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My Story So Far



My name is Vakov Fukasawa. I’m a Reaper: a bio-engineered soldier injected with a drug called stormtech – DNA harvested from an extinct alien race known as the Shenoi – making me and Reapers like me permanently addicted to adrenaline and aggression.


I only survived the harrowing war against the galactic empire calling themselves Harvest because of my bond to my brothers, my family, the Reapers like me. But when the war came to an end, I came back to a world where I didn’t belong.


Compass is an asteroid city and the galaxy’s grand capital, where I only swapped one war for another. Stormtech was unleashed on the market, creating a galaxy-wide drug epidemic. Harmony, the galactic governing body who shot me up with stormtech in the first place, told me my fellow Reaper squadmates were being deliberately overdosed, tortured, and killed.


And my estranged little brother Artyom was the prime suspect.


I’d abandoned my brother once before. I wouldn’t make the same mistake now. I agreed to investigate.


I discovered that the Reapers were being murdered by a cruel, violent cult known as the House of Suns. They worshipped the Shenoi, and they wanted to uplift humanity by spreading the stormtech into as many souls as possible. Mad bastards, the lot of them. Mad and dangerous.


Things only became worse when the Kaiji – an alien species who ruled over a great empire – told us the Shenoi were planning a return, and the House of Suns were the ones trying to summon them. If they were successful, all of humanity would pay the price – a price measured in blood.


As I investigated, I became more and more addicted to stormtech, and my own violent nature. But I learned to adapt. Despite all my doubts and uncertainties, I stopped resisting the stormtech, tried to work with it. It was because of this that I was able to kill the cult’s leader. Before she died, she fired six bullets into my little brother’s chest.


I was able to use a dose of altered stormtech to revive him.


Artyom was imprisoned for his crimes. But given the informa­tion he’d shared about the cult, I was determined to free him.


The Suns’ leader was dead, but the cult organisation was not. They were just as determined to awaken the Shenoi and plunge the galaxy into mindless chaos. Two men led the organisation: The Jackal, a sociopathic hunter, and the new leader of the cult. And Sokolav, my former Commander. He’d trained us Reapers. He’d known me since I was a boy. He’d saved my life. And now he wanted me dead.


Worse, the cult had gained the allegiance of Eclipse, a faction of spacefaring warriors with a serious bone to pick with Harmony. Fortunately, we had formed an alliance with the alien Kaiji. Our battle was no longer contained to Compass; it now spanned half the galaxy.


I was placed in charge of my own elite squad, and tasked with destroying the cult. The squad included Grim, a hacker and my best friend. Quilan, an anxiety-ridden alien and explosives expert. Jasken, a bounty hunter with a troubled past. Mandy, an eccentric sharpshooter. Juvens, a Kaiji warrior with a delightfully dark sense of humour and a penchant for killing. And Katherine Kowalski, a Harmony operative, and my partner.


But now we were squarely within the Suns’ sights. They wanted all of our heads on spikes. Especially mine. I’d never faced such a brutal enemy, and it filled us all with fear.


I grew closer to my fireteam, developing bonds and relationships with them, like I’d done with my Reaper brothers. I did the same with my brother while he was in prison,


Slowly, I became a warrior again. I used my new stormtech abilities to lead my fireteam to victory, destroying the cult’s plans and killing off their lead members one by one. They’d killed my Reaper brothers, and now they were trying to kill my friends. I swore that I would make them pay. And if there’s one thing you need to know about me, I keep my promises.


But as we waged our war against the House of Suns, I started to have nightmares. Violent dreams, filled with images of the Shenoi. I saw their shadowy forms moving in the dark spaces between stars, and my body reacted badly.


The Kaiji told me that this was something called Blindspace. It was the alien’s hivemind, which they used to conquer the galaxy. And now my mind, my body, was connected to it.


I should have told my fireteam. But I didn’t. Not until I thought it was too late. Blindspace would have killed me. But we were able to infuse Kaiji DNA into my flesh, which severed me from the hivemind and saved my life. Now, I have the DNA of two alien species, writhing inside in my flesh.


I am a hard man to kill.


Sharpened by rage, strengthened by friendship, I faced an invading force of cultist ships as they tried to take over Compass. But my enemies underestimated my fierceness, and I led my flotilla to victory in what was one of the greatest naval battles in humanity’s galactic history.


My victory had won my brother his freedom. But when I went to release him, I walked into a trap. Sokolav, thinking my brother still loyal to the Suns, used him as bait to capture me, and hand me over to the Jackal.


In that a single moment, I was undone.


This is where I am now: being taken from my home, far from the eyes of my friends. I know my enemies, so I know that they intend to torture me for sport. Death, if it comes, will be a mercy.


I have no chance of escape.


No hope.


No hope, except for Artyom.


Dread.


I know what it is to feel it. To be the hunted. To feel that formless, black anxiety swell in the deep hollows of my stomach, spreading upwards like a shadow of death. But I have never felt the kind of dread that I felt now as I stared into the eyes of the Jackal. My captor. The man who had hunted me for years.


His eyes left never mine as half a dozen men hauled me into the belly of a small starship. Trapped in my exoskeleton, I was unable to move. Defenceless. In a few minutes, the starship would soar through space, stealing me away from Compass. Away from my home, my family, my friends.


The Jackal sensed my dread. His eyes twinkled with cold amusement as he leaned over, his teeth bared in a predatory smile.


‘Do you hear that, Vakov Fukasawa?’ he asked, once the men had secured my restraints and locked my exoskeleton down. But besides the thunder of blood in my ears and the trembling of my heart, there was only silence. Great, unwavering silence. ‘That’s the sound of you being undone, alone. Without friends. Without anyone to save you.


‘A jackal always catches up with his prey. And now, I’m going to remake you, Vakov. Break you. Turn you into my instrument. What will you be, by the end of it?’ His eyes searched me. Relishing me, eating up every single centimetre of me. Then he drew back and lifted up a steel muzzle. Ever so gently, he strapped it around my head and locked it to my face. His warm breath tickled my neck as he spoke in my ear. ‘This is where you belong. Not in the light, but alone, and in the dark.’


I felt the dread gnaw at me, threatening to consume me. But it did not. Because, behind the Jackal, I could see Artyom. My little brother. He sat in a bucket seat, watching the scene unfold with seemingly cold indifference. But that was just a mask he had to wear. The Jackal believed my brother was his ally. He had to keep it that way. Artyom couldn’t let any of them know where his loyalties truly lay. He did not speak a single word to me.


Instead, he discreetly tucked his thumb into his fist and then twisted his middle finger and index finger together. A signal.


Survive, he was telling me. Survive.


I was not alone. I had not been abandoned.


I was a Reaper. A warrior of rage and fury. I’d gone to hell and back more times than I could count. I had survived a war. I had defeated Jae. I had destroyed the House of Suns’ fleet and led my team to victory in the Battle of Khaar.


Did the Jackal truly think he understood me? Could undo me? No. He didn’t know what I was capable of. What I’d endured. He thought he could muzzle me like a dog. But I wasn’t a dog, I was a wolf, and I still had my claws.


Do your worst, you bastard. Hurt me. Wound me. Cut me. I know pain. I know dread. I know what it is to be broken.


I would not simply survive.


I would rage.
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Hell


Most people die before they go to hell. My enemies have not given me the privilege.


I’m locked away the Jackal’s dungeon, in the sunless depths of his prison facility. Blackness consumes my vision. It suffoc­ates me. Chokes me.


My body’s been shelled inside a prisoner’s ironsuit. It’s black and red and encases me from sole to scalp in a thick, rubberlike material. It’s skintight, immobilising me. The words Permanent Prisoner – RDJ177 are stencilled across the back and shoulders of my suit. My head and face have been sealed in a constricting hood with only the narrowest of holes for my eyes, nose and mouth, fitting me with a rebreather. It regulates my oxygen supply, which means I cannot suffocate myself, even if I wanted to.


I’m strapped down to the bench. Bound there with a series of heavy leather and metal bonds that clench tightly around each one of my limbs, in addition to my waist, biceps, chest, neck. The reinforced buckles are each equipped with heavy ratchet mechanisms, so special equipment is needed to loosen them. My chest heaves against the thick bands strapped across my torso, against the straps of the full-body harness that’s wrapped around me, pulled so tight I can barely breathe without pain. Even the bonds encircling my wrists are so secure I cannot even clench my fingers.


It all serves to remind me that there’s no escape. Not from the life-support cables that the ironsuit has threaded through my body to pump me with nutrients. Not from the other cables that feed me time-dilation drugs that muddle my sense of time passing.


I am completely within their power.


The ironsuit can thicken, becoming as hard as rock on the outside. But for now, my body’s secured into the armoured suit that’s become my coffin. The coffin, like my ironsuit, fits me down to the centimetre, compressed to the shape of my body. There’s no room to struggle. I can’t move or speak. It feels like every muscle is bound in iron and encased in concrete. I’m isolated from everything. I’ve got nothing here. Nothing but the sound of my blood trickling through my veins, the smell of my fermented sweat, the echo of my breath thundering in my chest.


Encased like this, held immobile, I’m filled with a sense of crushing, all-consuming claustrophobia. But I am not left alone for long enough to get used to it. Every so often, my captors pull me out of my shell to torment me, interrogate me, or perform invasive tests and experiments. They’ll drown me in icy water, force me to run on a treadmill till I pass out. Sometimes they’ll stretch me on a rack and pull the stormtech out of me, or carve little wounds in my flesh and fill them with salt and take wagers on how long it’ll take for the wounds to heal. Other times they’ll slap me around, tickle me, tighten my harness to the breaking point, or find new ways to humiliate and terrorize me. When they’re bored, they’ll lock me back in here, and the horror becomes new once again.


But the worst torment is the pain that they inflict on my mind. They tell me that I’m a failure. That I’ve been abandoned, that no one is coming for me, that I’m theirs’ forever. Their words creep into my head, turning my mind against itself, and with each passing day it becomes harder to resist them.


Am I dead? No. No, not yet. I can feel the stormtech. Dragging itself down my spine. Slithering in and out between my ribs. Bashing itself against the closed cage of my chest, desperate to be free.


A mind in motion is always fed. Trapped here, motionless, mine is scratching itself raw. Those scratches are carving ­channels and tunnels in my brain, forming deep ruts, sending my thoughts down a never-ending spiral of anxiety. How long have I been locked here this time? A week? Two weeks? Two months? Has everyone forgotten me? How long will I be trapped here for? Or are they going to leave me here for good this time?


Does anyone care about me? Does anyone even remember that I exist?


No. No one does. I’m alone. I’m alone.


A storm of frustration and anxiety swells within me. My pulse quickens. Heart pounding. Chest heaving. Muscles tensing. I twitch against my restraints. The metal and leather bite hard into my flesh, draws blood. The armour senses my struggle and compresses against my flesh.


Claustrophobia overwhelms me. The whispers of insanity swarm around me. I’m having a panic attack. Can’t breathe. Can’t breathe!


Yes you can! Breathe, damn you!


I force myself to slowly rake in air. Release it. Another. Then another. I twitch the toes of my left foot, then my right, then each hand. Repeating the pattern, over and over, seeing my breaths like the rising tide of an ocean, lifting me up and down, till the last violent spasm ripples out of my body and takes the panic with it. I go limp, half-drowned in icy cold sweat.


I don’t know how much longer I can do this.


The worst thing about being a prisoner isn’t the hopelessness. It’s those first few seconds of consciousness, rising from a tortured sleep. Blinking, confused, hazy. In those brief moments of peace, you forget where you are. What’s being done to you. Then the realisation sets in and the horrors inevitably come crashing down on you like a tsunami all over again. Pure misery, renewed each day.


It’s hard to keep hope alive when it’s being regrown, only to be destroyed every single day. But I hold on to it, because of my brother.


Artyom. My little brother. We were so close to being in the clear. We had a small window of happiness, of hope, before the Jackal cruelly snatched it away. But as he did, my brother whispered for me to trust him. He promised he’d get me out of here. That hope is the only thing keeping me sane.


I know he’s out there. Somewhere. Just like my friends, the ones I left behind. I whisper their names to myself in the darkness. Katherine. Grim. Mandy. Jasken. Quilan. Juvens.


I want to be with you. To be safe, to hear your voices and see your faces. To ask for your forgiveness. I know I do not deserve it. But I’m asking for it anyway. Please don’t let me be forgotten.


The alien stormtech leaps along my arms, goes spidering up my biceps. As it does, my mind swerves back to the interrogations I’d endured at the hands of the Suns. They piled their questions on me like water poured on a prisoner in an oubliette till I thought I’d drown in them. They asked about Harmony, war plans, schematics, the location of stockpiled ships and weapon caches. But they never questioned me about my own stormtech.


They don’t know that I’ve also been injected with Kaiji DNA. How long will that last?


I try to force the anxieties away. I won’t let the Jackal break me. This isn’t my first time as a prisoner. My time with Harvest taught me what it means to endure suffering. They did not break me. And neither will the Jackal.


Hours pass. I recede into myself. Lost in the hazy, twitchy realm of sleepless exhaustion, my mind drifts in strange directions. And when it does, like always, I see them in my mind’s eye. The Reapers. My dead friends. They’re standing in a rolling field on a bright summer’s day under a clear blue sky. Sometimes they call to me, asking me to follow them, to find the light.


Every other time I’ve encountered them, the Reapers faded as soon as I tried to talk to them. But something feels different this time. Like my soul is transitioning between the borders of life and death. Alcatraz steps forward, stretches his hand out towards me, inviting me to take it. I do not know if it’s real or not. But I know that the Reapers are offering me an escape from this madness, this pain.


I can join them at last. I can let myself go.


I’m about to venture forwards when a sound jerks me out of my vision. A distant, foreboding rumble. Armour plates are shifting with a sound like the grinding of ancient alien stones. The sound of my machine prison preparing to release me. The sound of pain about to come.


They’re opening my coffin once more.


The Reapers start to fade. I wordlessly scream for them to stay. Not to leave me behind. But they do. The bodies of my friends become smoke and the light vanishes, and I’m left with that sensation of crushing dread that consumes me from the inside out.


Because I know what’s coming next.


There’s the sound of a great, wrenching crack like the stone jaw of a statue breaking free from the empire of its body. Machinery whines. A vibration travels under my back, shudders up my spine, as the mechanical teeth pull me forward. Into hell.
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A Chained Beast


Light.


Blinding light flooded into my eyes, searing my irises. I squinted against the glare, a black wave of fuzzy spots writhing in my vision. I waited for a moment before I opened my eyes completely and looked down at my body.


I was strapped to a cradle machine that was shaped like an oversized cryocrypt tube. It was connected to a mad tangle of thick industrial machinery, all black gears and life-support cables, all working to keep me prisoner. I’d been positioned flat on my back, but now the bench was tilting, raising me to a sitting position. My prisoner’s suit thinned, becoming more pliable but no less tight. Racked with nausea and claustrophobia, I felt my heart hammering through my ribcage as the helmet encasing my head peeled back. My cracked lips parted and I gasped for air through the narrow slit in my hood. It tasted so sweet and fresh and pure that I almost wept.


But I didn’t. I didn’t dare.


I heard someone approaching me. A familiar, sinister voice penetrated my thoughts. ‘There you are old friend. Did you have a nice little rest?’ asked the Jackal.


I wanted nothing more than to close my eyes again. To lock myself back in my world for a few moments more. But that was all part of the game. I couldn’t show him weakness. I had to face him. I had to show him that he hadn’t yet broken me.


So I faced him. My captor. My tormentor.


He was built like a rapier: slim-shouldered, needle-thin, long-limbed. He wore a taunting, sly smile, like everyone around him was a fool, and their behaviour was a constant source of amusement. The overhead lights sliced across his sharp Japanese features, bathing the left side of his face in inky shadows. His black hair was well-oiled, swept back from his face. He wore an ornate maroon shirt with a floral pattern and a pair of black suspenders, buttoned into his silk trousers. His aftershave smelled of lavender and thyme. At first glance, he looked like a young, well-mannered businessman. Until you saw his eyes, his face. His face was that of an ancient predator, in love with the hunt. A man who enjoyed scrutinizing his prey, not to catch them more efficiently, but to draw it out, make a game of it. This was a man who lived to dominate and break other men.


‘I’m impressed,’ he continued, patting my chest, rattling the buckles of my harness. ‘You’ve lasted three weeks, twenty-one hours and seventeen minutes in isolation. It’s your personal best, I think. I half expected you to chew through your own tongue this time. I wonder, would little Grim or Katherine have handled this so well?’


I felt it then.


Hatred.


A seething tsunami of hatred and rage. Scalding my guts, strangling my throat, squeezing me with such force it felt like my skull would split wide open. It tasted like blood, like acid. My lips peeled back from my teeth in a snarl, a low growl in my throat. The loathing I felt for the Jackal was so strong I felt dizzy. I jerked in my restraints, the straps biting hard into my flesh, desperate to tear him apart.


‘Ah. There’s the beast in you,’ The Jackal purred. ‘And I was starting to think that we’d broken you. It sure looks like it, doesn’t it?’


Before my captivity, I had been built like a stallion. Over two metres tall, bound with thick chords of taut muscles, I was as agile I was strong. I was the sort of man who punched his way through things instead of going around them.


But every time they pulled me out of my shell, I saw how much my body had deteriorated.


My skin was the texture and colour of faded parchment. Bruises covered my body like islands of blue and purple surrounded by yellowing water. A legion of ragged scars, wounds, lacerations and burns had been carved into my flesh. Everything ached. My muscles felt shrunken and malformed, and it felt as if every vein my body had become filled with finely powdered glass. I could smell my wounds, smell the stink of my sweat and my scalp was covered with scabs and crusted with dry blood.


I was only thirty-two years old, and yet I looked like a corpse.


I looked around. My prison cell was both a torture chamber and a small laboratory. It was a claustrophobic hexagon-shaped room of hard, jagged angles and black metal. But my attention was focused on the people standing around me. The cultists that made up the Jackal’s entourage. His lickspittles, his lackeys. These arrogant and despicable creatures. They thought themselves honourable, brave. They liked to call themselves noble, progressive, thinking that it shielded them from morality and judgement. And now they’d made a hobby out of tormenting and torturing me for their own amusement and revenge.


They were everything I hated.


‘There you are, Reaper. How I’ve missed that scent of yours,’ Xagao said. He was slim but broad-shouldered, black-skinned and fiendishly cruel. I’d severed his right arm in the battle on New Vladivostok, and I saw he’d found himself a replacement. He stepped close to watch the stormtech as it roved through my body. Jealousy dripped from him. He especially hated that his body was immune to stormtech and mine wasn’t. He prodded me just below the ribs, where he knew I couldn’t abide it. I flinched despite myself. ‘Oh, you didn’t like that, did you? Good. We like our prisoners to put up a bit of a fight. We like the prisoners who scream.’


‘You screamed loud enough when I cut off your arm,’ I rasped.


Xagao’s fist crunched into the side of my head. It was like having a door slammed against my skull. My neck cracked painfully. Blood leaked down the side of my head and dripped to the floor.


Ekko Sajara laughed at Xagao’s reaction. He was a slender wisp of a man, with an almost elven appearance. His white-gold hair fell down to his shoulders and fluttered behind him like a comet trail when he moved. His ears were pierced with black and ruby stones, his jaw carved from hard marble. His older brother Aegon stood next to him, almost a spitting image of his younger sibling. They were both offensively handsome creatures, obnoxious and boorish, and were rarely seen without their own cadre of sycophants. Between the two, Aegon was the better killer. He viewed the act as a grotesque sport, the height of human endeavour. The two of them had a perverse fascination with pain and cruelty. Aegon liked to inflict it, while Ekko liked to watch.


‘You might want to keep your distance, my dear Xagao,’ purred Ekko. ‘After all, the Reaper here did make mincemeat of your arm.’


‘Shut your gob, you inbred shit,’ Xagao sneered, ‘or I’ll shut it for you.’


‘Manners, manners.’ Aegon waggled a finger with a theatrical sigh.


Xagao’s sneer only deepened. He hated the Sajara family almost as much as he hated me. ‘I was talking to your brother, not you, you preening goat.’


‘Do you quarrel with us, Xagao?’ Aegon asked eagerly. Lust for violence sparkled in his eyes. ‘That would be a most unwise move, my good fellow. Perhaps you should withdraw. You wouldn’t want to overplay your … hand.’


Having dismantled his enemy for the moment, Aegon turned his attention to me. ‘Oh, what a specimen you were, Vakov. What a specimen. A creature of myth, reincarnated into the modern age.’ Aegon leaned forward and spoke in a stage whisper. ‘I admired the sight of you: fully armoured, sword in hand, crushing skulls with a single blow and severing heads with but a single swipe. It was glorious. A remarkable show of herculean strength.’


‘Those were our people he was killing,’ Xagao grinded out.


‘They were weak,’ Aegon said affably. ‘Better to separate the wheat from the weeds before the harvest, no?’ Lovingly, he traced a slender, manicured finger down my restrained arm, admiring the stormtech with childlike glee. ‘What beautiful alien technology this is. What violence it could unleash! ’Tis a cruel thing indeed, to take a lion away from his jungle and cage him. Such a majestic beast should be allowed to indulge his predatory nature.’ He sighed sadly. ‘But alas, the lion and the jackal cannot be king of the jungle both.’


Dow grunted, stroking his chin with one big hand as he inspected me. Dow was a bastard, hard as a rusted nail and as ugly as incest. He was a war-scarred beast with heavy eyebrows, a hungry look in his eyes and cracked lips that were permanently fixed in a contemptuous sneer. His greasy hair was an uncompromising black, coming down to his chest, while his right ear was nothing more than a flap of gristle. I’d bitten it off when I first arrived here. I’d been aiming for his eye. His jagged armour, marked with a skull sigil, marked him as a member of the Death Squad. Men who made a living hunting down other men. ‘The bastard is knocking on death’s door,’ he rasped.


‘He seems to have one foot through it already,’ Sabine Sajara purred. Unlikely lover to Dow, and sister to Aegon and Ekko, her hair was white-blonde and her eyes were flecked with silver. Her armour was burnished gold, filigreed with thorn and rose patterns. She looked like a creature from an ancient fairytale, come to life. But she was a wretched harpy of a woman with an insatiable appetite for cruelty and a superiority complex of staggering proportions. ‘We were all talking about you, Vakov,’ she said, sipping from a glass of red wine. ‘About how much fun it is to have a gimp chained up in the basement. Who knew that Reapers would make such delightful pets?’


I stared straight ahead, ignoring her. I hated these people. But what I hated even more was seeing the joy in their eyes as they saw me brought low, humiliated. I’d built up a reputation as a fearless warrior and now the Jackal was tearing it down for their enjoyment.


‘How miserable and frustrating this must be for you, Vakov,’ the Jackal said. His fingers coiled beneath the back joint of my harness and jerked hard, making the straps dig painfully into my gut. ‘To be kidnapped and held captive like this. Strapped down, helpless, having day after day stolen from you while life goes on outside without you.’


‘When do we get to have our fun with our prisoner?’ asked Xagao.


‘In good time,’ the Jackal said softly.


‘As you say, boss.’


Sabine and Aegon smiled grotesquely at each other, mocking Xagao’s desperate attempts to please their Commander. Xagao took the bait. ‘Something funny, you stupid cow?’ he growled at Sabine, his contempt so thick you could have cut it with a knife.


‘Why, nothing at all.’ Sabine sipped at her wine and smiled. ‘Whatever gave you that idea?’


Xagao wasn’t backing down. ‘Go ahead. Laugh at me. It’s only fair. After all, I laughed myself sick when a third of your ships got razed over Hyperion. How many ships do you own now, bitch?’


Sabine’s left eyelid twitched. Sensing violence in the air, Dow stirred, eager to tear someone’s tongue out.


I watched the scene play out. The cultists had always been at each other’s throats. They were vipers. This was their way. But they’d never feuded like this before. Something had changed.


The Jackal ignored the banter, his eyes lasering into me. ‘You’ve earned yourself quite the number of enemies over the last few years, Vakov. You’re the most valuable prisoner I’ve ever had. Imagine if I auctioned you off to the highest bidder! I’d make a fortune. But all the credits in the Common don’t compare to the satisfaction I get from having you under my lock and key. Especially because he helped put you here.’


The Jackal stepped aside for a moment, and tightness spread through my chest as I saw him.


Artyom.


My younger brother was a little shorter than me, but he otherwise had the same broad-shouldered, tight-muscled, long-limbed and agile build that I did. His face was sharp and shrewd, and his features were a mix of East Russian and Japanese, like my own. He swept a tumble of messy black hair out of his face as watched me. He wore an olive-green suit and a standard issue harness, with his helmet clipped to his waistbelt. The cult’s sigil was marked proudly on his shoulder.


We’d grown up together, only for him to become a broken lonely soul as he reached adulthood. In the past year, I’d watched him evolve into a new man. A man desperately trying to right his wrongs, to redeem himself after a lifetime of mistakes. I’d seen so little of him since my captivity. The brief moments we’d spent in the same room were during my torture or interrogation. Never alone. There’d never been any opportunity for us to communicate.


But we had our ways.


Artyom curled his left hand into a fist, his thumb tucked out of sight, a private signal. Soon. Working on it. He then scratched the back of his neck with his right hand. Stay strong.


The reassurance helped to calm me down. Just. I was not alone in this nightmare. He was still searching for an opportunity to rescue me and for us to escape.


The only reason Artyom wasn’t a prisoner alongside me was because the others believed he was one of them. He’d handed me over to the Jackal as a prisoner, along with Sokolav. But if the Jackal ever sensed that Artyom was still loyal to me, I knew that he would be tied down with me and the Suns would torture him and skin him alive.


The Jackal glanced back, smiled broadly at my brother.


‘Artyom, what do you think of your brother’s prison arrangement? His ironsuit and cradle have been custom designed down to the nanometre, just for him.’ He dragged his hands over my bonds, rattling the series of zippers, seals, buckles and belts, wedged his fingers under the broad straps clamped against my ribs, as if feeling for just how little space there was. ‘With all the life-support machines, we can keep him sealed up inside for years if we like. Decades, even. The ironsuit will destroy itself before it allows Vakov to leave. The drugs we’re pumping into him are weakening his body, but not his mind. You can be sure he’s feeling every bit of claustrophobia and pain, but he’s too weak to do a damn thing about it.’


‘Good. There’s got to be zero chance at escaping,’ said Artyom. He maintained that precarious, ever-shifting balance of showing his resentment, his hatred, of the brother who was meant to be his enemy, while disguising his horror.


‘There’s no chance of that,’ the Jackal said. ‘You’ve really got to appreciate the irony, huh? I mean, poor old Vakov nearly got himself killed trying to save you. Then the first chance you get, you throw him to the wolves, lock him up in this prison. Those precious Reaper promises of yours didn’t amount to much, did they, Vakov?’ he said to me.


I stared straight ahead. Giving him no reaction, even though loose thoughts swirled in my head like smoke. Was Harmony still at war with the House of Suns? How much had it escalated? What was the state of Compass, of our armadas? Of my fireteam? I wanted desperately to know, and the Jackal knew it. He was purposely withholding this information, letting me sit and sweat, my brain eating itself while I imagined the worst possibilities. Artyom had to know the answers. But he couldn’t breathe a word to me about anything.


I allowed my gaze to slide over to Artyom, as if seeking comfort. ‘Brother,’ I croaked.


‘I’m not your damn brother. Not anymore,’ Artyom said before glancing away, pretending to be disgusted with me. The ruse worked. The others all laughed, genuinely amused by my despair, my desperate attempt to bond with Artyom. Let them laugh. As long as they did not discover the truth.


There was a little cough as a medic called Quaiche shuffled forwards. A whippet-thin man who gave the impression he was constantly walking across a tightrope, waiting to fall. ‘Master Akira? You summoned me?’


The Jackal snapped his fingers and jerked his thumb at the blue and red data scribbling itself across the display screens. ‘So. What’s all this expensive technology telling us?’


Quaiche startled, immediately nervous and apprehensive now he was under the Jackal’s scrutiny. ‘Th-th-the results are most interesting. The prisoner is a phenomenal test subject,’ Quaiche said. ‘H-h-his strength and endurance are still holding out. His adrenaline and chemical levels, the stormtech output levels, are all producing excellent results. We’re learning just how much strain the human body, enhanced with stormtech, can tolerate. It’s a remarkable study, and our prisoner’s body is quite f-f-fascinating.’


‘Is th-th-that so?’ The Jackal asked, mocking the medic’s stutter. His entourage chuckled, momentarily unified in their cruelty. ‘And what of the stormtech and biomaterials you’ve extracted from him?’


‘Y-yes,’ Quaiche continued, swallowing. ‘It’s almost absurd, seeing him endure so much strain.’


‘Are you saying we haven’t been punishing him enough?’


Quaiche’s face fell, his eyes bulging. ‘That is not what I meant! I—’


The Jackal snorted and clapped the medic on the shoulder, startling him again. ‘Oh, lighten up. Now tell me, are there any developments in using his stormtech to convert the immune?’


I managed not to flinch. The stormtech didn’t want to be extracted from my body, and the cultists had to cut and slice it away from my flesh. I hated the idea that my body would allow them to get even more people addicted to stormtech.


But Quaiche paled instantly. ‘No. We’ve attempted to introduce his stormtech to eight of our men. Two died within a day, their own immune systems turning against them. Three died from critical organ failure. After a week, three others complained of unimaginable pain. Two of them committed suicide, rather than endure the agony. We restrained the last one in time, to study him.’


‘And?’ The Jackal said, annoyed, barely registering the deaths of his own men.


‘After a month of study, he bit off his own tongue and choked on his own blood.’


An uneasy silence. ‘Stormtech experimenting is a fiendishly difficult task. I don’t expect miracles,’ the Jackal said finally. ‘Start experimenting on prisoners instead. There’s plenty to go around.’


The Jackal turned away from the medic and came over to me, slinging his arm around my shoulders. ‘See, we’ve been putting that body of yours to good use,’ the Jackal told me. ‘We’ve been creating a new drug, produced directly from Reapers and skinnies with potent stormtech. Sweat, tears, blood, skin, tissue, hair follicles, stormtech strands. We usually need a lot of prisoners to make sure our stock levels are fulfilled. But now we have you, we’ve got an unlimited supply.’ The Jackal pointed. I followed the trail of tubes and cables that snaked out of my armoured cradle and disappeared into the wall, presumably going to a laboratory. ‘You’ve been a most generous donor.’


My stomach muscles clenched as a sick feeling took hold of me. ‘Oh, but you haven’t heard the best bit,’ the Jackal said brightly. ‘You’re not the only skinnie or Reaper we’ve had in these parts. So, we wondered, how would your stormtech react to their DNA, their flesh and blood?’ The Jackal gently tugged at the life-support cables that were wired into my ironsuit and cradle. ‘And now, we know.’


They’d been force feeding me with the bodies of skinnies.


The stormtech went berserk inside me, and my gut heaved, desperate to throw up, even though there was nothing in my stomach. Instead, a single tear welled up in my eye and trickled down my cheek. The Jackal scoffed. ‘Tears? Really, Vakov?’


‘The tears aren’t for me,’ I rasped out. ‘They’re for you.’


‘For me?’ the Jackal asked in surprise.


‘Yeah. Because I’m thinking about all the things I’m going to do to you people when I get out of here. How I’m going to make you all hurt. And it scares me.’ A second tear followed the first. ‘It scares the hell out of me.’


As they looked at me, they saw the hatred, the rage. Oh, they saw it. They saw the ferocious, raging beast inside me. They knew how powerful I had been, and they knew things I was capable of doing. Some of them looked uneasy, tore their gaze away from me.


The Jackal hated that I’d taken control of the room, even for a second. He quickly snatched it back. ‘Only, you’ll never be leaving here,’ he said. ‘Never. You’re mine to do whatever I want with. You’re my prize dog, and I’ll make sure that you bark on command for me. However long it takes, I’m going to unravel you. Unmake you.’


I felt a fresh bout of anxiety stir up inside of me. The Jackal noticed, smiling. ‘There it is. There’s nothing more honest than a face filled with fear. No lies. No reservations.’ He softly stroked my cheek. ‘Today, we’re going to find out just how honest we can make you.’


Artyom flashed me a quick, furtive signal. Stay strong. Survive. Survive.


The Jackal spun around to his companions, smiling wide. ‘So, what should we do with our prisoner today, boys?’


Xagao was about to offer a suggestion when Aegon strutted forwards, tapping his black-enamelled nails against his dimpled chin, the edges of his mouth curved upwards in a flirtatious manner. ‘Well, I was hoping to have Vakov as the guest of honour at our next party,’ he purred with such eagerness that it made my heart sink. The parties he and his siblings threw were notorious for their debauchery and grotesquery. ‘Some of my friends are growing bored with the current stock of prisoners. Too weak, they say! Man cannot live on bread alone. We must nourish ourselves with some meat. Blue meat, if possible.’


‘And what do you have in mind?’ the Jackal asked.


Aegon’s hand slithered down my chest with agonising slowness. ‘We’ll play some games with him, wear him out a bit. And when he’s spent, we’ll all take our turn … enjoying him. Oh, how I’ve longed to test Vakov, to plough such a field.’ He closed his eyes, as if imaging the sounds of my screams as he laughed and drank with his friends. ‘It would be an honour to break such a noble foe for you, Master Jackal.’


My muscles twitched against my unyielding restraints. Would the Jackal hand me over to Aegon and Ekko, so they could turn me into their toy? I watched him consider it. But then his intelligent black eyes narrowed as he turned on my brother, noting his lack of input. ‘You don’t seem too enthusiastic today, Artyom.’


A totally different kind of dread washed over me.


And suddenly, everyone in the room was facing my brother. ‘I just don’t think it’s necessary, is all,’ Artyom said, thumbs hooked behind the chest straps of his harness.


The Jackal slid over and looped his arm around Artyom’s shoulder to pull him close. ‘Oh? And why is that?’


Artyom realised too late he’d fallen into the Jackal’s trap. He spoke carefully, cautiously. ‘We’re here to test his stormtech, aren’t we? We’ve interrogated him countless times. We’ve got all the intel we need. I don’t see the point in us making him suffer for the hell of it.’


‘The hell of it?’ The Jackal barked out a wet, humourless laugh, his thin shoulders shuddering up and down with the force of it. ‘Artyom, Artyom, Artyom. Your brother butchered Jae. Brought the Spires crashing down on our heads. Ruined decades of searching for those alien ruins. Murdered countless members of your family. He imprisoned you for a year. A year.’


Xagao wrenched his face into a nasty leer. ‘You sound awfully sympathetic towards that brother of yours, Artyom.’


‘More than sympathetic,’ Dow growled in agreement.


‘Perhaps we cannot totally blame Artyom for having a change of heart,’ sighed Aegon theatrically. ‘The ties of brotherhood are very strong, after all.’


‘I remember you saying how much you hated him, that you couldn’t wait to torture him,’ Xagao continued. He looked at the other cultists. ‘You all remember that?’


‘I do,’ Dow said, his unblinking, dead eyes still fixed on Artyom.


‘So do I,’ Ekko said.


‘We all remember it.’ Xagao walked slowly towards my little brother, expecting a response. ‘But now it seems like you don’t want to torture him. Could be something has changed. Or maybe, nothing has changed at all. So, Artyom: were you lying then, or are you lying now?’


‘Artyom was in the enemy’s custody for a year,’ Sabine said eagerly. ‘Perhaps he was also lying about how much talking they did together.’


Artyom saw the net closing in on him. He twisted his face up into a savage snarl. ‘You forget, but I’m the one who suffered. I’m the reason he’s our captive now, why we’ve learned all we have about the stormtech, about the enemy’s stockpiles, munitions, allied species.’ He turned on Xagao. ‘What did you do, you pea-brained prick? You let him escape from the Gutter and got your arm cut off. You want to accuse me of being a traitor?’ he yelled. ‘Grow a spine and get on with it! But don’t tell me I don’t hate the bastard as much as any of you.’


Artyom stared the cultists all down, daring them to object. My breath caught in my throat. Instead of responding, the Jackal shoved his hands casually into his pockets. Smiled. Drew out the silence. Made everyone else wait. Finally, when he had decided that the tension had reached its crescendo, he spoke, and his voice was as smooth as silk. ‘Of course, Artyom. Of course. We’re all a little on edge. Things are … tense, right now. No one could possibly question your allegiance.’


Artyom’s shoulders deflated. ‘Glad to hear it,’ he said.


‘Unfortunately, not everyone here is so loyal.’ The Jackal’s eyes turned as cold and dark as nailheads as he glanced around the room, inspecting each of his men in turn. ‘Kiev,’ he said at last. ‘Come here.’


Kiev was a tall, agile-looking man with straw-coloured hair and sideburns that were wild and leonine. ‘Boss?’ he asked, anxious.


‘You came into Vakov’s cell three nights ago, didn’t you? You turned the cradle’s heating up.’ The Jackal cocked his head. ‘Without permission. Without my permission.’


Kiev shifted uneasily. ‘I was just trying to—’


The Jackal’s lithe form moved with such liquid speed that it was startling. He grabbed Kiev, ripped his blade out of his holster and stabbed Kiev’s hand, pinning him to the side of my cradle. The man yelped in pain. The Jackal perched there with one foot balanced on the blade’s hilt, wobbling it back and forth. ‘What you did, Kiev, was disobey me. Vakov Fukasawa is my property. He’s in my power, and you tried to undermine me.’ He casually jerked his foot upright, the sharp blade gouging deeper into Kiev’s flesh, blood welling out around the metal in a dark, spreading stain. ‘Do that again and I’ll slit your useless guts open and feed them to you till you choke. Understand?’


The Jackal wouldn’t move until Kiev nodded. Just as quickly, the Jackal ripped the blade out of Kiev’s hand and wiped it off on the front of his suit.


A heavy silence seized hold of the room. Before anyone could break it, the Jackal’s device pinged. He frowned, fished it out of his trouser pocket. Smiled. ‘Looks like our little session with you will have to wait,’ he said to me. ‘Some of your old friends are here to see you.’
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You Will Not Be Missed


For a terrifying moment I expected to see Jasken or Grim or Katherine being dragged into the room, missing fingers or toes and beaten within an inch of their life. But instead, a coterie of Eclipse soldiers marched into the room. The spacefaring, warrior nomads who’d aligned themselves with the House of Suns.


The cultists kept their gear and environment hi-tech, highly polished and ornate. But the Eclipsers could not have been more different; their equipment was piecemeal and ragged, war-gashed and blistered with age, down to their harnesses and angular helmets. Most were wearing armour, but I could tell that they, like many Eclipsers, were crawling with bodily augmentations. I also noticed that this crew of Eclipsers held as many aliens as humans. Eclipsers were a multispecies faction, and it was common to see a variety of races within their crews. But it was rare as hell to see so many aliens standing here, in the heart of a Suns facility.


I was even more surprised to see Xossun. The Suns’ leader, commonly known as the Butcher. I studied him silently. Gloomy, narrow eyes brooded within a face that was home to a fortress of scars. There may have been a rugged beauty to him, yet it was buried under a depository of brutality and sacrifice. It was a reminder that this was a man you did not cross.


‘Look who it is!’ Aegon beamed at the arrivals. ‘The nomad kings themselves, gracing us with their lofty presence! Such an honour! Are we not grateful, Xagao?’ Xagao did not speak. ‘Oh, do forgive him. He gets so very shy around royalty.’


The Butcher’s expression did not shift a centimetre.


Xagao finally looked at the Jackal, his gaze steely. ‘Aliens. Here. In this facility?’


The Jackal’s smile was stillborn. ‘We have few enough allies in this war. You’d be a fool to make enemies of them now. Are you a fool, Xagao?’


Kriv gave a gravelly, rattling laugh. He was a Rhivik, a bipedal reptilian species of warriors and fighters. Tough creatures. Kriv’s body was shelled in a suit of olive-green and black armour, and a collection of nasty-looking blades dangled from his harness. One of those very blades had maimed and mutilated two of my fireteam, almost killing them.


‘You dirt-devils would all be scraps if it weren’t for our kin.’ The scarred jigsaw of Kriv’s face twisted with amusement as he looked at Xagao. ‘That ain’t something that you should forget.’


‘Careful how you speak to me, hardskin,’ Xagao growled. ‘There’s plenty of alien prisoners incarcerated in this facility. It’d be easy enough for one of our people to mistake you for the enemy and give you a permanent home here.’


Both Eclipsers and cultists tensed, drawn to violence like moths to a flame. But the alien just laughed again. ‘Big words for a small man who’s been … disarmed.’ The alien’s eyes slid over Xagao’s prosthetic. ‘If one of our warrior kin lost his arm in battle, he wouldn’t have a replacement until he proved that he was a warrior still. We earn our privileges out in space. But I suppose it’s true what they say: expect nothin’ from a paleskin, a human paleskin, at that, and you’ll never be disappointed.’


I watched the rivalry in silence. The Suns were always scheming, eating their own. It was the nature of their cult. But I’d been right about how deep the rivalry between the alien-hating cultists and nomadic warriors truly was.


The Butcher had spotted me. ‘The rumours are true,’ he said gruffly to the Jackal. ‘You do have him.’


‘Indeed. He’s my prize captive,’ the Jackal said proudly.


Kriv strode over to me, stooped down on his haunches. ‘Oh, how the mighty have fallen.’ Kriv flicked the jaw of my muzzle with an armoured finger, stole a glance at the cultists. ‘He’s tied down and drugged up. It’s a pity his hair ain’t blonde. He’d be perfect for Aegon.’


Aegon had been sitting down, but now he bolted to his feet, an expression of hatred twisting across his pale face. Xagao grinned, enjoying the sight of his enemy’s humiliation.


Kriv turned back to me, giving me a toothy grin. ‘Even with that blue stuff in you, the smallest of maggots is still only a maggot. Pity. I was looking to forward to collecting your skull on the battlefield. But it wouldn’t be much of a fair fight, eh?’


Before my capture, I would never have let the alien speak to me like that. But now was a different story. I used what little reserves of strength I had left to tear my gaze away from him.


‘Let him be, Kriv,’ the Butcher said. ‘Ain’t no honour in taunting a fallen enemy.’


The alien grunted and resumed his position by the Butcher’s side. I heard them discussing ships and materials and ordnance caches with the Jackal, who was highly selective with his words, careful to never give me a hint at the state of the galactic affairs or the status of my friends.


Suddenly, the door whistled open and someone stormed into my prison chambers. Sokolav. The man who had turned me into a Reaper, who had ultimately abducted me from my friends and imprisoned me here.


Sokolav was clad in heavyset black armour, all hard edges and pristine plating. His salt and pepper hair had the greasy and matted residue from the EVA helmet he must have just removed. Vicious scars sliced diagonally across his left eye, ending abruptly below his lips. Eyes the colour of bruised clouds blinked out from his grizzled, weather-battered face. Armed and armoured men marched behind him, most of them still wearing helmets. Men loyal to him, most likely. Only, I noted, now some of those men included Eclipsers.


It was the first time that all of us had been in the same room together since my kidnapping. The room was a hair-trigger away from exploding into violence. Sokolav noticed me and my horrific state, a look of mounting horror spread across his face.


‘What the hell have you done?’ Sokolav all but roared at the Jackal, his voice commanding as much attention and notice here as he did on the battlefield.


The Jackal’s eyes narrowed as he flicked imaginary dust from his cufflinks. ‘Why, exactly what we said we’d do.’


‘You said you’d run tests on him. Use his stormtech for critical scientific research. Not use him as a punching bag for sport.’


‘Not sport. Punishment.’


‘He’s a prisoner. We got all the intel we needed from him. This isn’t punishment. This is sadism.’


‘Do you object to my leadership, Sokolav?’ the Jackal asked, a serrated edge to his voice.


‘What leadership? He humiliated you on New Vladivostok. The Battle of Khaar was the greatest battle since the Reaper War, and your defeat at his hands made a fool out of you. All you’re doing now is saving face.’ Sokolav’s eyes fell on the Jackal like a hammer. ‘What little of it you have left.’


A murderous expression stole over the Jackal’s face. Gone was his cunning, Machiavellian nature. Now, the animal was coming out to play. I knew that he wanted to start sawing through Sokolav’s spine with a scalpel. Why wasn’t he? The blood that leaked from Kiev’s mangled hand was a testament to what happened to those who crossed the Jackal.


Sokolav looked at me, his brow furrowed and his eyes heavy, betraying an equally heavy heart. ‘Vakov …’


‘Don’t,’ I snapped at him from behind my muzzle. The hairs rippled up my back, my hackles going stiff. I didn’t want his sympathy. ‘Don’t.’


The Jackal gripped the back of my harness and gave me a little shake. ‘Your sympathy is wasted on this beast, I’m afraid. Besides, Vakov enjoys being a prisoner. He just needs a master and a chain to put him in his place.’


Xagao stepped towards the Jackal, his eyes glazed over from consulting his shib overlay. He whispered something in his leader’s ear, grinning at me as he stepped back. The Jackal beamed, straightened his spine, turned to me. ‘Vakov. You’ve been a fantastic, fascinating prisoner. But now your tenure here comes to an end. With your death. See, we’ve got someone here who wants to meet you.’ His eyes slowly met mine. ‘Or, I suppose I should say, something.


I paled. Dark, hollow wind raced through my chest as I felt that shapeless dread settle on me. The Jackal grinned. He knew I had figured it out. ‘I bet you’re thinking that you and Harmony killed Blindspace, stopped us from establishing a link to the Shenoi on Compass. And you did. But we never needed Compass to do what we’ve done right here in this facility: open up a live connection to the Shenoi.’


The Jackal was screwing with me. He had to be.


The Jackal leaned forwards until our faces were almost touching, his voice low and foreboding. ‘Can you feel it now, Vakov? The dread? Can you feel all your hopes burning to ashes? All this time you’ve spent, trying to hold out, hoping your friends will track you down and rescue you, that you’ll find some opportunity for escape. But we’ve just kept you waiting until we’re ready. Until we’ve had an adult Shenoi, decanted into a real body, just for you. We’re going to let you be the first live human to be fully absorbed by the Shenoi hivemind, then we’ll send you back to Compass, so you can sow the first seeds of Shenoi life in your home, and go on a killing rampage. Who knows, maybe there’ll be enough of your consciousness left in the alien hivemind that you’ll kill and consume those fireteam friends of yours first.’ The Jackal grabbed my chin with one hand, cradling my face with the other, his voice a low and savage whisper. ‘That’s what I’ll make you: the Reaper who commits genocide against his own people.’


The world swam. My mind desperately scrambled for an escape. A way out. I tried to think of home. The mountains. The forests. The first snowfalls. But there was no escape from the terrible, plunging despair that had me in its grip.


A smirk grew across the Jackal’s sly face. ‘Of course, there’s a way out. Your brother. That’s what you’ve been hoping for all this time, haven’t you? Go on, then. Take a shot, Vakov. Who knows, maybe I’ll even be convinced.’ The Jackal stepped behind me and clapped his claw-like hands on my shoulders. ‘Beg. Beg your little brother to save your worthless life.’


I had no secret plans, no scheme, no designs. Just a sheer desperation to escape from this hell. I looked to my brother. Tried to say his name. Willed him to say something in protest, to stop this spiral into madness. But when Artyom’s eyes met mine, on his face was the look of a soul ripping itself to pieces. He said nothing. Sokolav said nothing. Half a hundred people stood there, and the room was as silent as a crypt.


I was alone.


I felt the Jackal’s warm breath against my ear. ‘As you can see, Vakov, you will not be missed.’
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Nightmare


I was in a nightmare.


I’d been dragged out of my cell and thrown into a freezing cold room. A wall of Iron Order cultists in black-red armour flanked me. They watched me through the narrow, red-tinted visors of their cinderblock helmets, cradling black-muzzled weapons across their chests, handguns holstered at their sides, zealot sigils marked on their armour. These were men who went to war not because they fought for a cause they believed in, but because they thrilled to cause human suffering, to see pain. They watched my every move, along with six of the Jackal’s personal Stormrider vanguard squad, clad in stormtech-blue armour.


Time disintegrated into moments of simple violence and terror. They removed my muzzle and hood so they could shave my head, tufts of sticky black hair puddling around my restrained feet, before someone hosed me down with a gushing torrent of icy water. I spluttered, struggled to shield my face on instinct, spat out water. The moment that was finished, they pulled my hateful, sweaty hood back on, cruelly sealing it to the neckline of my suit. I was hauled to my feet as cultists dressed in arcane purple robes swept forward. Sections of my ironsuit peeled open and closed on their command, allowing them to douse my bruised flesh with sweet-smelling powders and ointments that itched and burned, while inking cult sigils and symbols across my skin.


Someone barked a command in my face. I did not respond. I couldn’t. I was curling up inside, retreating into my shell. My body felt like it was about to shut down. Hands shaking. Heart pulsing against my sternum. Blood throbbing in my ears. Breath snagging in my throat.


All I’d wanted was to be free with my friends. But I never would. There was no escape. No mercy. There was only the dark. The abyss. A fate worse than death. Foolishly, I’d let myself hope for all these months. But it was all for nothing.


The Jackal had won. I was broken.


When they were done, I was dragged down a maze of shadowy corridors. The walls resembled the cloisters of some hitech cathedral, laser-scrawled with cult slogans and messages to those about to ascend. They looked like the final words of the damned. We swept past prisoner blocks, containing hundreds of cells, filled with humans and aliens alike. Chains clinked. The sounds of screaming, shrieking, sobbing, whispering, and mad anguish echoed from all around us, merging with the sound of Suns litanies that played endlessly from the speakers. It smelled of piss, ozone, recycled air, and spent gunpowder. The stink of misery.


‘Do you ever think of dear sweet Katherine?’ Xagao purred in my ear. ‘She doesn’t think of you. She’s probably found someone else to warm her bed. Someone better. You’re not even a memory to her.’


I didn’t answer. I had no answer to give.


The stink of armour, unwashed suits and unwashed bodies was overwhelming. The Jackal and Sokolav were both absent, as were all the Eclipsers. They were likely still negotiating about the construction of ships. I was already forgotten, my fate sealed. They could always review the footage of my death later.


‘This is the Reaper that’s given us so much trouble, huh?’ A cultist in yellow armour dug the muzzle of his rifle into my ribs as we walked. ‘You don’t look like much to me.’


‘Most of us are betting that he’s going to break during his execution, beg and squeal like the others,’ Xagao said. ‘We’re going to film it, so his friends can see the big bad Reaper in his final moments.’ The other cultists joined in, trying to provoke me, mocking my helplessness, my distress a source of amusement for them all.


Artyom was walking a few metres behind us. It was impossible to tell if he was signalling me. But what was the point? There was nothing he could do. Nothing he could say. I was doomed. The darkness was waiting for me. I could hear it now. Whispering my name. Calling to me. Telling me that I’d soon be lost. Forgotten.


The conscious, human part of me would be consumed by a collective alien mind. I would merge into the Shenoi’s dark hivemind. Would I remember who I’d been? Would I even remember my name? I hoped not.


A few minutes later, a grand chamber loomed into view, its entrance yawning open like a broken jaw. A place known as the Black Hole. The room where the human part of me would die.


It was a massive soot-coloured room, the size of a cathedral. So large that it made my head swim. Antigrav chandeliers floated high above, bathing the chambers in a hideous yellow light, and the cult litanies were playing from speakers hidden around the room. A legion of red candles were perched on the shelves of exposed rock like massive bloodstains, guttering away. The high walls were daubed with cultist sigils and slogans, and were hung with great blue banners. Geometrical windows were set with stained glass. In the gloom, I could see the distended shapes of Shenoi statues, alien bas reliefs, grotesque religious icons and esoteric script that flowed and twisted in frightening patterns. The air smelled of spent gunpowder and sulphur, so thick that it stuck to my lungs. A mad web of hitech machinery and thigh-thick powerlines infested the room, dripping with moisture, hissing with steam, while black-muzzled autocannons had been fixed to the walls. Causeways looped along the room, where dozens, hundreds, of cultists stood in little viewing ­galleries. Eagerly waiting to watch me die.


On the floor, someone was hosing down the decking. The metalwork was stained dark-red, clumped with stringy gristle and hair, fetid water flowing inches from my bare feet to disappear down a rust-brown grating. The walls were covered with scratches, dents, gouges, scars; the last marks of so many who’d lost their lives here.


In the centre of the chamber was a series of massive, armoured cubes with transparent walls, accessible via little openings. The last cube was set into a brightly-lit pit, ringed with more autocannons. The pit was covered in a thick coating of blue, spongy moss, spreading outwards in fractal patterns. No, not moss. It was the wilted-down residue of countless species, all dissolved into a sludge of dead matter.


I stumbled as I was jerked forward by the front of my harness, chains rattling, my bare feet scraping against the rusty grating, my wounds throbbing. Making a show of it, one of the cultists stamped on my toes, breaking the nails. Wretched pain shot through me. My head rolled sideways, my vision shuddering.


‘Here he is!’ Xagao hollered eagerly. ‘The traitor, the heathen, Jae’s killer. Doesn’t look like much now, does he?’


A great roar erupted from the cultists, making a deafening racket, clanging their weapons against the metal gratings, their armour. Some of them did the Reaper salute, mocking me.


Xagao leered at me. ‘I hope it chews your meat slow.’


Armoured barricades slammed down across the entrance, locking us all inside the chambers. Cultists wearing thorny black armour and bone masks began chanting. A guttural, throaty dirge that haunted the room, joined by the pounding of drums.


Boom. Boom boom.


Boom boom boom.


My heart started to thud in tune to the dread beat. I felt as if my nerves were wrapped in electricity. My body knew something terrible was going to happen to me.


I was dragged up a long, gore-stained gantry and shoved inside the first armoured cube. Set there was a vertical table, furnished with restraints. With no choice but to participate, Artyom joined in as half a dozen men slammed me down hard against the vertical table and pulled the metal clamps over my body.


The table flexed around me, stretching my limbs out wide, tightening my restraints, making my armpits strain painfully. I saw that the metalwork was carved with little channels, allowing my blood to run down the sloping floor, to be collected in little flasks. Not one drop of me would be wasted.


The men retreated to a safe distance. ‘Even a traitorous heathen gets a chance to say some last words,’ Xagao said to me, grinning like a starving man who’s just seen a hot meal come in. ‘Got something to say to your little brother, perhaps? Maybe if you ask really nicely, he’ll still rescue you.’


Artyom’s eyes were red-rimmed and hollow. He was being pushed to his absolute limits, hurting so much and feeling so helpless. I wished he could hug me. I wished he’d tell me that everything was going to be alright, even if I knew it was a lie. But most of all, I wanted him to know that I’d already forgiven him for not being able to save me.


Hundreds of cultists watched me eagerly. But I wasn’t speaking to them. I spoke to my brother in New Vladi’s Japanese dialect, knowing that they might be the last words I ever spoke. ‘I’m sorry, Artyom. I wanted to take you home again. I’d have burned for you, if you let me.’ I drew in a ragged breath, barely holding myself together. ‘No matter what happens to me, I forgive you. You’ll always be my little brother. I love you, Artyom.’


Artyom refused to look at me. Refused to speak. It was as if I was a stranger to him. He turned away and my heart lurched. I was about to die. I just wanted one final moment of peace. But my brother didn’t even have the strength to give that to me.


I was being left to die alone.


Artyom stepped away. I watched with dismay as the armoured cube sealed shut.


The metal table I was strapped to jerked upwards and rotated around, long mechanisms lowering me down into the pit. My bones creaked as my chest was thrust forwards, my arms splayed wide, presenting me as a sacrificial offering. The surrounding moss was writhing like wild tufts of seaweed in a current.


My hairs all went stiff as a low, gurgling sound vibrated around me. A sound I felt in my bones and teeth rather than heard. A sound no human should ever, ever hear. The stormtech went cycling at insane speeds through me, like the nervous system of a dying animal, thrashing back and forth and—


And then it froze.


For the first time in a decade, the stormtech came to a complete standstill.


The cultists all around me felt it too. Leaning forward, breath catching, heads bowed, arms spread in reverence. The dirge intensified. I felt the edges of my mind being clawed at as if by the gravitational force of a black hole, hooked by the dark cosmic power of an utterly alien mind.


In the pit, another barricade hissed open. Out of it came a nightmare.


The Shenoi was stitched from death and shadow. Slender and spindly, its distended head was shaped like a horse’s, crowned with a jagged and spiked mass of antlers or horns. Its skin was the colour of hewn obsidian or scorched flesh or melted rock, striated with veins of glowing stormtech. Otherwise, its body was a patchwork of glistening scales and black oily feathers, hard keratin and pliable armour, metal and machinery. One arm came from a scaly, muscle-bound Rhivik, the other from an agile, nimble Torven, but ending in cruel, hooked claws. The creature’s legs were human, and yet they were covered with gills and barnacles. Part of its body was sheathed in armour, spacesuits, worked with machinery. Even the space around it was hazy, as if it was being etched by the distorted light of a solar eclipse.


This was not its true form. The Shenoi had absorbed the bodies and attributes of so many other species, hacked their genetic code, and had used them like organic hardware to create this mad tableau of nightmares.


The creature wanted to look like this. It wanted its victims to see what their fate would be.


God, the dread. Crushing, stomach-dissolving, unbearable dread. And the stink of the creature. It was wet and invasive, sweet and sulphuric, slithering down my nasal passages to scour the back of my throat. It stank of savage greed and unending cruelty so sharply that smelling it made you share in its malice as your own.


In its eyes, I saw the abyss. Death. These creatures were beings of infinity. They’d devoured countless species, watched countless others fade away within their eternal shadow. Even as I looked at the creature, I felt the roar of madness increase inside me.


The drumbeats grew louder, louder, louder. Rattling the room. Shaking my soul. The chanting reached a crescendo, and the cultists started to mutter in divine awe as they spread their arms wide. The creature’s massive nostrils flared like an industrial steam pump. It came closer. Closer. Burying me in its shadow. Meaty saliva misted on my face, its breath smelling like a slaughterhouse. The sweat on my arms and legs felt as cold as ice. Dread clutched at me and every fibre of my being screamed at me to wail in horror and beg for my life.


But something inside me, something hard and stubborn, refused to bend.


No.


I wouldn’t give these cultists what they wanted.


My fate was sealed.


How I accepted it was not.


I was a soldier. A Reaper. And I’d die like one. I’d die well for my friends and family. I’d die well for my brother.


Alcatraz’s presence fluttered around and around in the back of my head like a restless spirit. He and my Reaper brothers were all buried in the dirt and dust, and part of me had always been buried with them. Now I would join them, and find them in the light.


But first, I heard Alcatraz say, show ‘em what you’re made of, Vak. Do us proud.


I didn’t want my little brother to remember me like this. Broken, afraid, tortured. I wanted him to remember me as a fighter. As a Reaper.


So, despite all my dread and fear and anguish, I opened my eyes. My gaze burned as I stared down at this nightmare of stinking, snarling horrors. My lips twisted away from my teeth as I leaned against my restraints and jammed my face right up against the alien’s cool, moist skin. I roared. I roared with all my rage and fury and strength, with everything that I had within me.


‘You want me?’ I bellowed. ‘Come on, you bastard! Come and take me, you cowardly rotten shit!’


I drew my head back and spat in the Shenoi’s face.


The Shenoi reared back. Its multitude of eyes blazed with fury. This creature had never seen its prey fight back like this before. Flesh-shredding claws the length of my body extended from its hands, as it prepared to tear me to ribbons. The chanting and drums continued. I bared my teeth again, my torso heaving, determined to look the bastard dead in the eyes as it delivered the killing blow.


It did not come.


Instead, its black tongue darted out, tasted my saliva. The alien’s nostrils flared as it sniffed me, getting my scent. And then it jerked backwards as if kicked by an invisible force, shrieking loudly, its claws biting into the moss-covered metal. The cultists were yelling in confusion now, unable to figure out what was going on.


But I knew.


I smelled different. A smell the Shenoi still knew all too well. My body was laced with biological and genetic properties of something the creature couldn’t consume.


They’d tasted the Kaiji in me.


The Kaiji. The only alien species to ever threaten the Shenoi with extinction. And now the Shenoi knew that I had their DNA inside my body. Knew the Kaiji had installed it in me willingly. Knew their spaceborn galactic rivals were now allied with humanity.


The Shenoi, these galactic terrors who roamed the cold black spaces between the stars, were terrified.


The creature threw its head back and shrieked again. A sawing, horrendous sound that thrust knives of ice between the discs of my spine, filling me with mortal terror.


Only its anger wasn’t for me. It was for the cultists.


It was furious with them.


Mechanisms screamed. The table I was strapped to was suddenly wrenched backwards, back into the safety of the chamber, away from the Shenoi’s reach.


‘What the hell did you do?’ Xagao bellowed. He raised his hand, jabbed a finger at me. ‘What the—’


Craaaaack.


A piercing shot rang out. Sharp and cold. Black blood spattered over my chest and face like warm rain. I jerked in my restraints. Spine jarring against the metal. Blinking hard. Mind scrambling for purchase. Xagao’s hand had exploded, shredded into a stump of meat. He stared at the stump, wide-eyed, uncomprehending.


Time seemed catch its breath.


And released it as weaponfire rattled the room. My head whipped around. Heart shuddering in my chest. Two armoured cultists had locked the gantry’s access ways, trapping the rest of the cultists inside. And I watched as they opened fire on their own comrades with high-calibre slug rounds, the sound wet and muddy. My vision was consumed by scenes of impossible violence. Metal eating into flesh and bone. Faces disintegrating into red mist. Bodies slapping against the floor. Cultists were starting to scramble away, slipping on the blood-slick deck, pushing each other out of the way. The cultist who’d been chanting the loudest was clawing at the exit, trying to rip it open with her fingernails. Her body was trampled by a wave of cultists who were also trying to escape, only for them to be cut down just as swiftly and efficiently. And throughout the carnage, the Shenoi continued to shriek and roar.


The gunfire ceased.


I breathed in smoke. Ears ringing. Skin tingling. Face dripping blood. Dozens of cultists were dead, their mangled bodies scattered across the chamber like spent shell casings. Xagao groaned, his arm reduced to savaged meat that ended in a gory stump. And standing behind him, holding a smoking rifle in one hand and pressing down on the control terminal with the other, was my brother.


Artyom’s sadness had fled his face. The helplessness was gone. Now, there was only steel. Steel and fury. One-handed, he shed his cultist suit like a snakeskin. Underneath he wore a combat harness and a suit of close-fitting grey armour. He slapped a new quickmatter magazine into his high-calibre assault rifle and aimed down the holographic sights at Xagao.


‘Artyom! You stupid little snake. What have you done?’ Xagao’s voice rose and became a hysterical roar. ‘What the hell have you done?’


‘What I should have done, years ago,’ Artyom snarled.


‘You traitor! You despicable piece of filth!’ Xagao struggled to his feet. ‘You were never one of us!’


‘Got that right.’ Artyom gave Xagao a look of blistering derision. ‘I hope it chews your meat slow.’


Artyom charged him at full-tilt, and hooked Xagao’s feet out from under him, headbutting him hard in the chest, to propel him over the edge of the railing. Xagao’s fingers clawed at the empty air as he plummeted down, down, down until he slammed into the bottom of the pit.


With the Shenoi.


The alien creature was on him in a heartbeat. Its claw was a black, impossible blur as it ripped half of Xagao’s jaw clean off. Then it severed his feet. Then his other hand. The Shenoi dragged him backwards through the wreckage, his bones breaking with an echoing crack like a branch under heavy ice. When Xagao screamed, it was the sound of a man going insane with despair and agony. The sounds of slurping and crushing floated up to us as the Shenoi dragged him back to its domain, crunching into him while he bellowed in agony. The barricade sealed shut behind it, and we were alone.


Satisfied, Artyom clipped the scattershot back into the magnetic holster on his armour. He looked up and rushed over to me. ‘No! Don’t hurt me!’ I heard myself saying, struggling against my restraints. ‘Please. Please don’t hurt me.’


‘Vakov! It’s me!’


‘Stop!’ The words tore out of me, my body trembling. ‘Stop lying! Just end it, before he comes back! Please, just—’


‘It’s me, Vak! I swear!’ Artyom grabbed me by the shoulders, pressing his forehead up against mine. ‘It’s me. Your brother. I swear it on Kasia’s grave.’


I looked once again at the dead and savaged bodies around us. He’d killed them. Artyom had just … killed them all.


It was him.


This was real.


This was real.


‘Yeah. It’s real, Vakov,’ Artyom said. I must have said it out aloud. ‘I never forgot about you.’


Artyom unlocked my restraints. My body slid down, puddling to the ground. I was sobbing, my breath a staccato rasp, my mouth quivering. Artyom scooped me up and pressed me close to his chest, arms wrapped tight around me.


‘I’m so sorry it’s been so long,’ Artyom whispered in my hair. ‘The Jackal’s been watching me like a hawk. I almost got caught, stealing this gear. If I signalled, let you know what was happening, he’d have seen it in your reaction.’


‘But the Shenoi …’


‘I had my finger on the kill switch the whole time. But this was the only chance we had to get you free and take everyone else out, while we were all quarantined and locked down in here.’


‘We?’


Artyom smiled. ‘You didn’t think I was doing all this on my own, did you?’


Armoured footsteps rattled down the grillwork flooring behind us. It was the two cultists who’d gunned down the others, their rifles still smoking. They removed their helmets in a hiss of hot air, revealing familiar, grime-streaked faces underneath.


‘You look like a dog’s breakfast, kid,’ grunted Jasken, dropping down on his haunches and clapping me hard on my right shoulder. The former Blade Hunter was black-skinned, and his body was sutured with augmentations and internal machinery. As usual, his face was marked with an arrogant, reassuring grin. He wore armour that was a dark green colour.


‘He looks better than most in this room,’ Mandy said, with a sardonic, lopsided smile. She had the agile, cat-like grace of a sharpshooter and the diamond-hard guts of a fighter-pilot. She was calm and aloof, as always, like everything was safely under her control. The last time I’d seen her, her hair had been a fiery red. Now, it was split down the middle: one half was a silver-white, and the other half was pitch-black.


I had to stop myself reaching out with a trembling hand and touching them. They were real. ‘How—’


‘It’s all the doing of that brave little bastard.’ Jasken jabbed a thumb in my brother’s direction. ‘He risked his balls, sending us an encrypted tightbeam message with your location. We thought it was a trap at first. Still did until recently. But we couldn’t risk not following it up. Katherine and Grim would have killed us twice over, if we didn’t.’


‘The whole fireteam’s safe?’ I worried they’d been seriously wounded in the prison outbreak back on Compass, like the cultists had told me. ‘I thought, I thought—’


‘You thought what these alien-worshipping wankers wanted you to think,’ Jasken told me, standing and perching one foot up on the railing. ‘Nah. Give us some credit. We’re a little harder to kill than that, kid. Compass, Harmony, Fireteam Stormblood, all of it’s still standing.’


The relief of it was almost too much to take in all at once. ‘How long? How long have I been a captive?’


‘Six months.’ Artyom glanced away then. Like the guilt was too much to bear. ‘They wanted to screw with your sense of time, I know. But it’s been six months.’


Six months of captivity. Six months of torture and humiliation. ‘W-w-where am I?’


Jasken let a hologram leap out from the screenpad on his wrist. ‘You’re in one of the cult’s prison facilities. It’s on the forest moon of Ephar, Pashyk System, Oshar Sector.’


‘Oshar? That’s …’


‘Three galactic sectors away. You’re a long way from home, kid. Time we fixed that. What’d’ya say?’


My friends had not abandoned me. I wasn’t alone. And as I looked into their eyes, memories of the wider world leaked into my mind. The feeling of fresh air entering my lungs. Sitting on the balcony of my apartment with Katherine in the morning rain, our minds drifting away. The bitter taste of coffee on my tongue. The smells of apple and cinnamon reaching me from the nearby bakery.


They were all out there, beyond these concrete walls, waiting for me.


But then as the adrenaline started to fade, I felt the familiar dread rising up to take it its place. ‘The cultists! They’ll have heard. They’ll know something’s up.’ I felt myself hyperventilating with anxiety. ‘The Jackal. He’ll know something’s wrong. He knows everything. He’ll be coming for me. He’ll …’


‘That dead-eyed psycho doesn’t know jack,’ Jasken interrupted. ‘He and Sokolav and the Eclipsers and all his sycophant brown-nosing friends are all tied up with an orbital bombardment on the other side of the planet. By the time they rush over there and find nothing, we’ll be burning black matter in warpspace.’


‘For once, Jasken’s right. Besides, the cult’s totally blind in here,’ said Mandy. ‘We’re good.’


The nightmare alien loomed again in my mind. What was it doing behind its barricade? Locking onto our scents, like an infinitely patient demon? Remembering our faces. I asked what the hell we were going to do about it.


‘Nothing,’ said Jasken. ‘Your job is to get the hell out of here alive, kid, and it’s our job to make that happen. Freaky Shenoi rituals and alien hiveminds ain’t something we’re equipped to deal with today.’


‘He’s right, Vakov. The best thing we can do is tell Harmony what we saw here.’ Artyom said. ‘I get a feeling these creatures don’t just die if you shoot them. We’ve got a thirty-eight minute window until other units check in to see what happened here.’


‘We’re out of here long before then.’ Tilting her sharpshooter with all the tender affection of a mother holding a child, Mandy inspected her holographic ammo count before glancing at Jasken. ‘Please tell me you’ve made contact already.’


‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist now, love,’ Jasken grunted. ‘Already told back-up that we’ve bagged Vakov. They’ll swoop down for evac in an hour. We’ve got our window, but we’ve gotta move.’


‘What about the turrets? The defensive gun emplacements?’ I asked.


‘All taken care of. If they try to shoot us down, we’ve got explosives and network nukes that’ll destroy their systems.’


I pulled at the chest straps of my harness, at the fabric of my hateful prisoner’s suit. ‘Can you get this thing off me?’


I felt a plunging dismay as Artyom shook his head. ‘No time. The Jackal’s programmed the ironsuit to seal to your pheromones. We try tearing it off, it’ll just dig nanofibers into your flesh and immobilise you. We’ll have to cut it off you when we’re safely back on the ship.’


Jasken came around behind me and slapped something small against my back. ‘They ain’t gonna track you, though. Not with this device over-riding their system. We’re dark.’


Artyom knelt down next to me. ‘Vakov. Listen to me. I know you’re weak, but we’re going to have to run. Can you move?’


I swallowed. My knees felt like bruised jelly, and my guts seemed to be leaking and rupturing internally in a dozen places. My whole body felt like stretched rubber. It didn’t want me to move. But that didn’t matter. I had to. So I did what I’d been trained to do. What I was born to do.


I drew on my stormtech. I slammed my fist hard against my chest. I hadn’t used it like this for half a year, and it wheezed like the engine of an ancient starship. It was resisting me. Warning me that it couldn’t do what I wanted. But when my life depends on it, there’s nothing I can’t do. I focused my mind as I beat my fist against my chest. Harder. Harder. Harder. Hard enough to break bone.


I screamed silently as the sparks ignited inside me.


The alien biotech roared to life. I felt every nerve ignite at once as my veins exploded with lightning. It was like I was a drowning man and I was breaking the surface of the water. My body wasn’t back to normal, and my stormtech was damaged. But I’d given myself a temporary second wind. I would not waste it.


I pushed myself to my feet, body vibrating with adrenaline, eyes bouncing around in their sockets. Jasken thumped me hard on the back. ‘That’s it, kid! That’s the spirit!’


Artyom inhaled sharply through his nostrils and faced me. ‘Ready?’


‘No.’


‘Me neither.’ His helmet unfolded from the collar baffle of his suit and covered his face. ‘Let’s go.’
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Hold the Line


One foot in front of the other. That was the trick to it. Every step bringing me closer to freedom and an escape from this nightmare. Bringing me back to my friends. One foot in front of the other.


That’s what I had to do.


The metal corridor stretched out to infinity in front of me. My skin itched and shivered. My clammy hands shook. Everything was too exposed. Too open. Too loud.


My prisoner’s suit squelched against my skin, sweat beading under the straps of my harness. A mask had been pulled down over my hood, obscuring my face. My hands were secured to my sides with unlocked metal cuffs that were attached to the metal rings on my harness. Jasken and Mandy and Artyom marched in lockstep around me, wearing their helmets, masquerading as faceless soldiers of the House of Suns infantry, escorting another prisoner to interrogation. Their suits were laced with jamming tech that erased us from any visual feeds.


I kept clenching the stormtech inside me. Had to keep reminding myself this wasn’t some surreal dream, wasn’t one of the Jackal’s cruel little games. This rescue operation from this hell was real. I was actually escaping. I had to bite my tongue to stop myself from hyperventilating. The rusty taste of blood filled my mouth.


We swept through the central towers of the prison sector, where the walls were made of black stone. Deposits of blood-coloured minerals twisted through them like veins. If I looked at them for too long, I could swear that they were moving. I jerked my eyes away, squeezed them shut.


Artyom had timed our escape carefully. Most of the guards were either on a shift rotation, or had been occupied with my sacrifice to the Shenoi. That meant minimum security. But even minimum security here was a force to be reckoned with and one minor slip-up could screw everything up.


Surely it was only a matter of time before the gig was up. Any second now, some Stormrider or cultist would call us back or raise the alarm. When I considered what would happen to me if we were caught and I was recaptured, my chest locked up so tight that I could barely even breathe.


One foot in front of the other. Every step closer to freedom.


Circular drones with dangling arms warbled as they drifted over our heads. I could feel the electric-razor buzz of some nearby generators in my teeth. I almost flinched as a squad of Stormriders in blue-black armour marched past us, their idle chatter muffled by their helmets. My head was bent down in supplication, my shoulders pinched together, waiting for the order to stop so we could be searched. But the Stormriders only gave us a cursory glance before moving on.


My anxieties gnawed at me as I walked and my thoughts lingered on the Shenoi. Where was the creature now? No way in hell could the Suns control an alien of pure nightmare power like that. Had it broken free in a blinding rage? Was it locked onto my scent, hunting me down? Was it communicating with the rest of its kind, trying to find a link to me?


‘We’re nearing the private dockyards,’ Artyom whispered to me. ‘Won’t be long now.’


‘Cultists are crawling all over the place,’ Jasken muttered, his cultist armour creaking as he rolled his shoulders. ‘Fingers on the trigger, boys and girls.’


‘If the bullets start flying, we’re already dead,’ Mandy growled. ‘These odds are bad, even for us.’


‘What, are you gonna just give up?’


‘Vakov doesn’t even have armour. We’ll have no chance.’


‘And I’m not going back to the cell, no matter what.’ My jawed ached from the effort of prying my chattering teeth apart, my breath coming in ragged gasps. ‘You guys understand? I can’t. I’ll—’


‘You won’t, Vak. I swear it.’ Artyom gave my shoulder a re-­assuring squeeze, although he knew I’d choose suicide or death over being captured again.


We continued through a maze of sloping metal causeways, bathed in an ominous violet glow. At the end was a ragged house-sized freight elevator, leading down to the dockyards. The doors peeled open for us with an asthmatic gasp of air. We entered and Artyom swiped his card and stabbed a button on the touchscreen.


The doors pinched shut and the elevator jerked downwards. Towards the hangar bays that were reserved for low-ranking members of the Suns. It was quiet inside the small metal box. Too quiet. I could hear my own heartbeat, hear the rubbery squelch of my prisoner’s suit. The longer the silence stretched on, the more certain I was that something was going to go terribly, terribly wrong. The tickle of sweat under my prisoner’s hood, leaking into my eyes, suddenly felt unbearable, and the tension in my body felt strained to the bursting point.


Jasken patted me reassuringly on the back. ‘Won’t be long now, kid. We’ll have you back home soon, warm and safe.’ I heard the grin in his voice. ‘There’s this wicked new bar I’ve been meaning to show you. They do the best spiced ales. On a frosty night, they’re as smooth as a woman’s kiss.’


‘As if you know what that’s like,’ Mandy said, rolling her eyes.


‘She’s just jealous because she ain’t my type,’ Jasken said in a stage whisper. ‘When we get back to Compass, the first round of beers is on me. What’d’ya say?’


‘Not the second round?’ I managed to force out.


‘Nah. For getting you out of this, I’d say you owe me a round or two.’


I felt a manic laugh bubble up inside me. I almost bit my tongue in half to keep myself silent. But I composed myself and nodded at Jasken. There was nothing I wanted to do more than have some cold beers with my friend. I wanted to live again.


The elevator slowed down as it arrived at the hangar bay floors. We prepared ourselves to move. The doors wheezed open.


Standing in the middle of the corridor beyond, was Sokolav.


Suddenly I was burning all over with fear. Terrible fear. An awful ringing in my ears. I watched his shadowed eyes rake over us, inscrutable. Five seconds passed. Six. Seven. Jasken and Mandy had raised their rifles, fingers curled around the triggers. But they didn’t fire. Maybe they were waiting for Sokolav to reach for his handcannon, to raise the alarm. But he didn’t.


Instead, he spoke.


‘They’ll raise the alarm at any moment,’ Sokolav said. ‘Take maintenance stairwell B29, to the primary hangar bays. They’ll change the clearance codes during an alarm, so you’ll need this access key.’ He tossed us a small black card with a glossy magnetic strip at one end. It clattered on the metal floor. ‘Run. Run and don’t look back. Don’t let them take you alive.’ Our eyes met. ‘I never saw you.’


He stepped back and pressed his palm against a touchscreen beside him. A wall panel slid open, exposing a maintenance tunnel.


For a moment, no one moved. No one breathed. Carefully, her gun still trained on him, Mandy bent down, scooped up the passkey, and slipped it into her pocket.


And then the entire facility was plunged into a blood-red tint. An ear-splitting siren shattered the silence with a subsonic roar. We’d lost our element of surprise. We turned and darted into the maintenance shaft, all pretence at stealth gone.


Behind us, Sokolav still hadn’t moved.


The dread was gnawing my stomach to pieces as we plunged along the maze of corridors, racing towards the exit. The elevator was inoperable. Armoured barricades were slamming down around us, cutting off sectors of the facility. Jasken was yelling directions, barely audible over the shrieking siren. The rest of the world had been ripped away, my consciousness reduced to the raw, frantic rhythm of my body. Sides splitting. Muscles burning. Breath heaving.


‘We’re boned,’ Jasken roared. ‘Our time just became minimum. Gonna have to gun the accelerator.’


I catalogued all the raging aches in my hands, my legs, my lungs, and shoved them all aside. A growl vibrated through my body as I hammered my fist against my chest as hard as I dared, demanding whatever little reserves of strength the stormtech still had. Energy flooded through me, allowing me to run even faster.


Jasken spat out a stream of expletives that would make a Reaper blush. ‘Mandy, sweetheart! Detonate those explosives. Before I evolve.’


‘Priming!’ Mandy snarled back.


‘If this doesn’t work,’ Jasken grumbled, ‘I’m gonna murder that scrawny Torven with my bare hands—’


Whoompf. A shockwave of energy washed over me. Then I heard the muffled echo of detonations as they ruptured throughout the facility. They would be collapsing tunnels, blocking passages, confusing men. There came the squeak of boots on metal as nearby soldiers yelled to each other, scrambling to hunt us down.


Our path took us into a drafty maintenance bay, with dozens of causeways and catwalks all around us. I heard cries of alarm, my head snapped up and I saw soldiers gathering on the causeways above us. Artyom yelled for me to stay down and stay close as he opened fire. Jasken and Mandy rushed to cover us both as weaponfire snapped and whipped past my head.


I was in battle without any armour or gear. It was a new, frightening experience to be so vulnerable. A piece of meat in a woodchipper. I heard and felt every wind-cracking shot, every blinding flash, every piercing scream. It was chaos. My eardrums ached. My hearing was busted.


Artyom’s bulk was almost half again as wide as my own, and he used his body as a shield to protect me. I forced myself not to pass out as I kept pace with him, bent forwards like a beast walking into a storm. A bullet pinged off Artyom’s helmet, slashed across the bridge of my nose. I halted in surprise, clutching my wounded face, blood sluicing down my chin. A stray bullet hit the floor a few inches from my bare feet. If I hadn’t stopped, it’d have blown my toes off.


My breath scrambled against my ribs as more gunfire rained down from above. I’d never felt battle terror like this before. Mandy’s rifle barked three times, nailing a cultist in the head with each shot. She and Jasken continued to cover me as Artyom shoved my head down and dragged me along, as fast as he dared. A grenade exploded somewhere behind me, nearly ripping me off my feet.


Cultists had jumped down to meet us on the main floor. One charged at my brother, screaming obscenities, but I rammed into him with my shoulder. It hurt me more than it hurt him. But it sent the cultist off-balance, allowing Artyom to bring his blade back in a wheeling stroke that sliced through the man’s larynx like it was wet paper. We were about to continue when a cadaverous woman in ghoulish armour stole out from behind a pillar, shot at us. Artyom grabbed me from behind and wrapped his body around my own like a tiger protecting its cubs, careful not to crush me in his armour. Even still, I felt pain lance my side. Dull, not sharp. Bruised, not broken. Golden sparks flew as bullets pinged off his back. To my right, I saw the lightning flash of Mandy’s rifle, and when I turned around next, the top half of the woman’s skull had disappeared, her body spilling to the ground.


Madness. Pure madness.


Artyom led us through a side passage, down a series of halls, my head throbbing with a concussion. Cultists followed closely behind, yelling and furious. The exit loomed just ahead, a metal barricade. Artyom gave Sokolav’s passkey to Jasken. ‘Get him through. I’ll hold them back.’


‘Artyom?’ I asked. But my brother was already sprinting back down the corridor. He stood just before the corner, his back to the wall, as he blindly sprayed gunfire in the direction of the incoming cultists, halting their progress.


Jasken used the passkey to open the door. It peeled open, becoming rectangle of blinding light. But I was still looking at Artyom. ‘Move it, kid!’ Jasken barked, trying to drag me through the opening. ‘It ain’t gonna stay open long.’


And sure enough, the barricade was already starting to close. Artyom wouldn’t make it in time. He’d be stuck here, pinned down with the cultists.


Jasken yelled for me to move. I was the mission priority. They’d all leave each other behind if it meant getting me to safety. But I wouldn’t abandon my brother to this nest of vipers. I twisted out of Jasken’s grasp, darted forward and grabbed hold of the door frame, halting its progress, taking the weight on my shoulder. Something inside me popped. Maybe my collar­bone. I braced my legs and feet on the ground, wedging myself there firmly.


My body might have been on the verge of collapse. But I was still a Reaper, and I still had stormtech. I pulled on all my last reserves of strength, a roar tearing from my lips as I pushed up against the barrier. Straining against the relentless weight.


Mandy swore in exasperation. But she took aim, covering Artyom as best as she could from this angle. My brother fired a few last bursts before he broke away from his position, started racing towards me. Jasken shielded me with his body and helped me to hold up the barrier as best as he could. But I was quickly losing my strength. The barrier pressed down on me, becoming heavier with every second. It felt like my vertebrae was going to snap. But the moment I let go the barrier would fall, and Artyom would be left behind.


I would not let it go.


My brother reached us. As he dived through the barrier, Jasken grabbed my shoulder and pulled me clear. The barrier collapsed with a scream of tortured metal, bolted into place.


For a moment I could only kneel there, gasping for breath. Artyom cursed me for endangering myself to save him, but I wasn’t listening. I could feel a strange tickle. I gasped as I realised what it was. The wind.


I was still trapped inside my suffocating ironsuit, so I couldn’t feel much of it. But the small wafts of breeze that eased through the holes in my hood stirred emotion in my chest. What was the last time I’d tasted fresh air? I breathed it in deep, cleansing my lungs.


When my eyes eventually adjusted to the glare, I saw that we were standing inside a massive open-air hangar bay. It jutted out from the side of the prison facility like a ribcage. Hi-tech starships of all shapes and sizes and models sat in various dry-docks and berths. But without the correct flight codes, they were useless.


When we came to the edge of the hangar bay, I risked a glance down. Kilometres of swampy, humid rainforest sloped down below us like a mossy green carpet, towards a wind-ruffled ocean that lay under an iron-grey sky. The surface beneath my feet was slippery with moisture, and the howling gale threatened to wrench me off my feet. My knees grazed the concrete as I crouched down, my hands buried in my armpits to stop them shaking, breathing hard, panic threatening to grip me. Too much open space. Too much emptiness. Too much light.


‘You okay, Vakov?’ Artyom set a hand on my shoulder. A feeble nod was all I could manage.


Sweat snaked down my forehead, tickling and stinging like mad behind my hood, and I’d have given anything to rip it off. I was breathing in the scent of my own blood, feeling it drool down my leg, the side of my head. But Mandy was even more injured than me. Her right leg was almost useless, being dragged behind her as she walked, leaving spots of blood on the concrete.


‘Mandy! Your leg’s buggered,’ Jasken said.


‘I noticed. I’ve had worse. Focus on getting us out of here and Vakov into safety.’


Artyom looked up to scan the skies for our incoming ­rescuers. But they were empty. ‘Jasken?’ he suddenly asked. ‘Where the hell are they?’


‘On-route!’ Jasken knelt and inspected data on his visor. His armour had been badly damaged, and his shields were sparking. ‘Orbital weapon-pods gave them hell on the way in.’


‘ETA?’


‘Ten minutes.’


Mandy swore. Artyom slammed another quickmatter maga­zine into his rifle with a sharp click. ‘We don’t have ten minutes!’ he said.


‘They ain’t gonna get here any faster.’


The air had gone awfully quiet. Too quiet. Any child of New Vladi knows that when you’re in the forest and all goes still, it’s because there are predators close by. I felt the foreboding tide of dread start to creep through me again. Would these be my last few seconds of freedom?


I shivered. Tried to centre myself. But then the stormtech tightened around my ribs, alerting me to the danger. Artyom had felt it too.


‘Get down!’ Artyom grabbed the back of my harness and jerked me down behind a chainship as bullets savaged the concrete around us, coughing up dust and splinters. Pulse rifles. More cannons and autocannons were slithering out from the black, spherical weapon hubs perched on the corners of the facility. Exotica weaponry. Energy-based firepower that didn’t require grid-access or electricity to function. Only most of them weren’t aimed at us. They were turned up, to blast our evac ships straight out of the sky.


‘Back-up weapons,’ Jasken growled. Mandy just stared at them, for once at an utter loss for words. ‘They’ll nail us before we can even reach suborbit.’


‘What do you think you’re doing, dog?’


The Jackal’s sarcastic voice blared out from speakers around the hangar bay. I saw him standing up in the observation deck, behind a huge bank of blastproof glass. Two dozen armoured men flanked him. Killers, all. The Jackal turned on my brother.


‘I could have given you everything, Artyom. Everything. But you’ve pissed it all away. And for what?’ The Jackal leaned his body sideways, eyes fixated on us, his grin wide. ‘Just so your brother can watch you die?’


To see the Jackal standing there, cocksure and confident and casual, as if he wasn’t a sadistic hunter and killer of men, rankled me. The rage and hate had returned, hotter and fiercer than ever. I hated these cultists so much it was making me dizzy. I thought I was going to vomit. An inhuman, feral growl tore out of my throat. I hissed and spat at my captors. I had to look so pathetic. A broken, bruised creature, desperately seeking escape from impossible trap. My fingers and toes felt filled with icy gravel, and I felt every wound on my body throbbing with dull pain. The Jackal watched the display with amusement.


‘It’s a good thing you’ve kept your prisoner’s suit on, Vakov, you’re going to need it. We’ve got plenty of tests to run on that Kaiji biotech inside you. It was a working hypothesis at best, but your little episode with the Shenoi confirmed it. Now, we’ve got all kinds of new experiments to perform, and I’ll make sure you pioneer the lot.’


A cold sensation crept up my spine, reaching its tendrils up towards my neck, my head. Artyom pushed himself in front of me, his rifle raised, like he alone could protect me from all the world’s evils. ‘Try and get near my brother. See what happens.’


‘Oh, we will.’ The Jackal jerked his head around, his face bathed in shadow, speaking down the commslink to his men. ‘Bring me Vakov, alive. Kill the others. Drag it out, make it slow. Get Artyom’s corpse. The Shenoi can fuse him and Vakov together. They’ll be that way forever, just like they wanted.’


His men snapped to attention, delighted by the prospect of staining their weapons with the blood of my friends. Artyom grabbed the back of my harness as he dragged me into the cover of a starship. The wind howled like a vicious spirit in my ears. I peered down the edge of the cliff, tempted for a moment to throw myself off. Death was a better fate than ending up in the Jackal’s clutches again. I wouldn’t have my body maimed and toyed with ever again.


‘Vakov …’ Artyom’s voice was a low, wet rasp. I saw my reflection in his dark eyes as I turned to him. He knew my thoughts, and he didn’t want me to jump. But he wouldn’t deny me the only avenue of escape left.


We might have damaged the barricade door enough to stop them opening it, making it difficult for anyone to physically reach us. But the enemy was carving open little breach holes in the metal from all angles, allowing them to shoot at us. The air crackled and heaved as gunfire streamed towards us.


And then my heart sank through the ground as I saw more armoured figures storming into the observation bay. Eclipsers. Kriv marched at their head, taunting me with his crocodile grin. They fanned out, taking up flanking positions.


‘Artyom,’ I said, hating the tremble in my voice.


‘Stay down,’ Artyom told me. ‘I’m not letting you die here.’


He opened fire on the enemy, his rifle barking, the air shivering as gunfire was exchanged. I tucked my knees to my chest, shivering. I was trapped. There was nowhere to run.


My friends fought furiously for me. But for every enemy they cut down, another two would rush in to take their place. Soon, the entire bay reeked of smoke and sulphur. The barricade door groaned loudly, spewing amber sparks as the gap became wider, wider, wider. Soon, they’d be through. I watched as Mandy slammed back the bolt on her sharpshooter, tried to take aim, but a high-calibre round slammed past, grazing her helmet, leaving her unharmed but spinning her around. There were so many enemies shooting at us that it was all but impossible for my friends to return fire.


It wasn’t too long ago that I’d been ready to die. But now I wanted to live, for us all to live, more than anything. It was so cruel, giving me a taste of freedom, only to snatch it away when we were so close. ‘We’re dead, aren’t we?’ I rasped.


‘Yeah. That we are.’ Mandy’s shoulders shook, like she was laughing mirthlessly. ‘We’re not going to make it. Sorry, boys, this is the end of the line.’


‘No,’ Jasken said gravely. Behind his visor, his eyes were sharp and focused as he surveyed the battlefield with a warrior’s insight. His shoulders stiffened. ‘This ain’t the end.’ Jasken kneeled down next to me. Our eyes met. ‘Sorry kid, but you’re gonna have to have those beers without me.’


‘Jasken?’ I asked.


‘If they get through that barricade, we’re all dead. But I can stop ‘em. I’ll buy you enough time to get on the ships. You’ll have one shot. Don’t waste it, you hear?’


There was something in my friend’s voice that terrified me. I felt my eyes go wide as I realised what was going to happen. ‘Jasken!’ I yelled, my voice desperate, pleading, terrible. ‘Please don’t do this. Don’t be a hero.’


‘There ain’t no heroes here. Just the dead and the living. And I’m not going to let you join the dead anytime soon.’


‘There’s got to be some other way!’


‘Someone’s gotta do it. Might as well be me.’ Jasken looked to Artyom. ‘You look after your big brother for me. You get him home. You hear me?’


‘I hear you.’


‘And Mandy?’ Jasken said to her. He paused. Struggled to find the words. ‘You always were a better shot than me.’


‘I know,’ Mandy said, her voice betraying no emotion.


Finally, Jasken turned to me, pressing his hands down heavily on my shoulders. ‘Thanks, kid. Thanks for giving a grizzled old bastard like me another shot when he sure as hell didn’t deserve it.’


‘Jasken, I forbid you to die,’ I said, trying one last thing. ‘You hear me?’


Jasken snorted at that. ‘You know I never did like obeying orders, kid. Besides, I’ve been waiting to die for the last twenty years. But you? You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. You’re gonna get out of here, and you’re going to show the universe what you’re made of. I know it.’


The only thing I could say was, ‘What are you going to do?’


Jasken stood there, his armoured body silhouetted by the fires and lights, his eyes full of wild fury, full of sorrow, as he performed the Reaper salute. ‘I’m gonna hold the line.’


With that, Jasken turned away from us. Roaring like a demon as he made a mad dash for the barricade’s entrance. He unhooked a razornade from his belt and hurled the small metal bulb through the little gap between the door and the wall. A pink-purple flare of smoke shot upwards as it detonated. His shields stuttered violently as the Eclipsers and cultists turned their gunfire on him. He braced his augmented, machine-powered legs against the decking, jamming his back against the barricade’s doors, blocking their line of fire. He ripped open the protective panelling along the side of the wall, and jammed his augmented, prosthetic hand into the mechanisms there.


Metal squealed and groaned as the heavy mechanical teeth chewed into his arm. But the barricade stopped moving as the gears came to a juddering halt. Jasken roared wordlessly again, all the hardware and hydraulics in his body straining audibly as he clamped himself into position, using his body as a defensive wall.


He was holding the line.


Armoured hands flailed out of the narrow gap, smashing down on Jasken’s body. Stabbing blades, sharpened weapons, slashing at his face, his back, trying to penetrate his armour. He screamed in pain as a something sharp punched through his shoulder. Blood drooled down his arm from one wound. Then a second. A third. He twisted his elbow, smashing it into an Eclipser’s nose so hard that the bone there was pushed into his brain, killing him.


Mandy and Artyom laid down whatever suppressing fire they could, but there was too great a risk of hitting Jasken. I watched the horror unfold, helpless and unable to a damn thing but watch my friend die for me.


I watched an Eclipser carve his blade across Jasken’s right leg, severing tendons and muscles. My friend staggered, stumbled sideways, losing his purchase on the gears and on the floor. The door started inching open. Hands extended out, clawing for him, but he rammed his body back into position, knocking the Eclipsers sideways, refusing to give them an inch. He roared as more sharpened steel rained down on him, punching through his armour and into his flesh. Over and over and over.


But not one enemy soldier spilled through the gap towards us.


And then I saw Kriv move into position directly behind Jasken, looming there like a dark tidal wave. A small chrome nozzle had extended from the alien warrior’s sleeve. A colossal, roaring fire spilled out of it. The flames were so hot I felt the heat licking against my flesh all the way over here. The flames danced around Jasken like the writhing jaws of a monstrous beast, engulfing him. Encased in his suit, he was unable to stop the metal from melting and crumpling with him inside it, turning it into a ruined husk. His left arm flopped uselessly at his side, ribbons of flesh and artificial muscle sliding off the metal chassis. His legs buckled under him, knee-joints burning, and he slumped to his knees. Tried to right himself. Then he staggered again as something hard and metal slammed into the side of his head, leaving it sticky with blood.


‘Get up!’ I yelled, even as my voice cracked. ‘Get the hell up, Jasken!’


I swear that he looked me in the eye, one last time. I could only watch as his movements slowed, as his skin blackened and crisped. His flesh and augmentations started to melt together, sagging like hot wax. His body twitched, jerkily, then slowed. Then stilled.


The wind howled. The ocean breeze stirred. The waves thrashed and weaved far below.


But Jasken held the line.


Artyom dragged me towards the edge of the ramp. He didn’t want me to look at what Jasken had become. But I had to.


Jasken’s body was a metal chassis: a black skeleton with only a few ribbons of flesh hanging off it. The metal in his body had fused to the floor and wall, jamming the barricade in place, preventing the Eclipsers from getting through. The smell of charred meat filled the air, pushing its way into my throat, searing the memory of it in me forever.


I turned away, the teeth of the wind biting into my skin, my feet like blocks of ice. I squinted through the fog and gloom. Something was moving through the skies. Chainships and lightercraft, plunging through the cloudbanks like comets of blue and black stone.


I frowned. There wasn’t time for them to make a landing, not with all the weaponry still active. We would have to jump.
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