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    Zombicide Invader
Death System


    The Xenos’ bodies started to stack up. Shawna’s faceplate dripped with red rain. She had no time to feel fear. Her mind was too preoccupied with exterminating the zombies who were doing their damnedest to tear her to pieces and dine on her guts. She turned in a circle, slashing the air with the saw, sweat running into her eyes, when she realized there were no more Xenos to kill and Bak-Irp was barking at her. When she lifted her finger, the piercing whine of the blades cut off immediately, deafening in its silence, only to be replaced by her own rapid breathing.


    “There’s more of them,” Bak-Irp said. “Out there. And they’re coming quick.”


    She looked in the direction where he pointed the smoking barrel of his gun.


    Dozens. No, not dozens. Hundreds. Too many to count…


  




  

    More Zombicide from Aconyte


    Zombicide Invader


    Planet Havoc by Tim Waggoner


    Terror World by Cath Lauria


    Zombicide


    Last Resort by Josh Reynolds


    All or Nothing by Josh Reynolds


    Do or Die by Josh Reynolds


    Zombicide Black Plague


    Age of the Undead by C L Werner


    Island of the Undead by C L Werner
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    Chapter One


    Bubblegum and Gunpowder


    HIGH TERROR RISK Cellblock


    Extreme Security Penitentiary (XSecPen)


    Galactic Coalition Territory: Location Unspecified


    Bad things start small, the sergeant thought as he inserted the contraband vial into the middle of a stale dinner roll. The vial was the size of his fat pinkie tip. The nugget it contained resembled a shriveled black raisin wearing a wiry purple vest. He pinched the top of the roll, sealing the hole he’d made, then slid the dinner tray back into the service trolley.


    He warmed his hands on the cart.


    None of my business is what that thing is, he added to his inner monologue.


    The sergeant got paid not to think about situations like this. He let things slide. Ignored whatever he saw or heard. Turned a blind eye. Clammed up quiet as a bubble if his superiors asked him questions. Playing dumb for profit was the name of the game. The dark morsel was likely the latest variety of black-market space dope, an anodyne to soothe the pain and misery of being locked away and forgotten; it filled the hole of boredom.


    Nope. It’s none of my DAMN business, he reminded himself. Who cared if these prisoners fried what was left of their slithery brains? XSecPen’s pop was exclusively hyperviolent outlaws.


    Most of the time the sergeant’s off-the-books side hustle paid him not to do things that were the key responsibilities of his main gig. That main gig being his position as a supervising correctional officer at the toughest, most secret, and inescapable penal institution in Coalition-controlled Terran space.


    Rarely, as a part of his shady arrangement, he’d be asked to carry out a special favor and take a highly risky, illegal action, the kind that made his butt cheeks clench up and broke him out in nervous cold sweats from head to toe. There was no doubt about what he was doing here. Shit that not only would get him fired – if anybody legit discovered his dirty deeds – but would end with him locked away in a cage of his own. And a prison guard who ends up in prison is dead meat walking. That much was understood. So special favors were a big deal.


    Usually, the inmates asked you to sneak in prohibited items, which might be anything, since their lives inside XSecPen were spartan, the result of punitive deprivation. For procuring ordinary goods, outside food or a communications device, he received handsome compensation. Other times, like today, he acted as a courier. For these missions the price tag was higher. This case of hide-the-vial-in-the-roll was going to earn him a pair of first-class shuttle tickets and a nice, long vacation to the swankiest, beachiest, rum-and-coconut-creamiest, luxury resort of his choosing. All he had to do was deliver the right tray to the right cell. Then he’d be home free.


    He almost felt the rays of an alien sun beating down on his thick, bullish neck. Virtually digging his toes into warm sand, he tasted the spray of ocean waves – big, pink, foamy ones, the smell of which reminded him of bubblegum and gunpowder. His brain flicked through the vivid screen images he’d searched up last night. Bartender droids wearing funny black bowties carrying platters of cocktails. Rich tourists laid out on loungers, sipping frozen drinks, without a care in the galaxy. If everything went smoothly today, soon he’d be joining their ranks…


    An angry buzz tore him from his daydream. The cellblock gate was sliding up. It took a while. The gate slab was as thick as his massive chest, and it weighed enough to pancake a cell extraction bot. He’d seen that happen once, when the emergency gate-drop malfunctioned during a riot drill. The sergeant’s biggest problem walked under the gate, beelining straight for him.


    The new guard.


    As part of a correctional department interplanetary exchange program, this Fushnallan gal was visiting to observe how things were done at XSecPen. She’d been assigned to shadow the sergeant for tonight’s shift. The paranoid part of his brain wondered if she was a spy. He didn’t really know her or want to. What he did know made him uneasy. As a descendant from the Trappist-C planet Fushnal, she was an ocean-breather who wore a recycling tank on her back to keep from suffocating. Her rough, orange skin and bugged-out eyes gave him the creeps. The worst part was the remnant dorsal fin running along the top of her head. It twitched whenever she got excited. Right now, it was jiggling like fresh bait.


    When I go on my vacation, I’m going to charter a fishing skimmer to hook your relatives, he thought, chuckling. From all reports, the Fushnallan was a squeaky-clean, by-the-book operator, or at least that was how she acted. Some people could fool you. For example, nobody would’ve suspected that the sergeant was utterly corrupt. Publicly he made a point of being tough on the inmates, cracking skulls and kicking ass. It provided the cover he needed. In private, he was another – much worse – person. That secret sent a thrill up his spine.


    “Sergeant Randle,” the new guard’s voice gurgled a greeting through her recycler mic.


    “Good evening, Officer Fishstick.”


    “The name is Ishnik, sergeant. Ishnik Tal,” she corrected him.


    “My mistake.”


    Her chilly expression told him she knew it hadn’t been.


    He offered his hand, squeezing her fingers in a vice grip, feeling the clammy coolness of her flesh through her tactical duty gloves. “Call me Shark,” he said. The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement, thinking how ironic it was that here he was talking to seafood, yet he was the one that people called Shark. He held on until he felt her squirm. A floppy fish! He let her go.


    “Ready to get started?” he asked.


    Ishnik took a step back, looking less confident than when she first entered.


    “Yes, sir.” The recycler distorted her voice, as if she were inside an aquarium.


    Sounds like somebody drowning, he thought.


    Shark smiled, showing off his titanium claim to fame. Once upon a time, when he was just a newjack, one week into working his first lockup, an inmate shattered Randle’s jaw, kicking out his front choppers after the gung-ho rookie made the mistake of trying to break up a fight alone. Concussed and bloodied, lying in the infirmary spitting out tooth fragments, the greenhorn guard decided that his repaired mouth would send a message. He asked the doc for a cyborg jaw and told him not to bother matching his teeth. “Leave the steel raw,” he said. His face would be a sign every con could read: Mess with me, and I’ll take a big, shiny bite out of your ass.


    His plan worked. All the inmates soon knew about the guard with the metal grin.


    The Shark was born.


    He made a point of showing how powerful his new dental implants were to the dirtbag who’d jumped him that day. That was an ugly business, the first of many violent encounters.


    “This your first time in High Terror?” Shark asked, already knowing the answer.


    “Yes. I’m looking forward to seeing how the cellblock runs.”


    He watched her doing her best to appear calm. But nobody ever felt calm inside HT. If you did, you didn’t last long. The place was a kill zone. If you lost your edge, you lost your life.


    “Shall we begin the tour?” Shark pushed the trolley. Ishnik followed. The HT unit was quiet – the effect of solitary, soundproofed cells. Today, it was so hushed that the squeaking of the trolley’s front wheel sounded like a cranky alarm going off. The unit had wide hallways and low ceilings. All of it was sterile white – the better to spot anything, or anyone, moving around that didn’t belong. It felt like a cold storage warehouse, which in a way it was. Bodies were stored here. Inside XSecPen’s walls lived the worst of the worst criminals in Terran space.


    Shark lifted a thick, translucent badge he wore on a chain around his neck, waved it at a panel embedded to their right.


    “How are the inmates classified on the unit?” Ishnik asked as they passed a body scanner.


    “Equality reigns in HT. Everybody’s a lifer. Locked up day and night except for exercise, meals, or scheduled appointments. We’re in lockdown tonight. Warden’s orders. No explanation. That’s typical. Anyway, during lockdown everybody eats in their cells. One body per cell. Cells are always lit. The facility’s white lights caused mood swings and headaches, so the cell lights were switched to yellow. Higher-ups aim to keep the inmates docile. It doesn’t work. You never open a cell alone. Pass all objects through the delivery ports. Isolation is the point. Whenever convicts get together, the danger rises. But the do-gooders won’t let us keep them in solitary indefinitely. Every contact is a lethal hazard. We do not rehabilitate here. Our job is to punish.”


    Ishnik didn’t offer an opinion. Shark watched as her head fin twitched.


    Squeak, squeak, squeak went the trolley wheel. Despite the constantly circulating ventilation system, the air remained musky and pungent. Shark wondered if Ishnik could detect it through her nose-hose. He’d heard Fushnallans had a superior sense of smell. At the end of a shift, the brilliant arctic whiteness of the walls made Shark’s eyes hurt and gave him a headache. At least he could blink. Fushnallans had no eyelids, only a transparent nictitating membrane. He caught Ishnik focusing up ahead at the row of sealed, glassy doorways to their right: the cells.


    “Showtime,” he said.


  




  

    Chapter Two


    Crimson Jumpsuits


    “They can’t hear us. Or see us.” Shark thumbed his nose at the first prisoner to demonstrate. The inmate on the other side of the thick, transparent barrier showed no reaction. “Think of the door as an unbreakable screen. We can see them. From their side, the screen is opaque until we tap.” Shark indicated an exterior control panel. On the display were a series of illuminated icons labeled Visual, Sound, Cell Open, Wash, Choke-Gas, and Stun. “This guy’s a Thassian, as you can see.”


    The prisoner was performing handstand push-ups in the middle of his cell. Stocky, powerfully built, he pumped himself up and down mechanically. His thick tail curved forward for balance while his pale face remained expressionless. He might’ve been reading a book or meditating. Through the speaker, his exhalations sounded like jets of pressurized steam escaping.


    “Do they all wear dark red jumpsuits?” Ishnik seemed intrigued by the choice of color.


    “Crimson uniforms for High Terror inmates. Helps people remember why they’re here.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Spilling blood? They’re all killers of one stripe or another,” he said.


    “Ahh.” Ishnik raised her chin. “A human bias. You see, Fushnallan blood isn’t red.”


    Shark shook his head. The kind of shit that aliens noticed. It bothered him not knowing what other observations she might be making while they worked together. He had to be careful. Shark cursed his luck that today of all days he had to be teamed with a wide-eyed alien outsider.


    Shark used two fingers to hit the Visual and Sound icons.


    The Thassian’s gaze shot toward the door, instantly alert; he continued his push-ups.


    “Feeding time, Bak-Irp,” Shark said. “Come to the door.”


    The Thassian finished his set of exercises, then flipped to his feet, wiping his face with a dingy, threadbare towel before he approached them. His skin was bone white, like a skeleton morphed into a bodybuilder. Rows of subdermal nubs formed a “V” over his hairless skull.


    Shark popped the Audio icon to OFF.


    “Ugly bastard, isn’t he?” he said to Ishnik. “I don’t know which is worse, those Thassian face wrinkles, or the way they glare at you with their deadeye peepers.”


    Ishnik kept silent. Maybe she was pondering what his opinion was concerning Fushnallan physical characteristics. Shark opened the trolley, withdrawing a tray, not the one he’d doctored.


    “What is this prisoner’s crime?” Ishnik asked, studying the Thassian.


    “Yaalo Bak-Irp? Guy was a bounty hunter until the day he decided he didn’t need to bring in fugitives anymore. Appoint­ing himself judge, jury, and executioner. Bagged a dozen wanted criminals before they caught him. You ask me? He was doing a public service. The courts discourage vigilantism. Bak’s quiet, but he’s smart. Never underestimate the quiet ones.”


    “I’ll remember that.” Ishnik assessed Shark coldly with her flat jellied eyes.


    It sounded like she might be mocking him, but he wasn’t certain. Shark knew he sometimes ran his mouth when he felt stressed. He didn’t ask to be saddled with an observer. What was the point of these exchanges anyway? She wasn’t about to tell him how to do his job.


    Shark decided he didn’t care if she was pissed. She was a nuisance and liability, not to mention a pain in his ass. He preferred working solo. He keyed open the port with his badge. After removing the lid, he served the tray.


    Bak-Irp lifted the food to his face; his nostrils pinched open and closed. His lips curled in disgust. He poked at a slice of Thassian nutrient loaf, nudging the lump of congealed blue gravy.


    Shark popped the Audio ON.


    “Eat up, Bak. I had a look at this week’s menu. It doesn’t get any better.”


    Before the inmate could answer, Shark cut the Audio and Visual off from Bak-Irp’s side.


    The Thassian sneered in their general direction.


    Shark walked up to the barrier, his face inches away from the Thassian’s. “Sometimes I swear he can see us through the screenblocker.” The guard raised a middle finger, rubbing it on the glass. Oblivious, Bak-Irp set his dinner aside and resumed his exercise. The guards moved on. Shark resumed talking to Ishnik, describing the unit’s population.


    “HT’s headcount is twenty-one,” he said. “That’s max for us. We’ve even got a waiting list. That’s how popular this hellhole is. Rumor has it the Coalition Council is talking about opening an XSecPen 2. The whole place would be an HT unit. Until then, top-shelf desperadoes have got to wait in line to visit our house. Although no con is eager to hear they’re coming here.”


    “Hmm…?” Ishnik sounded like she was blowing bubbles underwater.


    Shark screwed up his face. He didn’t like her funny noises. “What’s your problem?”


    Ishnik shrugged. “It’s curious, that’s all. Conditions here are strict, but I’ve visited far worse prisons. The accommodations are clean; the systems appear orderly. I’ve witnessed no evidence of rampant abuse on the part of staff…”


    Witness… evidence… abuse… Shark didn’t like the words coming out of her mouth. Despite her glowing review of XSecPen, his worries about her role here only increased.


    He said, “It’s not the facility that gives this place its bad reputation. It’s the company the inmates keep. Only badasses end up at XSecPen HT. Once they arrive, the cons find that out quickly. They all want to bust out. Most of them have busted out of other prisons. So, they get frustrated realizing there’s no way out of here. Oh, they’ll settle for butchering a guard now and then. Only we play hard to get. Their consolation prize is slaying each other. Shit happens.”


    “Interesting.” Ishnik gave him an enigmatic look. He found her tone smug. “Surely not everyone here is a cutthroat. This next prisoner, for example. He doesn’t seem threatening.”


    Shark stopped the cart and hooted. Leaning forward, he banged the side of the trolley like a steel drum. “You know who that is, don’t you?” he asked, smirking. “This non-threat?”


    Bristling, Ishnik shook her head. “I don’t recognize him,” she admitted. “Is he famous?”


    Shark had to admit that the man inside the cell seemed ordinary. Average height and weight. About forty years old. He had a buzzcut and a widow’s peak, a trimmed blond goatee. For the moment he was lying back in his bunk with his arms folded under his head, whistling. Stuck to the ceiling above his bunk was a poster-sized map of Terran space.


    “Legendary,” Shark said. “That is Nero Lupaster IV.”


    Ishnik gasped. A rush of bubbles and static erupted from her mic. “This is the Butcher of the Quadrants? I thought he was dead.” She whispered, though the cell’s audio was switched off.


    Shark shook his head.


    “You’re thinking of Nero III. This is his only son, Nero Number Four. Nero Four is the person responsible for his father’s untimely demise. His father was a cyborg, and our little Nero planted a bomb in his fake leg. Blew up his own daddy. Four is, or was, the richest man alive, ever, like in the history of the cosmos. An octillionaire who ran the Arms Guild and built his own private army, he had an appetite for conquest. Treasure does him no good now. It’s sad.”


    The Fushnallan stiffened and puffed out her chest. “I know about this man, Nero IV. Assassinations. Terrorist bombings. His mercenaries’ guerrilla attacks caused massive casualties among civilians and military personnel. A bloodthirsty killer. A third of the Galactic Defense Forces died at the hands of his army.” Ishnik’s voice was icy, as if her breather were freezing.


    What did she care who Nero slaughtered in his conquest to take over known space?


    Shark felt like arguing. “Seriously, you’ve got to give Nero credit. He dreamed big and went for it. He was damned close to running the whole show. Dictator of the universe.” Shark couldn’t hide his admiration. “It’s hard to believe one man could cause so much mayhem.”


    “I didn’t know he’d been captured.” Ishnik clenched her fists. “This monster…”


    “The Coalition kept it hush-hush. What’s left of Nero’s empire is still out there wreaking havoc. The Arms Guild is up for grabs. Supposedly he still controls it from here. But I don’t see how. That’s Coalition propaganda. Their intelligence services are busy running down Nero’s lieutenants. This guy owns enough weaponry to take down a thousand XSecPens. But I can vouch for him – Nero’s never caused me any trouble.” He pays me quadruple my salary to do him favors, Shark wanted to tell her. But he didn’t. “On the unit, Nero Junior is as gentle as a lamb. It doesn’t profit him to cause problems. He’s an executive-level gangster, a real businessman.”


    “His jumpsuit is as red as the others,” Ishnik said.


    Shark shrugged. Ishnik didn’t get it, and probably never would. But it was straightlaced suckers like her that created a market for guards like Shark who knew when to bend the rules and when to break them, too. Like Nero, Shark was a businessman.


    He popped the port open and delivered the prisoner’s dinner.


    Nero never acknowledged their intrusion. He just kept whistling – it was an ancient marching tune – while he stared at his map. His index finger kept time like a conductor’s baton.


    Shark shrouded the view from the prisoner’s side of the cell door.


    “Mind if I push the trolley?” Ishnik asked, as they proceeded along the cellblock.


    Here was a quandary. If Shark said “no” she might get perturbed, perhaps even suspicious, but if he said “yes” there was a chance she’d foul up his drop-off. He made a quick risk calculation. “Sure!” he said. “Be my guest. Start here, on the right side.” He pointed to a full column of trays lined up inside the trolley. If she delivered from that half, he was golden. The tray with the vial was the next one down on the left side. He’d tell her when to switch back.


    Shark felt superior as he watched the Fushnallan pushing dinners into slots. He stood behind her with his arms folded, making certain that she didn’t deviate from his orders. She was going to do the dirty deed for him without ever knowing it. He liked that. Better still, if shit went south, he’d blame the outsider. She was a perfect patsy. Shark didn’t expect things to go badly.


    And for a while they didn’t.


    Everything changed when they arrived at the war hero’s cell.


  




  

    Chapter Three


    Hotshot


    Shawna Bright felt trouble brewing before she saw it. More times than she could recount, her tingly sixth sense of impending peril had tipped her off in time to pull her bacon out of the fire. Chalk it up to a fighter pilot’s instincts, or the Appalachian Mountain wisdom that ran deep in her veins, but when her cell door changed from its usual gray static fog to a crystal-clear view of that asshole Shark, and a new guard she didn’t know pushing the dinner cart, Shawna was ready for events to turn sour and unexpected. She wasn’t sure when they’d turn, only that they would.


    “Hey there, Hotshot.” Shark winked at her. “Win any medals lately?”


    “I ought to get a purple heart just for having to look at your face,” she said.


    Shark grinned his awful silver smile at her and wagged his finger. He turned to his partner. “Didn’t I tell you she was a pistol?”


    Shark gawked at her the way he always did, accompanied by his menacing style of flattery, a stream of unwanted, cringeworthy comments about her blonde curls or her slim, swimmer’s build. She hadn’t dipped her toes in a pool in ages, and likely, she never would again.


    “You were in the Defense Forces?” The new guard’s voice burbled, but Shawna made out the words clearly. The question raised her hackles. It was a tender subject – her service years.


    “That’s right,” Shawna said, watching both guards from her bunk. “What’s it to you?”


    The guard pointed a thumb toward herself. “Galactic Marines Raiders. My last tour ended during the Kepler Insurgency. That bug hunt was it for me. I was happy to get out in one piece.”


    “I was there at KI.” Shawna tried not to think of her squad mates’ faces. The litany of names played in her ear: Smirnov, Ral Eck, Cerotti, Patel… She said, “My squadron flew air superiority fighters ahead of the last bombing raids. That was no picnic in the park, I’ll tell you.”


    “Especially after we found out the bugs could fly.” The Fushnallan was shaking her head.


    “Yeah, how ’bout that?” Shawna smiled grimly. The insectoids had been full of surprises.


    “Well, ain’t this sweet?” Shark said. “A veterans’ reunion party.” His face turned hard. “We don’t have time for a parade today. I’ve got swill to shovel. Pass the tray, Ishnik. Move!” He shifted impatiently behind Ishnik. Nastier than normal, he was heading for the next cell.


    Ishnik stared at Shawna. Strangely, Shawna didn’t detect any hostility. On the contrary, the Fushnallan seemed to be avoiding looking at Shark. She reached into the cart and withdrew a meal tray, passing it into the port. Shark stopped. Reversing direction, he peered into the trolley. In a blink, he exploded with white-hot rage, not aimed at Shawna but at Ishnik. He lunged, shoving his partner into the door screen, which flickered grayly, shouting, “What did you DO?”


    He kicked the cart, sending it up on two wheels until it bounced down hard again. Then he was diving for the open port slot, groping inside, hunting after the meal tray.


    Baffled by his reaction, Ishnik said, “I served her dinner. That’s what you said to do–”


    “Idiot!” Shark glowered at her. “You gave her the wrong one!”


    “B- but they’re all the same,” the bewildered guard said. “The label said ‘human’ meal–”


    “Shut up!” Shark buried his arm shoulder-deep into the open port.


    But Shawna was faster. She leaped from her perch on the bunk and snatched up the tray. The port flap closed with a hard snap. Shark’s fingers scraped inside the empty delivery chute.


    “Give it back! NOW!” he growled. Veins bulged in his neck. His face flushed magenta.


    The corner of Shawna’s mouth hooked down in amusement as she inspected the food.


    “What’s for dinner, Sharkey Boy? Something special you’re not telling me…?”


    The livid guard raised his hand to the control panel. “Damnit, I’ll choke-gas you.”


    “Over what?” She tipped her head aside, taunting him, as she licked gravy off her finger.


    “This prisoner has done nothing wrong,” said Ishnik. “I’m calling an officer.” She reached for the communicator on her shoulder, ready to alert the command control center.


    “Don’t do it.” Shark unclipped his shock baton. Sweat glistened on his face. “I got this.”


    Ishnik hesitated, her thumb feathering the button. But she hadn’t pressed it yet.


    “You’re not calling anybody,” he said, pointing the baton at her. “Be cool. I’ll handle it.”


    The visiting guard slowly lowered her hand away from her comms.


    She’s waiting to see what his next move will be, Shawna thought. That was a mistake. Shark was unhinged. Ruthless, too. He’d juice Ishnik’s skull full of electricity before she had a chance to get off a call. Whenever Shark got himself wound up, the situation ended bloody.


    Seeing Ishnik backing down, Shark switched his focus to Shawna. He raised his free hand to the control panel, baring his metallic teeth at her. This was going to get gnarly, fast.


    Shawna had to think. There was something going on in the background here between Shark and Ishnik. Ishnik didn’t seem to be aware of it until now. Shawna wasn’t sure what she was up to, but she had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t going to be the only one feeling his wrath. He thought he had people fooled, and maybe the other guards, officers, and the warden were unaware. But the cons knew that Shark was dirty and for sale. Maybe Ishnik was interfering with his game. She was too clean, an unknown factor, and therefore a potential threat. His hurricane of fury would engulf her, too. The other guard might bear the brunt of it. Shark wasn’t above that – he eliminated threats to his illicit income and well-being. With extreme prejudice.


    Over what? Shawna asked herself again. Why was he cranked up over a tray of tasteless grub? His response didn’t make sense, even for an excitable bully like Shark. The food looked as inedible as it normally did. He hadn’t snuck in a ‘special dinner’ as a favor.


    Unless something was hidden in the grub. It had to be small, whatever it was.


    “Hold it, Shark.” Shawna idled up to the door, loose and friendly, flashing him a smile.


    He paused. His chest was pumping. White spittle flecked his lips. He was losing it.


    Shark’s fist was so tight around his shock baton that his knuckles looked bloodless. Tendons in his forearm flexed like live cables. He was a beast, plain and simple. His might, his right. People got their brains beat out in XSecPen over trivial matters daily. They died over nothing. Petty garbage like this. As a rule, Shawna didn’t mix herself up in other people’s business unless it couldn’t be avoided. She tried to live in peace despite her environment.


    Tyrannical Shark lorded over his tiny kingdom. Crazy with anger, balanced on the precipice of violence, his need for total domination would cause him to lose self-control, and he’d smash everything within reach. Shawna and Ishnik would pay the price. It wouldn’t matter who started it or whose fault it was. He’d be their punishment. It wasn’t worth it. Whatever was in the food had nothing to do with Shawna. It was someone else’s trouble. Avoiding trouble was one way she kept hope alive. Make it through today and see what tomorrow brings was her mantra.


    “I was only teasing you, dude,” she said. “Lighten up. You can have your shitty food back.” She popped the port, returned the tray, oozing charm as she gazed into his predatory eyes.


    Shark retrieved the tray and slid it back into the trolley. He leveled his baton at Ishnik. “We have procedures for a reason. You follow my orders. I said to take the meals from the right side. Not the left.” He snapped his baton against the edge of the trolley.


    Shawna and Ishnik both jumped at the sound.


    “I don’t understand why you’re so angry,” Ishnik said. “The matter is trivial.”


    Shark took a deep breath. He talked to her like she was a child, and not a smart one either.


    “You want to know how we survive in here with these animals?” He jerked his thumb toward Shawna. “We maintain order. No exceptions. A breakdown in discipline is an invitation for trouble. Your hotshot pilot friend here murdered all the other pilots in her squadron. Seventeen of them. Lieutenant Colonel Shawna Bright is not your comrade in arms. If you fail to follow orders, trust me, she’ll notice. She’ll take advantage. Next thing you know, we’re toast.”


    Shawna stared blankly, letting his words flow past her, refusing to acknowledge them.


    Ishnik’s mic fizzed as if she were about to speak, but thinking better of it, she nodded.


    “Got it?” he asked. “This is my turf. I live this every day. You’re only visiting dry land.”


    “Yes, sir,” she said. “It won’t happen again.”


    “Good. Now deliver the prisoner a meal from the right side. As you were ordered.”


    Crisis averted for now, Shawna thought, though the blood rush was still thumping in her ears. She took the new tray Ishnik offered to her, and after she knew they’d gone, dumped it in the toilet. What was bothering her wasn’t the missed meal. It was that her sense of impending doom hadn’t gone away. It was worse. There was no way to figure out why. Not yet. So, instead, she leaned back against the chilly wall of her little gray cell and closed her eyes.


    And she waited.


  




  

    Chapter Four


    Doctor Boom


    To an outside observer it might’ve appeared that Dr Lemora Pick was asleep at the small table built into the wall of her cell at XSecPen HT. All the cells had these tables, but most were covered with personal items, reminders of life outside. Lemora used hers for her research and mental exercises. Her eyes were closed, her shoulders relaxed, her hands lay in her lap, feet flat on the floor. In fact, her mind was not at all disengaged from thinking. Quite the opposite, she was doing her best to maintain an extreme level of concentration, summoning up from her photographic memory every sensation – from the white-hot flash to the boneshaking roar that followed, to the sulfurous, charred smell of things burned up in the aftermath of a successful detonation. A violent shudder rippled through her body, a wave of ecstasy that tingled her skin.


    How wonderful it was to watch the world explode.


    To see objects blown apart at high speed. Never to go back to the way they’d been before. To wield that power, to own the hand controlling and releasing energetic forces. To be a destroyer. An agent of change, a leveler of obsolete structures, an eraser of the rotten, old world.


    She lived for it. Those moments of maximum tension right before the event were the most exquisite. When the shockwave hit you, then passed through you, it was like communing with a divine spirit – she had to wear goggles to look at her creations, to keep them from blinding her. Foam plugs saved her eardrums from rupturing. The great fireball expanded, the column of flame and smoke rising like a dragon, higher and higher, boiling against the backdrop of a soon-to-be annihilated landscape – there was nothing else like it. How she missed those moments of raw intensity, witnessing a chain reaction that she had delivered into this slow, dull, gray world.


    Everyone else was marking time, ticking days off a calendar.


    She was burning it down… whenever she had the chance.


    Because of circumstances beyond her control, recently Lemora had been marking time like the others, confined to this space dungeon for longer than she cared to remember. She was by nature a restless being. Her mind leaped from idea to idea like a jaguar hopping from tree to tree in her ancestral homeland of Brazil. She’d seen a tropical forest cat once, and thought, That is me! I am wild like you, my jaguar sister. Lemora had descended from a long line of scientists on the maternal side, women like she was, huntresses, whether they were stalking viruses in laboratory microscopes and test tubes or wandering deep in the bush gathering up rare plants and insects to study. Her mother was a geologist who searched for signs of water on dried-up planets. That was far too tame for Lemora. She needed light, noise, and action on a grand scale.


    What she discovered were bombs.


    It began with rocketry as a girl, sending up missiles into the sky, lighting the fuse and running away, then later, not running, but standing in place under a shower of sparks. One day a random misfire singed her shoes, etching a snaky black spiral as it spun itself out in the dirt.


    Lemora was intrigued. She took notes. She altered plans, maximizing incendiary effects.


    Friends had long ago abandoned her. They called her crazy. Said she had a death wish.


    A death wish?


    No. It was quite the opposite. She had a life wish. She wanted every day to start with a bang, every night to culminate in a fireworks display. So, she built homemade explosives. Cute little ones, at first. They would sizzle and go off with a pop or a whistling crack, and the heads of passersby would turn sharply at the sound to stare into the fields where she tested her devices. What did they see? A twist of smoke riding on the wind like a phantom, a crater in the dry grass.


    They would also see a strong, tall girl, much taller than the boys in her class, a young lady with shiny raven hair and a mischievous grin who’d found her passion early and indulged in it obsessively. Her field was soon pocked with holes, the stubbly weeds scorched as dark as her mane. She took to cutting her hair short after it caught ablaze and scarred her neck. She carried that puckered coin of flesh proudly, a badge of courage, because Lemora was not without fear. She mastered her fear, loved the taste of it in the back of her throat. Without fear, where was the rush? How could you truly live unless you knew you might die spectacularly at any moment?


    Boys were afraid of her. She let them be. She was smarter, quicker, more resilient. With her short cut and wide, athletic build, at a distance she was often mistaken for a man. Never up close. Behind her back the boys called her “Dr Boom.” While they were bumbling around like colts who’d grown extra limbs, she skipped through school and started doing serious research. The Galactic Defense Forces contractors noticed her work and hired her. She was always the youngest scientist in the lab, always the best, too. She made breakthrough discoveries and brought in barrels of cash. Her career took off like one of her rockets. To the stars she was headed. Who knew the heights she’d attain? The sky had no limit, because she denied it existed.


    Like all heroes, Lemora had her weaknesses. She’d never said she was perfect.


    Impatience. Irreverence. Some called her work rushed, cautioning that her methods were reckless, even sloppy. They were all jealous, she knew. While they fretted, she dared to act.


    And rules. God, she hated following their arbitrary rules designed for those plebeians who were less gifted, her inferiors unwilling to push the boundaries of science to their extremes.


    Of course, people died. Isn’t that part of the story of life? The weak ones fall away.


    She’d read the reports. Combing through her post-testing sites, she’d found a limb or two.


    They weren’t exactly accidents, rather she viewed them as learning experiences. The experimentation phase was never without certain unfortunate but acceptable, unavoidable risks.


    Bombs by their nature were dangerous! Unpredictability was not necessarily a negative, she reminded her bosses, even once saying to them, “We’re creating weapons, my friends, are we not? And what is more intimidating than a bomb whose capability is unknown? Look how frightened you all are!”


    The nervous nellies at the Galactic Defense Forces insisted upon her dismissal. Lemora was informed that she should consider herself lucky not to be facing serious criminal charges.


    Funny. She didn’t feel lucky.


    She felt cheated. Enraged. Misunderstood. And vastly underappreciated.


    A simple bump, or two, in the road wasn’t going to stop her. She set up her own lab, using her savings, living like a hermit in a cave, but the cave was her lab. She never doubted herself. Never worried that she would fail to fashion revolutionary weapons that someone smarter than those bureaucratic fools from the Coalition would admire. Again, Lemora was right.


    She did find that she had a buyer out there. A very wealthy one. A fellow visionary whose mind had the capacity to appreciate her aggressive style. Someone with zeal equal to her own. Her favorite fictional sleuth once said, “Mediocrity knows nothing higher than itself, but talent instantly recognizes genius.” Lemora had found a home for her work with the Arms Guild.


    With Nero Lupaster IV, who had talent, and who saw her for what she was.


    A star.


    The night they sealed their partnership on the sleek deck of Nero’s latest state-of-the-art battle cruiser was but the beginning. They drank Reizitarian globular wine and toasted their alliance. “To the future,” he said, making it sound as if their destiny were preordained.


    She raised her glass and clinked it against his. “To our future. May we burn brightly.”


    How everything glittered in that moment! The wine, the stars, and the launch controls.


    Ah, but those were better days…


    Lemora sensed a change in the energy field of her cell. She was a delicate instrument, much more sensitive than her detractors accused her of being during her trial for mass genocide.


    She opened her eyes, shifting her gaze to the cell door screen.


    The dull artificial haze had disappeared; a clear view of two guards replaced it.


    Her delivery had arrived. How delightful!


    It took all the discipline she could muster not to dance to the port and accept her package.


    Nero had promised her a gift. He was never one to renege on a promise. Lemora could hardly wait to unwrap her present. She would need to be cautious. If this goodie proved to be the real deal – she hoped it was! – an unplanned exposure might be catastrophic. Nero had made it clear to her that he’d paid an exorbitant price on the black market for this… fun-sized sample.


    The guard who called himself “Shark” nodded to her as the other one, a Fushnallan with a breather tank, pushed the meal tray into the slot. Don’t be so obvious, you amateur, she thought, avoiding Shark’s gaze. Why did other people find it so damned difficult to act cool?


    It was one of those things Lemora would never understand, having never been ordinary.


    She placed the tray on her desk and sat down, as if she were bored. She suspected that there was a camera hidden somewhere in her cell, but she also supposed that no one monitored the live feed. The prison was understaffed, the guards poorly trained and underpaid. If there were a camera, it would be positioned high, likely in a corner, its lens certainly coated in thick dust. In any case, she hunched over the tray to obstruct any curious eyes. The door’s screenblocker had gone fuzzy, but she was sure that Shark had moved on. He wouldn’t want to linger with that Fushnallan hanging around. Her presence likely signified nothing, but an extra set of eyeballs made people like Shark nervous. The guards were down the cellblock by now, serving meals.


    Now where would that ignoramus hide the sample?


    The salad was too shallow, the gravied loaf too wet and flat. Her lime gelatin dessert jiggled translucently as she tapped the tray, so did her cup of water. Which left the dinner roll.


    She prodded it ever so gently.


    Yes, there was something hard in there. Something unforgiving.


    Using her fingernail, she excavated, finding a cavity in the top of the baked bread. She pinched the end of the stoppered test tube, prying it loose, before freeing it from the bread.


    Lemora held the sample up to her face for closer inspection. Even if she were to be exposed, she wouldn’t be infected. She was human. And the “mold” from PK-L7 only affected alien species, turning them into homicidal monsters. Zombification. The contagion wasn’t even a genuine mold; it was something else. Organic, but uniquely structured. It defied categorization. There was no cure. After all these years, they still didn’t know why humans were immune. Still, she could do a lot of damage with a gift like this. Holding off made the pleasure all the greater.


    She gave the test tube a shake. The dark nugget rattled around like a mutant gaming die.


    She imagined it calling out to her. Want to test your luck, Lem? Risk having a throw? 


    Among Lemora’s numerous vices was compulsive gambling. Other than laboratories, casinos were her favorite places. The hurly-burly, the gaudy, loud action, the vividness. The life. She’d place a bet on anything. You name it. Gambling salted the meat of daily existence.


    Lemora pulled the plug and took a deep, lung-filling sniff.


    The sample smelled vaguely sweet, but a bit off, like an overripe fruit verging on rot; a dankness lived there. She shoved the plug back in and slipped the test tube inside her jumpsuit for safekeeping. Then she ate her dinner. If Nero was right, they’d be leaving soon. Who knew the next time she’d have an opportunity to nourish her body? It took a lot of energy to break out of prison. After she finished, she found the end of a braided thread secured to the drain cover of her sink. Tied to the other end was a miniature comms device she’d secreted down the pipe.


    Nero would want to know everything was on schedule, that their plans were a “Go.”


    Before she keyed the button and began tapping out the code on her device, she shot her tray back into the port for the garbage pick-up. Her mined-out dinner roll remained uneaten.


    Even for a gambling addict like Lemora, some bets were better left on the table, unmade.


  




  

    Chapter Five


    Ghost Transfer


    Nero spotted Lemora out in the exercise yard, taking a stroll around the enclosed track. Her tall, curvy figure was unmistakable despite the prison jumpsuit, as was her shiny wave of dark hair which appeared miraculously stylish notwithstanding the harsh circumstances. There were other women locked up in XSecPen but only one Dr Lemora Pick. Nero admired her swagger.


    He sped up to catch her. Nothing too obvious to draw attention. They often walked together in the mornings. The guards wouldn’t be too suspicious. The ones he paid would run interference for him if they were. He felt safe from authority, and he had business to conduct.


    “You have the vial?” he asked under his breath.


    “Good morning to you,” she replied, haughty as ever. Her aloofness was armor.


    Her strides were longer than his, and he found himself breathing hard to keep up.


    “Well, do you… have it, Dr Pick?”


    “I sent you a message last night. You acknowledged receiving my transmission.”


    “I mean, do you have it with you now? On your person?”


    Lemora didn’t look at him, but she was grinning. She picked up her pace.


    “You do have it, you naughty scientist. Now, let me see it,” he said in a husky whisper.


    “I don’t think that would be wise. We are being watched. The poor darlings can’t help it.”


    “Just a peek,” he pleaded. “Pretty please.”


    “No. You must wait for the big show like everyone else. It will be more exciting.”


    Nero stared up at her bronze cheek, considering what she’d said. She was correct; it was too risky for a glimpse at his purchase, and once again Nero was glad that he employed minds like hers on his team. To possess her was to own better judgment than he’d been born with.


    “Right you are, Lemora. But you’ve seen it. It looks like the real thing?”


    “How would I know, darling? I’ve never been to PK-L7. I’m no infectious diseases expert. I build bombs.” She thrust her chin forward, as arrogant as she was brilliant.


    “But does it feel real? You know what I mean. Don’t pretend you don’t. Is it… wicked?”


    “Very.” She turned her head to look at him. Excitement gleamed in her smoky eye.


    Nero nodded, temporarily satisfied. “The rest of the materials you requested will be on board the transport. You can fashion the explosive device quickly?”


    “If everything I requested is there, yes. The incendiary is simple, a glorified firework, only instead of pretty sparks, you get the mold.” Leftward they circled around the oval track.


    Guards armed with sniping rifles occupied the watchtowers at either end of the loop. Fixed turret sentry guns covered the only exit. Choke-gas nozzles sprouted from the ceiling. They pumped in a bland drone of synthetic music to mollify the walkers. It reeked of pitiful despair. How he loathed this place. To be rid of it would be a pleasure.


    The other prisoners gave Nero and Lemora plenty of space, keeping far enough ahead or behind to make eavesdropping impossible. No one else knew any specifics about the escape plan. Nero trusted Lemora to a greater degree than his other associates. He needed her skills to bust out of this infernal gulag in the sky. When the time came for the breakout, the rest of his team would follow his lead. They weren’t planners. Most of the cons in XSecPen didn’t even know that the prison had been built on an arid lonely moon in the PK-L system out in the Coalition space boonies. If they had any imagination, the inmates daydreamed they were within reach of a city, or at least an outpost. The Coalition was too clever for that. There was nobody out here in the harsh hinterlands; the entire PK system was verboten. Any blip showing up on a screen in this system would throw up red flags, triggering an immediate response.


    Nero prided himself on being a student of history, Earth’s long criminal history to be precise. XSecPen was the equivalent of the Château d’If, Alcatraz, or Devil’s Island updated for the present age. When they brought you in, they stuffed a black bag over your head. Nero hadn’t seen a window, porthole, or outside camera since his arrival. None of them had. A glimpse outside would’ve shown them a picture of desolation, an inhospitable pitted lump of rock, its color varying on a scale from pewter to slate, to chalky colorless moondust. He’d been putting this plan together for nearly a year, months of payoffs and gathering intel from both inside and outside XSecPen. Nero had been a busy con. To get away you needed more than a solid plan. You needed a ship. If everything worked with Lemora’s mold bomb, they’d soon have one.


    “Once we take control of the transport vessel, we’re good as gold,” he said. “There’ll be no record of the flight, the transponder will be switched off, and a military-grade cloaking device installed in the navigation system ensures that our flight path can’t be tracked. Even the warden doesn’t know all the specifics about our upcoming ‘ghost transfer’ to the pristine XSecPen 2.”


    “It’s almost a pity we’ll never get to see the new penitentiary,” she said.


    “I’m sure I’ll get over it. The place cost a fortune. I should know. One of my subsidiaries won the contract to build it. Coalition fools. They brag about intelligence networks. Mine puts theirs to shame.” Nero noticed Shark perched in a tower. He waved. “I own this place, too.”


    He didn’t mean it literally. If Nero owned XSecPen, he would’ve let himself out years ago. Instead, he’d suffered through three failed escape attempts and a half dozen bungled attempted assassinations. He wasn’t sure who was trying to kill him. His list of enemies was incalculable. Whoever it was, they were relentless. Still, they failed. Nero checked over his shoulder for the Thassian, Bak-Irp. He was paying the former bounty hunter to watch his back.


    “Are you certain the others will follow our lead?” Lemora asked.


    “They’ll have no other choice if they want to survive.”


    A loud whistling screeched overhead.


    Exercise time was over.


    They were herding them back to their cells. The lockdown would remain in effect until the transfer of the HT population was completed. Nero wasn’t sure of the hour the top-secret airlift was scheduled to take off. But it would be tonight. His intel came straight from the top.


    He knew he could count on a third of the HT inmates to help him once Dr Pick’s “mold bomb” exploded. His escape team was mostly human. Bak-Irp was the odd alien out. If possible, he’d get a gas mask to him, but life was unpredictable. He wanted his people alive and uninfected. Roughly half the guards were aliens. The cloud of energized mold particles would infect them as soon as they inhaled. Then it would be seconds before they transformed. Half the prisoners on the flight would be human, the other half would find themselves zombified; their only life goal would be to slaughter anyone they encountered who wasn’t a fellow zombie. For some the change wouldn’t make a big difference. Nero had to laugh at his own joke. By all accounts, zombies had no memories that didn’t involve killing in some way, no emotions, only an insatiable hunger for gory carnage. They would be more than enough for the remaining human guards to handle.


    Or so he hoped. Taking advantage of the chaos, his team would seize control of the bridge, take the pilots hostage, and force them to fly to a prearranged destination.


    That was the plan.


    As Nero filed out of the exercise yard, he felt a hand grip his shoulder. He stiffened.


    Was this another attempt on his life?


    He had no weapon. Reduced to relying solely upon his training in a variety of martial arts, Nero felt confident he’d hold his own, unless his executioner was carrying a poisoned blade.


    He swiveled around, gripping his adversary’s wrist, preparing to flip them.


    “Easy,” said Bak-Irp. The Thassian grunted in amusement at his boss’ reaction.


    If there was one con in HT who could kill Nero without a shiv, it was Bak-Irp. Luckily, Nero had paid for his loyalty. But loyalties were always up for renegotiation, and a higher bidder couldn’t have found a better fighter. Nero sighed with relief. If Bak had wanted him dead, he’d already be lying on the floor with his neck snapped. The Thassian had a quiet menace that never failed to unnerve him. It was what made him such a precious commodity in outlaw circles, and one reason why Nero would try to spare him from the mold bomb. He needed him in his corner.


    “What do you want?” Nero said.


    “Something bad is brewing. All of HT is on edge, but no one knows why. I feel it.”


    “Don’t worry. That’s good news for us.” Nero fell into line before the guards noticed.


    “How so?”


    “I can’t tell you now. Be alert. If I give any orders, obey me. Hesitation would be the worst mistake of your life. I’m your ticket out of here, Thassian. You best keep that in mind.”


    Bak-Irp grunted again, softly this time, as they passed Shark, whose sniper rifle hung casually off his shoulder, his metal grin shining as he stepped behind Bak and shoved him hard.


    “Move along,” Shark said. “No talking, Thassian scum.”


    “Sure thing, chief,” Nero said after Bak ran into him, knocking him off balance.


    “Shut up, rich boy,” Shark said, jamming the butt of his rifle into Bak-Irp’s spine.


    Bak-Irp grimaced but said nothing. The cords in his pale neck bulged. He kept walking.


    Nero gestured back at the guard, pulling an invisible zipper across his pink, smirking lips.
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