training, sir.”

      The general cut her gaze to Cormano with a sharp glare. “What?”

      “I’ve seen her fight. She has experience, and she has the nerve. With a little time to adjust after the crash, some lessons on our procedures, I have no doubt she could be a great asset.”

      “I’ll fight by your side,” I reiterated. “But I won’t let you take my warlock from me.”

      The general’s fingers drummed on the side of her leg for a brief moment, then she nodded. “Very well. In that case, we’ll begin your training here at the stronghold immediately.” She smiled, this one more wry than grim. “Congratulations on having been contracted by the Feldlair Corporate Military.”
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