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Chapter One

The pain eased as Ultima Hart lay
fighting for breath, staring up at the beautiful blue sky of a
balmy spring day.

It was a good day to die.

Someone had said that once as they lay
dying, drinking in the beauty of the world they were leaving—maybe
in a movie.

It was just that asinine.

There was no good day to die.

Especially not when you were only
twenty seven and had never had any kind of life, damn
it!

Or maybe it was twenty
eight?

She hadn’t realized until that moment
that she had no idea.

She thought it was spring, but she
didn’t know for sure.

Or what day of the week or month it
was.

Or what year.

They had come and there was no longer an orderly progression of
minutes, hours, and days. There was just death and destruction and
the fight to live, nights and days that could only be separated one
from another by whether or not you’d gotten to sleep, or eat—were
warm, or cold.

No one knew why they’d come—not at
first, anyway.

No one knew where they’d come from, or
how they’d gotten to Earth.

They not been there and then they had
on the streets of Earth’s cities and slaughtered humans where they
stood in shocked disbelief.

It would all have been over in that
one day if not for human nature and the will to survive. Shock had
frozen everyone close enough to see the metal monsters, but death
and destruction had unfrozen them, sent them screaming in another
direction.

Everyone still living
remembered exactly where they’d been that day and what they’d been
doing. Nobody really knew how long ago that had been—years
certainly—but they clearly remembered the
arrival.

The mechanical monsters of the aliens
had simply appeared in the streets—without warning—and thrown
everyone into a state of shock and disbelief that made them easy
targets. The first to see them were the first to die. But human
survival instincts had been dulled by hundreds of years of societal
grooming toward ‘civilized’ behavior and hundreds or likely
thousands and possibly millions had died before those close enough
to see but far enough to away to avoid being immediate targets
managed to overcome their shocked surprise and react to save
themselves.

For all that, only a handful were
actually successful.

Humans were diminished so swiftly,
only a smattering managed to escape the first wave that swept the
cities, and with the majority of those it was pure, dumb luck that
ran out fairly quickly.

The human race damned near went
extinct in the first week of the invasion, but those who managed to
make it through that week were savvy and determined. First, they
ran, focused only on surviving, but in time they found enough
security that rage began to bubble to the surface and they began to
fight back with grim determination.

The enemy was still witling them down
a lot faster than vice versa.

But, in time, they’d seen a change in
tactics that suggested the enemy was hurting, as well.

The mechanical monsters were replaced
by cyborgs that looked more and more human—until they were human to
all intents and purposes—completely, biologically and anatomically
correct—except smarter and faster—and they mimicked them
surprisingly well.

Not well enough to infiltrate, but the
defenders began to realize that was the plan. The straight on
warfare had seriously depleted humans, but there were still plenty
to fight back. The alien invaders were trying to finish them off by
disguising themselves to find the hidden ‘nests’.

And they weren’t far from succeeding.
Two of the smaller enclaves had already been wiped out by an
infiltrator.

Of course it was beginning to look
like she wasn’t going to live to see the day of the last of the
humans of Earth—her group had lost their battle and, as usual, the
bastards were combing the field for survivors to end them—but it
infuriated her to think it might come to that.

* * * *

“Cut the hive link before
you try to take control of the quad!” Assassin Kau ordered his
companion and subordinate, Scout Quan, via mind link as soon as
they made contact.

Scout Quan gritted his teeth,
figuratively speaking, as he fought to break the link and secure
control almost simultaneously. He damned near plowed dirt with his
quad despite every effort to establish control swiftly, however. At
that, he couldn’t say his efforts were particularly sterling. He
did manage to remain upright. He’d never tried to control an avatar
like it or even close, though, and there was no time for
‘practice’. They arrived and landed in the middle of a battle—or at
the end of one—and he had to gain control and fight or
die.

‘They’, the drones,
recognized the invasion almost instantaneously.

It was almost as if the traitor had
been warned—had known to expect them—was prepared to protect the
master.

Shaking that thought for the moment,
Scout Quan struggled to keep pace with the assassin he had been
assigned to.

Assassin Kau seemed to have no trouble
taking control and initiating a counter attack against the
traitor’s drones immediately.

Uttering a challenging bellow when he
had control, Scout Quan surged toward one of the drones that he
finally realized was systematically checking the fallen and
finishing them off if it transpired they were still
breathing.

Assassin Kau had already taken out
three in the time it took him to gain control of his avatar and
wobble drunkenly toward his first target.

Embarrassing and damned
annoying!

But he thought he acquitted himself
well enough after those first few challenging moments.

By the time the two of them had taken
down all of the drones in the immediate vicinity, he discovered his
avatar was heaving breaths gustily.

That sent an instant shaft of fear
through him.

He was going to be in deep shit if he
lost the host he’d claimed—especially since they’d destroyed all of
the others close enough to reach.

“These are part
biological,” Assassin Kau responded to his anxieties as if he’d
spoken aloud, which, of course, he had no need to.

He had been chosen by Assassin Kau
himself—because they were kindred souls and could mind
link.

“What is it doing?” Scout
Quan asked uneasily.

“Gasping. It has been
exerted. It needs more atmosphere in its lungs to pump life fluids
through its system.”

Scout Quan was still all at sea, but
he nodded as if he’d understood and looked around.

They were standing in the middle of a
battlefield where a gruesome, desperate battle had been fought.
There were bits and pieces of biological materials and mechanical
strewn everywhere and a mixture of fluids, as well.

It was difficult to tell which pieces
belonged to the natives and which to the traitor’s invading
horde—except, of course, for the mechanical pieces. “They have not
yielded to him,” he said with a mixture of surprise and a touch of
admiration.

Assassin Kau pulled a grim expression
and lifted his head to scan the perimeter of the field. “No. And
from the look of it, they have been waging war for some
time.”

Scout Quan followed the direction of
his gaze and saw ruins of a civilization that surrounded the field
that only beings of the physical like those laying in the field
might build. A quick search of the onboard data revealed more than
he was currently in any state to dwell upon, but he singled out the
data that he was interested in. “Dwellings for the beings lying
here.”

Assassin Kau almost seemed to shrug.
“We knew this world was likely taken before the traitor arrived.
Biological entities are far more common than not—than those who are
like us.”

That brought Quan’s attention back to
their immediate surroundings and he discovered he could hear …
something, some sound that seemed indicative of
distress.

“They are not all dead.
This is what the drones were about when we arrived—insuring that
they were.”

Quan nodded dismissively, considering.
“It might be easier to track our quarry if we had a native to guide
us—or supply us with useful information.”

Kau lifted his hands in a sweeping
gesture. “This quad has very little information stored. But I have
my doubts that any of these would be useful.”

Quan spied one that had lifted its
head to stare at them. He pointed. “That one.”

* * * *

Ultima thought she was hallucinating
when she saw—whatever it was that she saw. Two of the cyborgs
standing on the rise almost seemed to have been struck by beams of
light that nearly rocked them clean off their feet. Their knees
buckled. One even landed on his knees.

Lasers?

It hadn’t looked like lasers, though,
and it didn’t actually seem to strike them that way—there were no
burn marks.

They recovered.

Unfortunately.

And then they did the strangest
thing.

They turned on the other cyborgs and
destroyed them.

After pondering a moment, she realized
the other cyborgs turned on them first and attacked and were
destroyed so she wasn’t certain what was going on.

She might have dwelt on the mystery
longer, since she was in no condition to move or, in fact, do
anything other than to allow her mind to wander, but she discovered
the two had noticed her and started moving in her
direction.

That realization prompted her to
attempt to move even though she’d been convinced she
couldn’t.

And her attempts proved she’d been
right. She only managed to hurt herself wiggling around. She didn’t
make any progress toward fleeing to safety.

They stopped when they reached her,
looking down at her with the completely expressionless faces that
always gave them away as cyborgs no matter how well they imitated
humans otherwise.

Again, they surprised her.

After a moment, they turned and looked
at one another—as if sharing a silent communication.

Which they probably were. They didn’t
have to verbalize to communicate like humans did.

It was just odd that they seemed to be
communicating with one another rather than some distant commander
as they typically did.

Then the taller of the two
spoke.

“It is leaking vital
fluids.”

“Then it will … cease as a
life form,” Scout Quan
responded.

The taller of the two completely
stunned Ultima by frowning. Then he looked away and seemed to
search their surroundings for something.

“Perhaps. I am thinking it
could be useful if we do not find Forward Scout Xi.”

Surprise flickered across
Scout Quan’s features, but he nodded agreement. “I do not understand why he was not here when we arrived.
This is the designated landing zone, I presume.”

Assassin Kau shook his
head. “I will need to see if I can plug
the leaking holes or this one will be of no use to us. But I am
thinking we are too exposed here.”

Scout Quan agreed.
“We should move—the sooner the better. We cannot
presume that the traitor has no drones in the vicinity that it
could send to search for us—and, in any case, it will certainly be
able to pinpoint the location of the missing drones quickly enough.
Let us go there to the ruins and find whatever shelter we can and
then I will look for a better situation until we can make contact
with Forward Scout Xi.”

Assassin Kau looked down at the alien
creature speculatively, considering and discarding possible ways to
transport it and finally simply leaned down and scooped it up with
his arms spread wide enough to balance the load he had
calculated.

It went rigid—with fear, no doubt, and
distrust, but there was nothing he could do about that. He had no
inkling of the language it spoke or even if it was capable of
communicating. It was certainly not advanced enough to mind-speak
even if they were compatible enough to form a link.

To prevent further harm, he trapped it
between the arms and chest of the drone he had captured whereupon
it went perfectly limp.

That disturbed him in an inexplicable
way, but he finally realized that it was still breathing and
therefore could not have expired and he immediately felt a
lightening of that inexplicable dread that had seized
him.

Scout Quan, weapon at the ready, led
the way to the place he had decided would be a sufficient temporary
shelter, scanning the debris strewn landscape on either side of
them until they reached the shadow of the crumbling wall.
Indicating that Assassin Tau should wait with his burden, he went
in to investigate and came back after a few moments.

“There is not much shelter
here for beings such as these, but it would shield you from their
vision while I search for something better.”

It was poor shelter indeed, Assassin
Tau discovered when Quan had departed and left him to it, but he
saw Quan’s point. After scanning the area and finding nothing but
debris, he chose the ‘smoothest’ area and used his feet to shuffle
as much debris aside as possible and then lowered the alien to the
roughly even surface and examined it with his vision.

The drone he had captured,
unfortunately, offered little that was particularly useful, but he
discovered it did have scanning capabilities and laser vision. He
used the scanner to delve the outer layers and discern the extent
of injury and the laser to seal the holes once he had determined
the best action.

The creature came around the instant
he turned the laser upon it and commenced to thrash and make sharp
keening sounds that actually caused him pain, to his surprise. He
stopped it by clamping one hand over the orifice emitting the
horrible noise. It went perfectly limp while he was surveying their
surroundings to make certain it had not drawn trouble down upon
them with the noise it was making and consternation filled him.
When he managed to shake off that blinding emotion, however, he
realized it was still breathing.

Embarrassment followed.

And confusion.

His people considered themselves
empathetic to one another and to other species.

Regardless, he had never considered
himself to be prey to his emotions, had always prided himself on
his logic and reason. They were tools that made good decision
making possible whatever the situation.

Of course, the problem, he was sure,
was the drone.

They made it possible for his species
to experience far more than they ever had before they had thought
to create physical manifestations of themselves.

Which transpired to be a disastrous
decision.

On the surface, it had not seemed
dangerous in the least. There were biological creatures of every
shape and size and every level of development. The only drawback
that they’d been able to anticipate—which had very little bearing
on them—was that the biological entities were prone to disturbingly
short life spans.

It was their rush to experience things
they had had no way to experience or learn from that was their
undoing.

The avatars did allow new exploration,
open doors for them.

But they also introduced them to
emotions they’d never felt before and magnified others, making them
dangerous where before they hadn’t been.

He had not experienced it before. He
had been thoroughly conditioned to deal with the changes before he
had been sent on the mission, however, and he thought that he was
prepared.

Uneasiness pierced his confidence in
that ‘truth’, the suspicion that he might not be as prepared to
deal with life as a biological entity as he, and everyone else, had
thought.

* * * *

Scout Quan made his first, and
potentially last, mistake when he stepped inside the darkened
interior of an intact segment of a structure.

It was not the sort of mistake he
would have made ordinarily, but this mission was extraordinary,
mostly because of the avatar he had adopted.

He had been told that he
could expect to adjust quickly and that it would be second nature
before he even realized he was
adjusting to having a physical form.

He could not see that that was the
case, however. He had to concentrate to manipulate the drone and,
as a consequence, it diverted him from matters of equal or greater
importance.

Like the need to be aware of his
immediate surroundings for threats.

He had no sooner stepped from the
light than a figure entered the cave-like interior opposite him.
They both stopped abruptly and stared at one another. Just as Scout
Quan decided to attack, however, the intruder spoke.

“I am Forward Scout Xi.
You are Scout Quan?”







Chapter Two

Ultima swam upwards toward the light
and found pain, not the peace she had expected. A jolt traveled all
the way through her when she lifted her eyelids and stared up into
the face of death.

An alien cyborg was standing over
her.

She was too paralyzed with terror for
many moments to realize he was simply staring at her.

He had to know she was still alive and
yet he hadn’t made a move to end her.

Maybe he wasn’t really there,
though?
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