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To mum and dad,
For giving me fire and fury, and showing me when to use it.
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My Name is Vakov Fukasawa
and This is My Story

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. Only, the war came to an end and we were dumped back into a world we no longer recognized. I ended up on Compass, an asteroid city and the galaxy’s grand capital. But 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 the prime suspect? My estranged little brother, Artyom.

My heart torn between the family I was born into and the one I carved out for myself, I couldn’t have walked away if I tried. Only, the deeper into danger I got, the more addicted to stormtech, and danger, I became. With my best friend Grim and the Harmony operative Katherine Kowalski, I discovered that Reapers were being murdered by a mad, transhumanist space-cult known as the House of Suns. Lead by Jae Myouk-soon, the cult was intent on spreading stormtech into as many people as possible to “uplift humanity”, while turning Compass into the centre of a drug epidemic. And my little brother was working alongside them to make this madness happen.

As things weren’t dicey enough, the militaristic, galaxy-spanning alien species known as the Kaiji informed us that the stormtech is the actual lifeforce of the Shenoi. Worse, the greedy, genocidal alien race could very well make a grand return in the near future.

On discovering me and Artyom were brothers, I became the cult’s number one target. They hunted me down like an animal, abducted, and tortured me, overdosing me with lethal quant­ities of stormtech and leaving me for dead. Only, I’m a stubborn bastard, and I came clawing back from death’s door. I learned to switch gears, to work along with my addiction instead of constantly fighting against it.

The cult soon triggered a drug epidemic on Compass, with addicts and Reapers alike going into a blood-rage, turning the asteroid into a war-torn nightmare. With the help of my new stormtech abilities, we brought it to a halt, gutting the cult leader and scattering their forces.

The cost? Watching Artyom get shot to death right in front of me.

That should have been the end of it. Only, I injected him with my own upgraded stormtech and managed to bring him back.

Now, I’m back at Harmony with a new fireteam, a new resolve, and a new working relationship with my body ­chemistry. My brother, now an addict like me, is imprisoned. But we’re gradually rebuilding our relationship, with him determined to work with me and Harmony, to right his many wrongs. Because, of course, the Suns are still out there.

And so are the Shenoi. I can feel an echo of the vicious alien race in my skull. Clawing across space, towards our asteroid, towards me …


1

Space

Take it from me, space is a bastard. I’ve never liked traveling through it, and I never will. It makes my muscles ache like I’ve got frozen gravel for blood. It makes my saliva taste sour and my mouth feel like someone’s given it a good scouring with steel wool. It makes my sweat stick to my skin, so I’m always scratching and irritated. It makes my stomach clench so hard I want to puke my guts up until my throat bleeds.

But worst of all was knowing that if our enemies, the real bastards around here, saw through our little ruse and shot our ship down, space would also become our grave. Not the best way to go out.

So, I was strapped tight into this crash-couch, the fabric stained with the sweat of a dozen species, trying desperately not to be sick as we navigated through space. The whole affair might have been tolerable if we’d had a good ship and a good pilot.

We didn’t.

The ship tilted sharply to the left as we veered through an asteroid field. My crash-couch bucked to compensate, even as a jolt shuddered up my spine, my head thunking against the padded headrest. I strained against my seven-point restraining harness to glare at Grim, strapped into the crash-couch seat next to me. He was almost lounging there, one leg folded beneath him, hands casual on the control prisms.

‘I’d like to get there without crashing and burning, if that’s all right with you,’ I said.

My best friend gave me his infuriating you worry too much look. ‘Asteroid fields are a tricky business, I’ll have you know. Takes a bit of getting used to, is all. You know we’ll be fine.’

I gritted my teeth against another hard swerve. ‘Funny, I remember you saying that back at the Kuva Asteroid Belt, Grim. Remind me how that little hell-hurricane went?’

Grim’s pale face flushed an awkward shade of crimson. ‘Hey, I wouldn’t call our totally deliberate detour there completely bad.’

‘Neither would I. I’d call it a spectacular train-wreck in a long chain of train-wreck decisions.’

‘Well, you promised you wouldn’t mention it again.’

‘And you promised you’d get us there in one piece.’

‘I will, I will. Don’t worry, big guy.’

When Grim says don’t worry, that’s exactly when I start to worry. He’s short and pale-skinned, weedy with a shock of red hair, his eyes permanently glinting with mischief. Like now.

Grim removed his hand from the pilot’s console to clap me hard on the shoulder, leaving the spacecraft free-flying for a few moments. Long enough for the stormtech to spasm with panic and sweat to prickle across my back and chest. The sticky alien biotech running through my body likes sending me into any number of dangerous situations, but it also likes being in control of them.

So, yeah. It’s easy to understand why I don’t like space.

That aside, I’m just not built for the cramped geometries of spaceships. I’m tall and broad-shouldered. Long, muscled limbs. My black hair shaved down to a military-style buzz cut, the way I preferred it. Easier to wear helmets that way. My sharp cheekbones, black eyes and angular jaw are result of my predominant Japanese features, mixed with Russian.

The full suit of bulky, hitech armour I wore was a rich olive-green that drank in the cabin strip lighting. The angular chest plate was clamped down hard over my shoulders and torso. Comfortable and perfectly designed for me, I wore it like a second skin.

I hunkered down in my seat, hands white-knuckling on the broad straps of my shipboard harness. Had to wear it over my armour, so I wouldn’t go spinning off when manoeuvring around the command cabin in zero-gee. The ship’s control scheme was set to Grim’s preference: coloured turquoise and cranked to a minimalist, mission-critical setting. I watched the mosaic of readouts flickering like soundwaves of phosphorescent liquid across the curved forward viewport. Beyond was space. The sprawling blackness was peppered with millions of shining stars and scattered asteroids. It was beautiful. But there was no sign of our House of Suns quarry.

Grim’s fingers danced over the blinking controls, our flight path curving alongside the gargantuan hollowed-out asteroid I and hundreds of millions call home. The ash-grey rock was barnacled with spaceports and dockyards, mooring gantries and berths, weapon hubs and defence systems, old-fashioned cycling chambers and hangar bays protected with shield-barriers. Beyond them, clusters of great glistening spires jutted from the asteroid’s body like skyscraper-sized swords that had been thrust there by some galactic god.

Compass.

There’s nowhere like it in the whole of the Common.

And nowhere as dangerous.

I’m not going to lie, I’ve tapped my darkmarket connections once or twice to sniff out the House of Suns cult. Well, more than once or twice. Darkmarket advantages are like stolen weapons, and I’m not the sort of guy to leave them rotting away. And just as well, because we’d now tracked the cultists over to Metalgrave.

Located in the upper echelons of the asteroid, it used to be an astromech manufactory. Don’t know why it was abandoned. One of the many unsolved mysteries of Compass, I guess. But we did know the cultists had taken root there, breaking into private hangars to steal specific ships, all for the purpose of smuggling stormtech and other lethal drugs across Compass and across various planetary systems.

It felt weird to be the guy stopping a heist rather than participating in one. But I’ve never stolen from someone who didn’t deserve it. I might not be the most truthful person around, but I’ve never lied about my lack of honesty. You’ve got to have some standards, after all.

Didn’t mean I couldn’t utilise some of our old tricks, though. Like this one. Grim may have ducked and weaved to get us into position, but now we were curving along the asteroid’s flank with the shard-like towers whipping by. We were flying at system-speed, in the designated fly zones, ship cranked to cruise-mode. Just another civilian ship. Easy pickings. Too stupid to know you never came to this sector of the asteroid unless you were looking to kill or be killed. With our ship as bait, all we needed was to be in the wrong place at the right time, get the cultists to hijack us, earning themselves another ship in the process. If that went smoothly, with them distracted, we’d sneak past, split up and swiftly take the Suns out from the inside. Quick, clean, efficient.

But even with the plan in motion, I couldn’t help but claw at my armrests like a caged beast.

Grim side-eyed my white-knuckle grip. ‘Seriously, relax, big guy. You’re making me uneasy. We’ve pulled this off as a heist how many times before?’

‘But never with the House of Suns,’ I grumbled quietly. ­‘Besides, I don’t like using our fireteam as bait.’

My little brother was also counting on this mad little plan working out. For me to somehow prove Artyom’s intel had first put us on the cultists’ trail before I confirmed it with my own sources. I’d sat with Artyom in his prison cell and promised I’d make good on his information, that I’d help him right his wrongs and earn his redemption. That’s not a promise I shoulder lightly, ever.

If there’s anything you should know about me, I always do right by the people I care about.

‘Steady as she goes, Grim,’ Saren intoned from across the cabin. The rangy Shipmaster sat in a bright-red crash-couch, inspecting a systems-monitoring screen that flickered like a firework display in colourful contrast to the ash-grey surface of the asteroid beneath us. Compass was pockmarked and pitted with craters and massive black stains. Half from the Reaper War, and half the remains of wrecked or hijacked ships, gutted like metal carcasses. I tightened my grip on my harness.

Surprising no one; I’m not a very patient person and the lack of results so far had soured my mood. I hadn’t spent this long cramped up in a spaceship on high-alert since the Reaper War, and the constant tension had worn us all down. Was it two weeks? Three? Way too long to be in a rust-bucket with scarce room for our armour and gear. High-alert meant minimum sleep, no showers, no changing out of our gear. We had to be primed to nosedive into action at a moment’s notice. Our suits were striped and patched with week-old sweat inside our armour, our muscles tense from the malfunctioning antigrav systems, our body clocks screwed up from lack of sleep, and we were breathing each other’s stink as our body odour fast made a bog of the ship. I’ve learned to adjust to my own smell. The others, not so much.

That brown grit mixed with lukewarm piss they called shipboard coffee wasn’t helping, either. I’d give an arm for a nice, cold ale right about now. Not my own arm, though. I never waste what I can just take.

But now we were approaching the asteroid and closing in on the Suns, we primed ourselves, weariness forgotten. Vigilant. On edge. Ready to jump into action.

My crash-couch squelched as I shifted against the under­padded fabric, the only seat in the whole ship big enough to be comfortable for a guy my size. My arse had turned to rock, my spine creaking.

‘Out of all the ships in the galaxy, this discount scrapheap was the best we could get?’ I grumbled under my breath. ‘It’s creaking like a grandma coughing up a lung.’

Katherine Kowalski raised an eyebrow as she floated down next to me. Katherine may have lacked my bulk but she made up for it in height, and was almost as tall as me. Her pale grey eyes were the shades of a winter storm cloud at dawn, her fair skin matching her dirty blonde-hair, floating up to halo her head. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Vakov. Should we have rerouted all our funding into a state-of-the-art chainship, just to get hijacked?’

‘It would have made us a more tempting target.’

Katherine eyeballed me. ‘Is that a lack of gratitude, I hear?’

I laced my fingers behind my head, the straps biting into my shoulders as I leaned back and smiled up at her. ‘Just a little company feedback. More leg room next time!’

‘Sounds an awful like a lack of gratitude to me,’ Saren threw over his shoulder.

Katherine cocked her head thoughtfully. ‘We could always strap you to the ship’s underbelly. There’s plenty of room out there in vacuum. You’re the expert here on ships here, Saren. He’d survive that, right?’

‘More or less. Wouldn’t be comfortable, though.’

‘All the more reason. He’d learn pretty quickly to appreciate this ship.’

‘Forget the leg room,’ Jasken grunted from behind us in that sandpapery voice of his. ‘Next time we need a bigger coffee budget.’

Black-skinned and stocky, sweat was beading on Jasken’s bald scalp as he turned his helmet over in his hands, a large skullface carved into the visor. His bulky blue armour was a tapestry of scars and dents. Just like his body, it was patched up and crawling with servomechanisms, machinery and augmentations. Grim swears Jasken’s more machine than flesh, but that’s not exactly the sort of thing you bring up in polite conversation.

‘See, Vakov?’ Katherine gave an almost imperceptible tilt of her head. ‘There’s a man who knows his priorities.’

Jasken barked with laughter. ‘Ha! I ain’t the sort of guy you want the kid to imitate.’

‘I thought I told you to stop calling me kid,’ I objected.

‘Sorry, kid,’ Jasken grunted in the least-sorry tone possible.

‘The Suns will decide we’re too much trouble if they hear your bickering!’ Quilan poked his pointed, avian face out of the maintenance cable duct and into the command cabin, snorting with exasperation. As always, the Torven had that anxious, flustered smell about him: Acidic, shot through with the spicy scent of pine-needles that characterised his species. His skin was an earthy pale-red. The alien’s four-fingered hands gripped the webbing strung along the ship’s interior as he hauled himself across the cabin, his long and muscle-bound legs trailing behind him. His big, dark-brown eyes darted around as he nimbly strapped into the crash-couch next to me. Looking at Quilan, you’d never guess that he was the best scout and demolition expert around. That full-body harness he constantly wore held a lethal buffet of explosives, concussion and antimatter-grenades against his burgundy-red armour, which he kept polished to a showroom sheen.

I nudged the alien in the ribs. ‘Next mission, tell Kowalski you need a full, luxurious en suite stateroom with noise-cancelling acoustics, the works.’

Quilan pushed out a theatrical sigh. ‘I don’t want luxury. I want silence.’

Grim grinned over his shoulder. ‘You’re on the wrong ship for that, my friend.’

‘Grim,’ I said, ‘a stampede of elephants wearing church bells would be less rowdy than you.’

Katherine elbowed her way back into the conversation. ‘You leave my mission-critical choice of ship alone, and let the Suns take it off our hands.’

‘Yeah. Well. Forgive me if I’m a little sceptical on that point.’ Mandy, the most recent addition to the fireteam, offered a mirthless, arrogant smile from her crash-couch. Her short-cropped red hair floated wildly inside her helmet. As usual, she clutched her high-calibre, long-range sharpshooter rifle with respect. She was like a monomolecular blade: slender, elegant, and able to cut your throat at a moment’s notice. ‘Could be our alien-worshipping friends are luring us into a blind spot, to get us in a target lock and broadside us with smatter-rounds until we glow. We’ll wind up another crater on the asteroid, like Grim wants.’

I rolled my eyes. Oh, good. Here we go again.

Grim twitched, and the whole ship twitched with him, and my stormtech lurched again. ‘My flying is—’

‘Mandy, if you must fantasize about our deaths,’ Quilan ­muttered, gripping the chest straps of his harness, ‘please do it in silence.’

‘I’m with Quil,’ I said. Wasn’t like my body needed any more danger.

Mandy shrugged and dealt us both a deadpan, noncommittal look. ‘I don’t make the rules, boys.’

‘A little optimism never killed anyone,’ muttered Saren.

‘Could be we’re just lucky, or not that hijackable,’ said Mandy.

‘Ain’t no such thing as luck,’ snorted Jasken. ‘You shoot first, or you die.’

‘Can’t believe I’m saying this,’ Saren said, swivelling back to the wash of icons around him, ‘but Jasken’s right. If the Suns had any suspicions about us, we’d be getting blasted by railguns. But there’re no active weapons or hostiles for fifty klicks.’

‘Nothing we know of,’ Mandy, ever the optimist, reminded him, utterly unconcerned about our impending death as always. Even so, I found myself agreeing with Saren.

Our Fear-Class chainship was the colour of burnished steel and shaped like an elongated arrowhead. The scarred hull was notched with engravings from countless space stations, habitats and waypoints across the systems and galactic regions that made up the Common. It was the sort of ship me and Grim had regularly stolen, back when we smuggled goods for a living. Spaceready, it had blended in easily as we scoured the system-wide travel routes for the cultists my brother had told us about – zipping between the wayward outposts, habitats, and docking stations that blossomed throughout asteroid belts – before finally offering ourselves up as bait at Compass.

A notification blipped up and caught Saren’s interest. ‘Xagao’s warship was in this area,’ he said. ‘Short-range monitors caught his drive-signature.’

Everyone dropped into silence as if a switch had been thrown. Xagao was a savage zealot, even by the House of Suns’ standards, who used Harmony ships as target practice. Worse, he was careful to disable them, not to destroy them, so he could have his fun with the crew. The atmosphere grew more alert. If he had been in the area, we were in the right place.

‘If we see him, we go for the jugular,’ I told Saren. ‘Clean and fast. A disabling shot if you can, a railgun missile if you can’t. Taking him out is more important than a few ships. Sound good?’

‘Sounds good,’ Saren echoed in agreement. He understood the importance of nailing the bastard to the wall. I liked Saren, but that’s not why I’d picked him out as my squadmate. I did it because he can follow my train of thought, see my tactics, while bringing his own intuition to the table. Not everyone can.

I felt the stormtech eagerly ratchetting up inside my chest, my fingers twitching for the targeting mechanism, the hard resistance of the weapons recoil, the heat of cutthroat action. The sticky alien wetware jammed into my body always got rowdy when we came within sniffing distance of the cult, ­getting stronger with the increased odds of facing Xagao. I checked things off around the tiny command space. Events-monitoring systems. Short-range weaponry. Gatling-gun storage. Other ships veering a little too close for comfort. Maybe I should be strapped into the weapons console seat already—

No. Lock it down.

I breathed in, out. In, out.

The pressure from the undischarged tension gradually bled away. Good.

But to be on the safe side, I engaged with my armour. I felt a familiar itching down my back and chest as the interior padding used muscle-relaxants, filament-abrasives and hundreds of little squirming tendrils to provide hard friction and stimuli against my flesh, loosening the stormtech’s immediate grip on my body.

We were all quietly preparing ourselves with a final weapons check. I leaned against my seat restraints to grab the sleek, skull-shaped helmet webbed to the side of my crash-couch. I checked the wide, silver vison and attached it to my neck seal with a hiss. My HUD glowed to life as Fireteam Stormblood inked itself in neon-blue in the bottom-right corner of my HUD.

I retrieved the trusty Titan handcannon holstered in my harness. I turned the weapon over in my hands, the charcoal-coloured gunmetal gleaming. An all-around great firearm – as long as you weren’t the one staring down the business end.

‘Remember what we talked about?’ I asked Grim. He’d be leaving the ship like the rest of us, finding a safe spot on the roof of the Suns’ base to jack into their systems and activate a lockdown, shutting the cultists on the boarding party out, and the remainder inside with us.

Grim frowned as he strip-mined his memory. Suddenly, his face lit up. ‘Oh, yeah! No raising hell until the right time.’

‘Until I say.’

‘Yeah. Right, that’s what I meant. No raising hell until you say. Got it.’

Ahead, we were on course for a crater-wide access tunnel that yawned open like a bullet hole in Compass’s rocky flesh, ringed with pulsing red and white lights. A warning beacon flashed up on our long-range event-monitoring systems, blinking with rapid urgency.

Too late.

A bottle-nosed ship emerged from its little hidden crevice in the asteroid, shedding its camo-armour and rushing fast towards us.

Grim attempted an evasive manoeuvre, but a flurry of bright-blue grappling probes launched from the enemy ship like spores exploding out of a fungus. I felt as much as heard dull thuds around us as the ribcage-shaped grapplers secured tight to our hull, the ship bucking violently around us. The screens ­spasmed with black static as malware gnawed through the ship’s central mainframe. Stripping our defences and making us easy prey to be towed and boarded.

We all made little noises of relief. ‘Seems the Suns like our beaten-up wreck, even if we don’t,’ Kowalski said.

We’d hooked the cultists. Now we had to reel them in. We unstrapped from our crash-couches, and I felt the sudden, familiar tug on my knee-joints as anti-grav plating grounded me to the decking.

‘Here comes the churn,’ Jasken muttered as his head vanished behind his skullface helmet. The same phrase he always used in moments like these. No turning back now.

Never forget who’s counting on you, I told myself as my armour whirred around me.

Grim and I bumped fists and exchanged a nod. ‘Stay safe,’ I told him.

‘You too, man,’ Grim said, serious for once. ‘You too.’

Time to burn out.


2

Dark Flames

They didn’t suspect a thing.

Not as we held on to the ship’s hull like armoured barnacles. Not as the cultists dragged our disabled ship into the asteroid like wounded prey. Not as we were drawn deeper into the labyrinth of massive tunnels that snaked through Compass. Our ship slunk through a shield-barrier. Even wrapped in armour, an electric current zapped through my flesh.

I drew in a deep breath and let the stormtech flush hot and sticky through me as we slipped back into a pressurised environment. Never been to this part of Compass before, and as Metalgrave unfolded around me with crystal-clear focus, it wasn’t hard to understand why. The tapered ceiling was ringed with complex machinery that gave it a spire-like appearance, the rocky cliffs given structure by a honeycomb of protruding girderwork beams. The central plaza was several kilometres below us, with jutting little ledges cluttered with abandoned robotic parts and battered astromechs, rusting away.

As we had predicted, the Suns had already overloaded and slaved our ship’s central systems to their own, which was being remotely piloted down towards a black cube-shaped structure, where waiting boarding parties would gut the ship and its occupants apart.

The proximity countdown synced across our HUDs flashed zero.

Now.

My pulse throbbing, we ripped away from the hull as one, leaving our decoy behind. Trajectories washed over my HUD as we ate up the distance to the black structure, using short bursts on our armour. We hit at the same time, in a planned sequence of muted whoompfs, clinging to the building. Undetected. Damn, we were good at this.

We moved fast, splitting up to cover the most ground while we had the element of surprise. I opened and slid into a maintenance shaft, hauling myself headfirst through the narrow space and into the great hallway of an abandoned manufactory. Gravity had been switched on here and it gripped me as I scanned my new surroundings from my hiding place.

Metal walls, a few glowing consoles, tightly-bundled cables socketed into industrial machinery. Nothing much out of the ordinary. But then, because of who I am, the nasty details didn’t escape me: the bloodstains, the scuffed decking, the sharp stink of stress and hostility with an undercurrent of sickly-sweet stormtech. Signs of a massacre.

I’d spent too many years hunched over the broken bodies of my Reaper brothers under alien, stormy skies not to know that smell. Whoever had been guarding the precious spacecraft secured here before the Suns came along, they’d been swept away like dust in the madness.

More blood that would have been on my brother’s hands, if I hadn’t helped him break free of this mad cult.

My body tensed with anger, I dropped from the shaft down to a rigger’s causeway, hauling myself along the narrow space with my black-barrelled handcannon at the ready.

I reached a cross-beamed gantry so tangled with loose machinery that it resembled an overgrown tree. My armour creaked as I glanced down through a porthole and into a ­spacious docking berth, filled with half a dozen stolen spacecraft. The House of Suns symbol was scrawled over the walls and floor like a madman’s fingerpainting, all tangled and interlocking. The symbol looked like the letter Y, inverted and squared-off. Hadn’t taken them long to leave their mark About half a dozen cultists were gathered together in front of the symbols, dangling from harnesses or kneeling, their eyes wide and ecstatic, their arms spread wide. Their mouths moved in a silent chant. Seemed like a private ritual to me.

It didn’t matter how often I came across their symbol, or how often I brushed up against this cult. They always made my skin crawl.

My lips peeled back from my teeth and I imagined myself reaching down through muscle and sinew and veins to the sticky alien biocircuitry hardwired into my flesh and pulling on it. Like I’d trained myself to do. I let it crash over me like a tsunami, supercharging my body with adrenaline and energy. I soaked up the delicious, warm glow as I rolled my shoulders, my muscles going pleasantly taut.

I felt every drop of sweat on my back, felt every hair sticking up on my body. And, because of the stormtech, I heard and then saw a cultist in a red spacesuit stomping into the central command room beneath me, lugging vac-sealed crates filled with grimwire, synthsilver and other narcotics popular across Compass, ready to be loaded onto a stolen ship.

Well. No time like the present. I leapt down off the ledge, silent in my armour, and had my handcannon’s muzzle jammed under his neck before the cultist had cottoned on, the charge hot and humming. ‘Reach for that commslink, and you’ll be a corpse before you hit the ground,’ I told him, perfectly calm and measured. His gaze travelled past the handcannon to me, wrapped in cutting-edge armour, my face concealed by a wide visor. ‘Where’s Xagao?’

‘Wait, you know him?’ the cultist asked after a few seconds’ pause.

I jammed the weapon harder. ‘What, he’s not expecting me?’

Maybe it was my Reaper smell. Maybe he recognised my voice. Whatever the reason, something told him who I was. ‘It’s you!’

Got to love it when those pesky introductions are no longer needed. Really speeds things along. ‘Yeah, it’s me,’ I agreed affably. ‘So. Where’s Xagao?’

The cultist seemed about to answer before he ducked, thrusting my trigger-arm upwards, away from his face, snarling and clawing for his weapon. Like I hadn’t seen that move coming a lightyear away. I kicked him hard in the legs. Bone crunched and he collapsed in a moaning heap. Riding a wave of rage, I stomped the heel of my armoured boot into his shattered leg. He reeled back in agony, head cracking against the decking, spitting curses.

‘You’re acting like a man sick of wearing his guts on the inside.’ I’ll never have it said I don’t give ample warnings. ‘Now. About Xagao.’

‘They’ll skin you alive,’ he spat. ‘And then they’ll kill me if I betray—’

I kicked his wound again. ‘Oh, and I won’t? Spit it out, before I start flossing your skull with razorwire.’

Men will say anything to make the pain stop. Whether or not it’s the truth depends on how much they fear you. Got a lot of experience in that department. Enough to know I had him. ‘You’ll let me go if I tell you?’

‘I’ll give you a head start. I’m after Xagao, not a maggot like you.’

It’s amazing how quickly someone’s willing to help you when you’ve got your foot wedged in their wound. He told me where Xagao’s ship was berthed and was generous enough to add that the central bay was rigged up with explosives, primed to blast this place to pieces when they departed. I shot that information to the others before removing my foot. He sagged back as the pain eased.

‘Thanks. You’ve been so incredibly helpful.’ I reached down and seized him by the ankle, dragging him towards the ledge as he twisted, then sliding his torso out over the perilous drop. I yanked on a severed cable and knotted it hard around his good ankle. ‘I’ll make sure to let your boss know you gave us pointers.’

‘Son of a bitch! You said you’d let me go!’ The cultist shrieked as I disabled his helmet.

‘And you were stupid enough to believe me,’ I said. I kicked him off the platform, leaving him dangling and flailing helplessly in space. I’ve got little mercy for people like the Suns. I went to scoop up my handcannon when I heard footsteps thudding on the decking. More cultists, all armed and armoured. I froze. My handcannon was out of reach and their own high-calibre weapons were trained on me as they swarmed into the command room, targeting lasers dappling across my chest.

‘Hands on your head, knees on the ground,’ a cultist barked. ‘Now.’

It was four to one. Bad odds.

For anyone else, that is.

I went for the woman to my left first, smashing my fist across her helmet and sending her slamming backwards into an ally, both off-balance. The stormtech’s edge turned my movements sharp and fast as a blade’s edge, letting me jerk sideways as a cultist in yellow armour snapped off a shot, avoiding the round that would’ve pulverised my face and instead punched into a metal door in a cloud of splinters. Adrenaline prickled through my veins as I moved into a frenzied dance with the stormtech. Using it, without getting swept up in it. I was on him before the next round entered the breach, slamming a brutal uppercut right below his ribcage. He grabbed my harness to yank me off-balance, but I chopped a strike against his side, sending him reeling with the force of it. Someone grappled me from behind and I smashed the back of my helmet into their face, earning myself the sounds of a visor and nose crunching and the owner’s shriek of pain. I broke free, careful not to get cornered, ducking low as I scythed my assailant’s leg out from under him and sent him toppling to the ground. I closed the distance and got my would-be shooter in a headlock, smashing him to the floor, my superior bulk and armour pining him down, both of us groaning and growling. His free hand flailed for a glass shard, jabbing backwards at the seam between my helmet and my armour. My muscles were on fire as I tightened my grip and rolled backwards while he swore and slashed at my armpit where the armour was weakest and needling into me, drawing blue blood. I kicked sideways and slammed his head against the ground until he went limp.

I scrambled for my handcannon again, but there was a blur to my left, the woman hammering the dropped grimwire canister down on my back. I dodged sideways, the blow glancing off my armoured shoulder with a jolt of buzzing pain. She dropped it and rushed me, a blade gleaming in her hand as we grappled, spinning back and forth, slamming hard into old workstations, our snarling faces inches apart. Using my weight and forward momentum, I sent us crashing over a little scrapheap, and twisted my body around to ensure she landed below me, where a jutting shard of rusty metal punched wetly through her suit and into her side. The breath exploded out of her and she stilled.

I rolled onto my back, my chest heaving. I took a few ­seconds to catch my breath. Saren found me a few seconds later, breathing hard from his own combat encounter. He extended a hand and hauled me back to my feet. And just in time. Grim must have activated the lockdown, because the rest of the cultists emerged around us with frightening speed, the echoes of their chanting having died away.

Oddly enough, they didn’t look pleased to see me.

The Reaper who’d killed their beloved leader, now disrupting their little heist and sanctuary. Their number one most hated, right here in front of them. Their look of white-hot outrage – the kind that’s the start of a killing rage – reminded me why I didn’t like using myself or others as bait.

Xagao was perched up on the walkway above us, the calmest of them all. Black-skinned, corded with muscle, with deep-set eyes and cheekbones that could cut glass, he was beautiful in the way a winter blizzard can be beautiful. His mouth was twisted up in an arrogant sneer, as if everything was some kind of demented joke. His dark-blue armour marked his seniority within the cult. I didn’t need to feel the stormtech hammering up and down my breastbone to recognise him as the most dangerous man in the room. Even if I hadn’t seen the butchered and bloody remains of the Harmony men he’d enjoyed taking apart.

‘It’s the Harmony Reaper himself. What a find,’ he drawled. ‘And here I thought we weren’t going to have any fun.’

I signalled Grim. A second later, he killed the room’s gravity. My guts flipped and every cultist swore as they floated and spun away. Some managed to haul themselves away with webbing or an anchor point, securing their gravboots to the decking and ducking out of sight. I raised my handcannon to snap off a shot in Xagao’s direction, but I glimpsed his smirk as he made his escape with the rest of them. I froze, instinct and experience setting off the warning sirens in my head. Xagao never ran.

Unless …

‘Out!’ I yelled at Saren, aeons too late. Little subsonic cracks went off around us, spattering the walls and floor with a thick, dripping gel. Everything was coated in the sticky, dark-purple stuff, cultists and my armour included.

Gelbomb solvent. A flammable gel that could eat through armour, metal, bone, and muscle, molecule by agonising mole­cule. The kind of weapon that showed a disregard for your own, and your men’s lives. The kind of weapon only Xagao would use.

The wounded and remaining cultists floating gently around us must have recognised it; trailing droplets of blood in the zero-gee, a feral mania in their eyes. The cultist whose face I’d smashed was floating less than two metres away, a flamethrower muzzle extending from the sleeve of his armour, his eyes fixed on me.

‘We’ll make you see,’ he rasped. ‘We’ll make you all see.’

Oh, hell.

He squeezed the trigger and the room erupted with heat. Tongues of bright-blue chemical fire roared to life, dancing through the air on invisible currents. The cultists’ bodies were engulfed, armour melting and fusing to their flesh in the inferno. Some screamed in pain, others started towards us, trying to burn us alive with them. Saren blasted a cultist in the head; the cultist’s gravboots secured him to the decking, smoke and blood ribboning from his skull. Saren swerved and kicked an incoming cultist away, screams bubbling out of the cultist’s mouth as he spun backwards in a burning heap. Saren hurtled towards me in zero-gee, grabbed the front of my harness and propelled us both out of the command room and into a corridor, slamming us hard into the bulkhead. I frantically checked for flames, but we’d been out of range from the flamethrower and were unscathed.

Saren’s faceplate filled my vision, knocking against mine. ‘The whole place is rigged to blow! Vakov, we have to move. The others are already finding cover.’

Through the smoke and screams, I heard the metallic roar of a chainship engine warming to life. Xagao, no doubt. Making his getaway.

I clenched my fists as that dark, familiar rage flared up inside me.

There’s always give and take with a body like mine. Sometimes, you’ve got to let yourself get swept up in the current.

‘They could have rigged half the manufactory. We don’t have time to get clear.’ I hauled myself up to the causeway where Xagao had been and reached for a thick cable attached to the wall, then got Saren to secure it firmly to the rear dorsal ring of my harness. ‘When I say, reel me back in.’

‘What are you planning?’

I glanced over my shoulder at him. ‘Giving the cultists their present back.’

‘What? No! This is—’

‘You got any better ideas?’

‘—crazy,’ Saren finished. ‘You know that, right?’

‘Sometimes, crazy works.’

Saren was smart enough not to argue with me when I’m about to do something no sane person would do. He helped me snatch up the spherical explosives, knowing they could explode in our faces at any second. I killed my gravity boots and launched myself ceilingward as hard as my armour hydraulics let me. Fingers of bright-blue flame clawed at my boots, but I was faster. I was an armoured cannonball fired from a railgun; I was a speeding meteorite, a rocket screaming through a world of burning chaos. Saren got the bulkhead doors open and I spilled out through a hurricane of smoke and metal shards, the dockyards spinning around me. There. Xagao’s battered chainship, shaped like a hammerhead shark, was slowly accelerating up towards the nearest tunnel.

Sorry, Xagao. You know I can’t just let you go that easily.

I kicked off the roof hard and shot towards the ship, the cable unspooling behind me. The engines flared with a white-blue brilliance that sent sharp spots dancing in front of my eyes. I squinted against the glare. I didn’t dare calculate how much time I had left, but the stormtech was loving this. I saw the moment the cultists behind the ship’s forward viewport marked me. Too late. My breath drummed up a frantic rhythm in my skull as I hurled the explosives. The bombs arrowed away in zero-gee, trajectories racing across my HUD, before they clanged into and magnetised against the ship’s hull.

‘Now!’ I roared to Saren, but an ear-shattering explosion ripped the words right out of my mouth. Shockwaves kicked me backwards hard as a sledgehammer in the chest, until I whiplashed back when the cable caught me, creaking as Saren jerked me down into the bulkhead shaft, inches away from the destruction. I craned my head to watch between my feet as flames mushroomed above me. Or maybe below me. Couldn’t tell. A muffled whoompf reached us as Xagao’s ship crashed into the wreckage somewhere far below.

‘You crazy, crazy bastard.’ Saren grinned as we dropped back down to the command room where we’d fought the cultists, our boots securing to the decking again. ‘You got a death wish?’

The rest of the fireteam had already arrived in the hangar. If you ignored the stink of burnt flesh, sickly-sweet stormtech, and half-melted floors, the hangar-bay looked almost normal. Almost.

I coughed and thumped my chest. ‘Yes, actually.’

Saren grimaced. ‘Yeah. Dumb question.’

‘Hey. Thanks for having my back.’

‘And you.’

‘Wouldn’t do to lose you after all this trouble.’ We bumped fists. I looked around, and everyone was grinning, filled with that frenzied, euphoric energy you get after a successful ­operation. Grim had done his tech magic to secure the stolen spacecraft, Mandy had apprehended the remaining cultists, and there were only little fires guttering around us. We all had the unholy stink of smoke and sweat pouring off us, but we were alive.

Katherine had already finished hailing back-up when Grim cranked the gravity back up to standard. Quilan startled as half a dozen burnt corpses crashed back down to the ground.

‘Seriously, Grim?’ Kowalski sighed.

‘What use is gravity if you can’t play around with it a little?’ Grim asked.

‘Not like the dead are going to complain,’ I added.

Jasken jabbed a thumb over his back. ‘Looks like you missed one, Vak. You saving him for later?’

I glanced over. The cultist I’d strung up by his ankle was roaring curses at me. ‘Something like that.’ We marched over and I hauled him back up, still holding him over the ledge. ‘Now. You like answering questions, so here’s a harder one. Where’s the Jackal?’

But the cultist only snarled and struggled in my grip. ‘Let me go,’ he roared.

‘Did you really just say that?’

‘Go to hell, Reaper.’

The stormtech gave a hot and sticky flush as I glowered at him. I had a good mind to just drop him like the genocidal terrorist he was. Like the ones I’d spent almost a decade of my life fighting. The urge was hot. Furious.

But not overpowering.

The stormtech glowed through my body, and I accepted, but resisted it. The fury slowly bled out of me until it seemed I could breathe air again instead of smoke. I inhaled deep as I stretched my aching muscles.

I had it locked down.

I dumped the cultist on the decking, toggled my handcannon and blasted him with a healthy dose of shockweb. He jolted and slumped unconscious, his armour overloaded and smoking.

I’m not that forgiving of a person.

I slotted my handcannon back into my holster. ‘What do you have for me, Grim?’

‘I’ve been digging around in the mainframe. There’s a ­treasure trove of darkmarket data: an offworld stormdealer or two they’ve been doing business with, distribution routes, astromech shipments, front organisations, spaceport stash houses—’

‘Anything to confirm Artyom’s story?’ I interrupted. ‘Any evidence that could help him out?’

Grim had known I was going to ask. His voice went low and quiet to soften the inevitable blow. ‘No. I’m sorry, man. We’ve got some good stuff, and I’ll keep digging, but nothing matches up.’

I clamped my teeth down against a curse. Our weeks of planning and execution had paid off. We’d stopped a heist, bagged a dozen cultists and had a wealth of intel to boot. A victory, for sure.

But it wasn’t what I’d been after. None of it could help my little brother.

I plastered on a smile for the others, and wondered what the hell I was going to tell Artyom.
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One Crowded Hour

There’s a weird collectiveness after a battle. A kind of solidarity, where you’re simply grateful to be alive. My fireteam all lounged in their couches, making small talk as the adrenaline bled away and we cleaned our gear.

All the cultists left in the shipwreck had been apprehended, except Xagao. We’d recovered his helmet and I turned it over in my hands, inspecting the markings. The House of Suns symbol was orbited by a half-moon wreathed in blue flames, giving him a lofty rank within the cult’s mad infrastructure.

We’ll make you see.

I don’t know why those words stuck with me. The cultists weren’t usually so ambiguous, generally shrieking that we’d violated their sacred places, their temples. That we’d stopped them unlocking the secrets of the galaxy and uplifting humanity. The usual nonsense.

Didn’t matter now. Our part was done. Squads deployed by Harmony’s Special Service Command, mostly Shocktroopers and Primers, had Metalgrave secured and under control, and we were going to get a well-deserved break.

I leaned back in my seat as our ship curved towards the asteroid and Harmony Station came into view. No matter how many times I saw the central point of operations for our galaxy-wide organisation, the long and sprawling steely limbs always reminded me of a starfish clinging to a rock. But when you’re governing a good portion of the known galaxy and the hundreds of worlds, species and civilisational-enclaves within, you’ve got to stand out.

Cruisers, chainships, and countless colourful spaceships from a widespread selection of pan-galactic species were nosing in and out of the hangar-bays like a shoal of tropical fish in a feeding frenzy, sunlight glinting off their flanks, and their engine thrusters flaring against the black of space. But the Kaiji dreadnought had them all beat. The massive alien ship hovered close to the asteroid, all sweeping dark curves and razor-sharp edges and bristling with advanced weaponry. A constant stream of smaller ships transported munitions and soldiers back and forth between it and the asteroid. I found myself oddly reassured everytime I caught sight of it. After all, it never hurts to have a militaristic, powerful alien species on your side.

As we docked in an auxiliary hangar, I grimaced at my own stink and grime. We had a debrief ahead, but with the action behind us, everyone’s first priority was hitting the nearest changerooms and letting our suits run their full clean cycles. I disembarked last and made my way past the usual clumps of people in the hangars and barracks: fireteams playing some obscure hologram vidgame on an ammo-drum, a squadron of gunship pilots composed of four different species, all wearing sweat-stained flight suits and catching a breather while hangar-masters reloaded their gunships.

I arrived at the changerooms, joining the others. They gasped and grunted with relief as they shrugged from the thick folds of their suits. Grim slid to the cold decking, rubbing furiously at his damp chest. ‘I’ve been dying to scratch there for three days,’ he groaned. ‘Oh, yeah. That hits the spot.’

I grimaced at him as I released my helmet. Quilan gave a disapproving sniff. ‘Where have you been showering, Grim? The sewer?’

‘You tell me.’ Quilan shrieked as Grim hurled his sweaty old underskin in the Torven’s direction, one damp arm slapping across his chest. The alien huffed abuse in Grim’s direction, and I headed deeper into the changerooms to find a private spot. I spent a luxurious half an hour under a torrent of searing hot water, scrubbing the grime away, before drying myself with a towel, relishing being clean.

There’s no point in wearing my battle-hardened, hitech gear for everyday use around Compass. Too bulky. Instead, I slipped into a padded brown bodystocking before strapping into my medium-weight armour. More of a cuirass than a full, one-piece suit. The hardened plating was dull silver, chrome-edged, and built for comfort and easy manoeuvrability. The sort of armour most commonly worn around Compass. Putting it on is my personal little ritual. I pulled the broad straps over my shoulders and secured my chest plate before fitting armour around my arms, thighs and shoulders, press-sealing and clamping it down tight and snug around me. The gel-coated tendrils and abrasives stirred to life along my back and armpits, my hamstrings, and the soles of my feet. The exterior plating was honeycombed with touch-responsive haptics, so I could feel any outside stimuli if I wanted. My suit put me in total control of my environment, exactly as I wanted to be.

The angular helmet finished the job, complete with a faceplate like wide-framed sunglasses, but I clipped it to my belt for now. I rolled my shoulders, a pleasant and fuzzy glow melting through me.

The seven of us had all changed out of our combat-armour and into casual gear such as underskins, suits and jackets. I met with them outside and headed down to the nearby Travel Depot, where we’d catch a chainrail for the topmost floors of the asteroid, and sniff out a bar for a relaxing night of drinking.

Getting around the asteroid had become more difficult. There was a series of checkpoints, queues, dermal-scanners, and security measures newly clustered before the noisy chainrail departure gates, watched over by security forces and oily black autocannons that tracked each arrival. Streams of holographic text in human, offworld and alien languages were bleeding neon mist into the air around us, advising all travellers to surrender any weapons, illegal items or narcotics. Anyone who wanted to slip between floors with a smelter-grenade wired to their vitals was going to have a hard time of it. As Harmony Special Service Command operatives, we could skip the checkpoints and security measures but were still stuck with the queue. And I don’t like waiting at the best of times; especially not when I’m working up a thirst for some booze. But given the multiple attacks last year, I could understand the new security approach.

Whatever else had happened, they had changed the asteroid forever.

Eventually, we were on the chainrail and plunging down the many intestinal tubes that extended hundreds of klicks through the asteroid. I reclined in my seat as I studied the layout of floors on the flexiscreen above me. It was shaped like a nerve-system, mapping out the dimensions of the asteroid. Colour-coded labels indicated the state of the floor, which ­species could safely visit and live there, the state of the zone, the local spaceport and dockyards.

It’s easy to forget how large Compass is.

Attracting a great accumulation of alien species, offworlders, and societies from every corner of every system and far-flung galactic region of the Common, Compass was a 25th century mosaic of clashing lives, cultures, species, trades, and living conditions. A galactic capital hub. Actually, no. A multitude of cities and hubs was a better description. Designed like a madman’s layer cake, its countless floors were filigreed and honey­combed into the membrane of asteroid rock, each containing its own little niche and environment.

But like all hotspots of civilisation, Compass is always evolving. Hell, the floor we were now headed towards had been an eyesore of a spaceport until recently. I was looking forward to seeing what this insane asteroid had managed to turn it into.

A sudden slap on the wrist. I realised I’d peeled back the bodystocking around my neck to scratch at the eczema welling there. ‘You’re going to scratch yourself bloody if you keep doing that,’ Katherine scolded. She wore a bright-red scarf and woollen grey overcoat.

‘Can’t help it,’ I grumbled.

‘Try harder.’

‘Oh, of course. Why didn’t I think of that?’ I watched her as she took a long drag of her vaper. Tendrils of peppery smoke dissolved around us like ghostly little fingers. ‘Besides, you said you’d quit vaping.’

‘I said I was trying to quit. Not the same thing.’

I almost scratched my neck again, but Katherine’s stare made me think better of it. ‘Any other side-effects?’ she asked, more serious now.

‘Besides the usual? Nothing yet.’

Like any other drug, there were brutal side-effects to the enhanced stormtech injected into me last year. My sweat, saliva and blood had turned perpetually blue. It had altered my pheromones and accelerated my metabolism, jolting me awake in the middle of the night with severe stomach cramps. It had given me eczema, welts and other rashes, and thickened my hair, which regrew at an alarming rate.

But I was managing. Wasn’t like I wasn’t already accustomed to stormtech finding new and gruesome ways to screw me over.

The chainrail slowly coasted to a stop and the brass-ribbed doors dilated open. We shouldered through the evening crowd and onto the main streets of Belvedere, where I saw how the floor had been reinvented. It was now a harbourside precinct with long wooden boardwalks stretching around a body of dark glittering water, with a few sleek-looking watercraft floating in the gentle current. Angular and domed buildings sliced up towards the flexiscreen ceiling, the digital sky peppered with stars like gold dust. Nautical-style restaurants, beer gardens, hotels, diving schools, film venues, private lounges, clubs, aquatic conservatories and music galleries were packed with patrons. Ships in the shape of stingrays and belugas glided breezily above us.

We navigated down the brightly-lit harbour, the boards roughed and ridged and encrusted with salt. A simulated breeze carried over air scented with mint and frangipani, banana and coconut, sizzling spicy pork and roast nuts, dark beer and freshly-roasted coffee. Like much of Compass, the full spectrum of its inhabitants were gathered here tonight: merchants and mercenaries, Shipmasters and fighter-pilots, cyberneticists and engineers, craftsmen and biochemists, aliens and offworlders. Having grown up on a freezing backwater planet, I still found it jarring to witness. But in a good way. You could be familiar with Compass, but never bored. And this was the sort of holiday place you could happily lose yourself in for a night, a week, even a month.

But this was Compass. It wasn’t perfect.

We all spotted the skinnie at the same time, lurking in the dark fissures between the buildings. His flesh was streaked and striated with what looked like blue gills, his hands gnarled, his eyes gummed up with blue. A wet, sickly stink like fruit waste came ripping out of his pores and making a bog of the alleyway. Blue blood welled out of his bare feet as he stepped on broken glass, barely noticing as he went rooting through a busted recycling tube for something – anything – that might take the edge off his need for stormtech – though down in whatever uncorrupted shreds of his brain were left, he must know he was searching in vain. Once you’ve tried stormtech, no other high is good enough.

I saw the edge of the crowds closest to him recoiling and shifting uncomfortably in their tidy restaurants and bars along the pier, the skinnie’s awful, sickly-sweet reek reaching them. Maybe he’d wanted to experiment. Maybe he’d been forced into it by some darkmarket stormdealer. Didn’t matter. The end result was always the same: human flesh crippled, corrupted, rewired and enslaved to violent alien desires.

Wasn’t long before the floor’s security came to force him away, throwing him to the floor and snapping cuffs around his wrists. His legs thrashed, blue froth spraying from his mouth, blue blood streaking from his feet as they hauled him away.

The same scene was no doubt playing out dozens, hundreds of times, across the whole asteroid. Across the whole Common.

Once he was gone, the agitation in the crowd didn’t bleed away and I didn’t have to see their eyes shifting my way to know it was because of me.

A lot of folk were uneasy with rubbing shoulders with Reaper War-veterans, like we’d knife them for a high. Never mind that, unlike skinnies, we’d been trained how to handle the sticky alien tech in our flesh. People were grimacing as they realised what I was. I saw wariness. Fascination. Awe. Disgust. Fear. Fear. Fear. As if we hadn’t endured suffering and torture as much as anyone else. As if we weren’t victims, too.

I tried to scrub the thoughts from my mind as I followed my friends to their bar of choice. A glass-domed and white-walled harbourside hotel stylised in a nautical theme. The breeze from the harbour ruffled my hair and the long silk banners hanging around us, the rich scent of brine mixing with botanicals and peppercorns from gin cocktails. One wall was a long bank of glass sheeting that overlooked the harbour, while the other wall was a brightly-lit aquarium hosting a wide spectrum of aquatic species. We headed for a table next to that spectacle of colours, tentacles and fins. Me, Quilan, Grim and Katherine occupied one side, while Saren, Jasken and Mandy all took the other.

Grim, of course, wore an underskin that morphed his appearance into some humanoid monster stitched from shadow, arms dripping with animated black ink. He flashed me that cheeky grin of his, displaying an orchestra of cartoonishly-bloody teeth. ‘Tonight’s the night. Eight cocktails. Just you see, Vak. Won’t even get tipsy.’

I snorted. ‘Grim, you could get drunk off the smell of an empty milk bottle.’

‘Hey! I’m lightweight in size, not spirit.’

‘Fair. You’re on.’ We grinned and bumped fists. Grim recoiled, rubbing his knuckles.

‘You trying to smash through a brick wall or something, big guy?’

‘Sorry, Grim.’ I don’t know my own strength, sometimes. ‘Forgot it’s only your skull that’s made of rocks.’

I half meant it. Grim still hadn’t learned that you can never, ever outdrink a Reaper. But making bad decisions over copious amounts of booze was something of a habit between us, and I wasn’t going to break it now. Not when we had something to celebrate. Got to keep up with traditions and rituals and all that.

‘Must everything be a contest with you?’ Quilan snorted. As usual, the Torven wore a knee-length leather jacket over his underskin and harness, with matching leather gloves. A pair of thick optic-lenses, the kind favoured by fighter-pilots, were pushed up over his forehead. ‘You humans are so exhausting.’

‘A contest suggests Grim has a chance at winning,’ I said. ‘I can’t get drunk, remember?’

‘And yet it doesn’t stop him trying.’

I was about to suggest we order that extra hoppy ale I liked when Mandy locked sights with a dark-skinned man in a silver suit over near the conservatory balcony. He was hogging a sharpshooter rifle, taking aim at holographic targets over the water. It seemed to be a competition the bar had set up, complete with software that prevented the rifles from printing any ammunition besides harmless blanks, as a precaution in case anyone took losing the contest to heart. This guy was loudly claiming to be the best sniper on Belvedere. ‘Anyone who wants to give it their best shot’s welcome to try!’ he hollered.

Katherine caught the gleam in Mandy’s eye at the same time I did. ‘You’re gonna take him on …?’ Katherine sighed.

‘Don’t worry,’ Mandy said as she stood and strode towards the shooter. ‘I will not behave myself.’

Jasken gave that sandpapery chuckle of his. ‘This should be good.’

‘What’s this about a competition?’ Mandy inquired of the man in silver armour.

He took her in with a glance. Slender and short, her short-cropped red hair still squashed from her EVA helmet. ‘Don’t know, sweetheart. This might be a little out of your league. Do you know which end the bullets come out of?’

He squawked a laugh as Mandy reached for the rifle with a faint, almost imperceptible smile. A smile we knew all too well. ‘Nothing is out of my league. You see, I’m not the best sharpshooter on Belvedere. I’m the best damn sharpshooter on this whole asteroid.’

That earned a bout of laughter from some of the patrons.

‘That’s some mighty claim. Let’s put that to the test, then.’ He tagged a drone-docking station across the harbour for everyone to see in their shibs. It was two-hundred and thirty metres away. ‘We aim for the centre. If I’m closest, you’re buying me and my mates drinks for the rest of the night.’

Mandy gave the target a long, hard squint and hefted his rifle, casually and nonchalantly checking the sights and the range. ‘And if I’m closest, you’re covering our bar tab?’

‘Sure, sweetheart.’ He spread his arms and winked at the onlookers. ‘Them’s the rules.’

I grinned. Little wonder Mandy had chosen this bar to hang out in.

‘I do love watching that woman work,’ Jasken said.

‘Can’t we just have a nice night out?’ Quilan asked weakly, of no one in particular.

Mandy’s suit had long sleeves, which hid the gunship tattoo beneath the ship-interfacing socket in her forearm. A Harmony Special Service Command tattoo. Dogfighters Squadron, First Class Xephan Battalion. Mandy Sharrow and her squadrons had fought the Harvest invasion in the Xephan asteroid field around a midsystem gas-giant. It was foolhardy at best. Suicidal at worst. And when your life depends on getting a solid aim while dodging asteroids and enemy gunfire, doing it in a bar is a piece of cake.

By now, a solid gathering of alien, machine and human onlookers were standing or floating around the scene. Even the fish had gathered above in the aquarium, as if they too wanted to watch. Mandy took them in as she snapped her fingers at the bewildered bartender. ‘Don’t shoot as well when I’m sober. Give us a bottle of your strongest.’

He offered her a bottle of Distiller’s Strength gin and she scoffed. ‘None of that mother’s milk. Give me something with a decent kick.’

The nervous bartender handed her a bottle of triple-filtered Shipmaster’s Strength Gin.

‘Better.’

He picked up a glass, but Mandy took the whole bottle and had a gulping swig and tossed it rattling back. Not to be outdone, her challenger took a larger one, then snatched back his weapon and aimed down the sights.

Credit where credit’s due, he was a hell of a sniper. Even the best Reaper would struggle to nail a shot in that range. My shib read that he’d struck within 2.72 metres of his target. Judging by the applause and gasps around me, I wasn’t the only one impressed.

He gave Mandy a self-assured smirk and offered her the rifle. ‘Beat that, sweetheart.’

‘I’ll manage.’ Mandy waved the rifle away and reached into her suit pocket for a bristling black sphere. Like a Japanese ink painting in fast-forward, it flowed out into a long and elegant sharpshooter rifle, black as interstellar space, patterned with grinning skull motifs and glistening with microscopic machinery. I really had to get myself one of those.

Strands of damp hair curtained off Mandy’s face as she bent her head to light a bluesmoke, drawing the cinnamon-scented smoke hard into her lungs. Katherine groaned next to me. ‘A Harmony operative smoking an illegal drug in public. Mandy …’

The audience had the good sense to stand back as she strutted towards the edge. Handling the weapon like she’d been born with it, the lit bluesmoke dangling from the corner of her mouth, she braced one foot on the rail guard and aimed down the circular scope. Completely motionless for a moment.

Crack!

She snapped off a shot with a sound like a muffled under­water explosion. The drone-docking station shattered in a fizzling spray of sparks and metal casing. Angry octodrones came whirling out to investigate the disturbance, gangly electromuscles thrashing wildly. But Mandy wasn’t finished. She lined up one drone after another and took them out. Crack! Crack! Crack!

Little readouts popped up on our shibs, each reading 0.00 metres. There was a massive hole in the dead centre of each drone. None of them as big as Silver Armour’s widening eyes.

The gunshot echoes were lost beneath the thunderous cheers. Slowly, Mandy turned back around and blasted a jetstream of bluesmoke right in Silver Armour’s face. ‘I’d say that settles it, don’t you think, sweetheart?’

He did a good impression of a drunk parrot choking on its own tongue. ‘I … I—’

Mandy snatched up his rifle and brought it smashing down across his table, making him startle. ‘You, you, you, are going to get our first round of drinks in. The first of many!’ She gave the crowd, now busy collecting their winnings or mourning their losses, a theatrical bow as she drew in the last of her bluesmoke and stubbed it out in her opponent’s glass of booze. ‘All this winning has given me a raging thirst.’

Thoroughly humiliated, Silver Armour scrambled up to do exactly that.

Having your bar tab covered is always a great way to kickstart the evening. Grim had ordered us all a round of amber ale fused with pomegranate. Never heard of the fruit before, but I sank a third of it down before deciding it was too sour for me. Quilan took a long sip of the beer before his eyes flew wide and he spat it out, spraying me and several others in the process. ‘I can’t drink that!’ the alien spluttered. I clapped him hard on the back as he coughed.

‘It’s awful,’ I agreed dryly, wiping my face. ‘Takes like a dead man’s piss siphoned out of his guts a month after the funeral.’

Quilan kept spitting. A rotund man with an enthusiastic stomach and a whole squadron of chins had caught the worst of Quilan’s spray, and he gave us a disgusted grunt before waddling for the exit. ‘No, no, no! Not like that! Human alcohol is poisonous to Torven!’ Quilan gave one of his exasperated snorts and tried to collect his dignity, smoothing down his rumpled underskin and dabbing at the sweat beading across his forehead. ‘I could have swallowed some! I might die! Very horribly!’

I was still apologising on Grim’s behalf as Grim, totally oblivious, swiped Quilan’s drink. ‘More for me!’ Grim slammed the foul-tasting concoction down with relish. He wiped his mouth and gestured to one of the well-dressed Torven bartenders. ‘Hey, you could ask him for something Torven. You know, in your alien speak?’

‘Alien speak?’ Quilan repeated incredulously, his short ears curling back.

‘Yeah.’

Quilan folded his arms across his slender chest. ‘You think we all speak the same language?’

‘Don’t your species all come from the same planet or something?’

‘Oh! And do you speak Korean? Or Portuguese? Or Polish? Why, the ignorance of such a suggestion is—’

Thankfully, that conversation became less heated as a sunset-coloured Torven ale was brought over. Quilan scooped up a handful of nuts from a bowl on the table, colour-coded red for Torven food, munching them before sipping his beer. ‘I could have died! You humans are as thick as a hardskin with a death wish.’

I rolled my eyes. I could guarantee two things: Quilan and Grim would get rowdy together and, left to his own devices, Quilan would find a way to complain about another species or some feature of alien culture. ‘I’ve been compared to far worse than a Rhivik, Quilan.’

Jasken chuckled. ‘You piss people off, kid? I can’t imagine.’

Grim clapped me on the back. ‘You wouldn’t believe how many people have tried to kill him.’

‘Not the appropriate time, Grim,’ I said.

But the words appropriate and Grim go together like oil and water. He slung his arm around my neck and gestured wildly with his other hand, foamy ale slopping onto the table and spattering the front of Quilan’s suit. ‘So, one time we rented a chainship on Bera Station to get to Compass. The dockmaster sent us a whole squadron of mercenaries out after us.’

‘You’re not forgetting anything? You know, like how you lost our original ship?’

‘Did he forget to lock it?’ Katherine asked.

‘Anyone else might. Grim here made a bet he could eat five tank-grown octopi and used our ship as deposit.’

‘Oh. That. Yeah. Hey, I got through four, though!’

‘And then you stole the dockmaster’s chainship, jacked-up his comms array, and stuffed his mainframe with viruses, without telling me?’

‘Now you mention it, I do remember you being a bit cross.’ He clapped me hard on the back, again spattering Quilan with beer. ‘But we got to Compass, safe and sound, didn’t we?’

Jasken barked that sandpapery laugh of his. ‘Be grateful it was only a dockmaster after you. The bastards I’ve flown with in deepspace would have turned you into a crater.’

‘Right,’ said Mandy, deadpan as always. ‘We’ve heard this song before. The deepspace mercenary who got into so many heroic and vicious scrapes half your body got replaced. So what?’

Quilan squirmed in his seat. He always did when Jasken’s past cropped up. No one else seemed to notice. Or notice that he’d picked the furthest seat from Jasken as possible.

‘You must have been a pretty awful merc to get into that many scrapes,’ Saren followed up.

‘Nah.’ Jasken rolled his shoulders so we could hear the whirr of servomechanisms and internal machinery that made up his left arm, his neck and half his torso. The smooth surface was a glossy black, the kind that looks wet and oily, meshed with a geometrical pattern, studded with lights and little hatches that showed the interlocking mass of pistons, ribbed cables, polycarbon muscles. ‘I lived to tell my stories.’

And that was about all we ever got out of Jasken about his mercenary past. He never mentioned his crew by name, or what they’d done. Not even when he was drunk.

The later it got, the more creative the drinks became. Gin cocktails with sea botanicals and blueberries, sea salt and a velvety purple alien squid ink that struck the balance between sweet and salty. An awful smelling soupy green cocktail infused with biosphere-grown fruits, dry-frozen wasabi, and fresh milk from some alien species. Thankfully, it tasted a lot better than it looked.

‘You’re really going to town, huh?’ Katherine said.

‘If the drinks are free, you either go hard or go home.’ Grim winked at me. ‘Vak taught me that one.’

‘And it’s a lesson that’s served us well,’ I replied.

Just when I thought Grim had crested his weirdness peak, a round of Gunpowder Surprises were delivered to our table.

‘Wonder why they picked that name,’ Katherine muttered. The mushroom-shaped gyroscopic glasses were brimming with pale jelly, bitters, and spiced gunpowder gin, prepared with dry ice and liquid nitrogen. Ghostly tendrils of peppery mist wafted out from the rim. It cost an arm and a leg, but who cares when it’s not your arm and leg that’s paying for it?

It tasted like a stick of peppery explosives igniting on my tongue. I cradled the drink in my hand and savoured it, letting the conversation wash over me like gentle wind. The booze was hitting Jasken hard and making him more talkative, much to Quilan’s irritation. Every time we finished our drinks, Mandy would loudly request something pricey to remind everyone of her win, while Saren and Kowalski protested, of course. Always trying to keep us on the straight and narrow. But one or the other of them always caved when the next round arrived, and a flush-faced Grim kept everyone entertained with his stories.

My fireteam.

Never thought I’d ever return to Harmony. Not after the ­horrors of the Reaper War. But we were fighting our own war here on Compass, and they’d agreed I could pick my own fireteam to do it. I knew, better than most, the importance of a good team. When the pitch-black darkness had threatened to swallow me, when I saw humanity at its most cruel and vicious, the men and women standing by my side reminded me there was still goodness left in the galaxy. Something worth fighting for.

Which meant that, looking at this team, I felt one absence that much harder.

Artyom.

We’d clawed our way through an emotional tournament of heartbreak and rage, wounds and tears, before gradually agreeing to be in each other’s lives again. I wanted so badly to make good on that now. To have him here beside me, forging a new relationship together, making up for all that lost and bitter time. A fresh start. Even though it was his own fault he wasn’t, I missed him.

Which was why I’d visit him tomorrow, I thought as I sipped my peppery drink. Together we’d go through Harmony’s breakdown of all we’d learned from the cultists. We’d make something work. We always did.

We always placed bets on who was going to leave first. Grim had passed out in a snoring fit and looked like he’d been boot-stamped by a gang of hungover donkeys. But it was Jasken who first stumbled away. Crowds weren’t his thing anyway. The others slowly peeled away, getting a moaning and hungover Grim home and leaving me and Katherine alone.

I gave her a little nudge in the ribs. ‘One more?’

Katherine eyeballed me through strands of tousled blonde hair. ‘Listen, Mister Reaper, not all of us can smash as much booze as we like and still be bushy-tailed for a galactic committee the next day.’

‘Come on. You know you want it.’

‘How incredibly male of you.’

I struggled to hold my laughter in. But my shoulders shook and I couldn’t help releasing a loud snort. That set Katherine off and the two of us were cackling like lunatics together.

Katherine tries to keep a veneer of professionalism. But beneath all the Harmony attitude and training, beneath her standing as a Primer within Harmony, she’s got a wild streak. Most people never got to see it, but she just needs someone else to start the craziness; to feel comfortable enough to let that side of her loose a little. I watched her mouth as she weighed up the decision. I made an encouraging face and a smile cracked across her lips. ‘Go on then, you bastard. One for the road.’

‘The usual?’

‘The usual.’

I ordered. Before long, we were sipping breakfast cocktails that were a refreshing mix of melon liqueur, gin, triple sec, jam and hard cider. ‘That’s brilliant,’ Katherine said we as we drank, sharing grins. ‘Tastes like fruit salad on a summer’s day.’

‘It would be a real shame if it was our last for the night.’

‘Indeed it would.’

‘Seems like we’ve got to have another.’

Katherine play-punched me in the shoulder. ‘You know, I think we ought to.’

And we did. I slowed down to Katherine’s pace, not wanting her to get wasted, but she held her own even as we stacked up a total of four rounds.

Afterwards, we strolled down the rain-streaked streets, huddling against the chilly air. The omnipresent stream of aerial traffic above us was blazing little neon scars against the milky sky, nudging towards dawn. Lights radiated from ships as they went soaring up past the highrises like flinty little embers spiralling up into the cold darkness. Apart from the music wafting out from the odd bar, the night was peaceful. Like the asteroid was taking a quiet breath before burning ahead into the next day.

This peaceful moment had become a ritual between us during similar nights we’d spent getting to know each other. The casual drinks, which had become regular dinners. Katherine had led me through the marketplaces she’d explored as a teenager to the donut shop she’d always loved. We’d gone to one of the small Compass beaches together, and she’d give me the faintest of smiles across a crowded area, just enough to let me know she was thinking of me.

Tonight, we walked back up to my apartment on ­Vasterland, a city floor named after some place called Scandinavia and permanently trapped in a chilly midwinter. Just the way I liked it. Never could stand the mugginess of summer heat. The apartment complex in the beating heart of this city was perfect for me. My penthouse was hitech and spacious, while still small enough to be cosy: decorated in winter colours, with angular chairs and a dark-blue couch atop a grey carpet. A curved floor-to-ceiling window that wouldn’t be out of place on the bridge of a spaceship offered a dazzling view of the sprawling winter cityscape.

‘Master Fukasawa?’ a sniffly voice said. A gratuitous puff of smoke erupted in the kitchen as the Rubix AI who maintained my home manifested as a large black rabbit. ‘Oh, this is no hour to be returning home!’

Katherine smiled as she hung up her jacket and scarf. ‘You kept the AI, then?’

‘It insisted,’ I said dryly.

‘You are almost intoxicated, Master Fukasawa.’ The rabbit produced and busied itself with a digital carrot, crunching through it with enough noise to wake the dead. ‘Yet again.’

I waved my hand through the projection, pixels blurring like the disturbed surface of a pond. ‘Didn’t ask for your opinion, bunny.’

‘For the last time,’ the rabbit said in an exasperated tone. ‘I’m a Pure-Core Rubix with a Nova-Class—’

‘Yes, yes you are.’ I stripped off my armour and had it march itself into my little armoury stash with my other suits. I unsealed my boots and planted myself down on the leather couch. The automould beneath the fabric gathered me up like water. ‘The usual, please?’

‘Ah!’ The rabbit’s eyes gleamed with joy as it hopped out of sight. ‘Why, yes. It would be my pleasure.’ A moment later, my military-grade autocannon slithered down from the ceiling and switched into hostile-mode, with the rabbit ready murder any intruders.

‘A rabbit with an autocannon,’ muttered Katherine. ‘That couldn’t possibly go pear-shaped.’

We usually moved to the balcony and drank in the view together. Instead, Katherine stood next to me, tilting her head back to catch the city lights, affording me a view of a little smile on her face.

I looked up at her. Opened my mouth to speak, but she ever so gently shook her head. So I just watched her as she slid down next to me on the couch. Our thighs pressed together, our shoulders touching. Electric-blue and neon-red city lights glistened in her eyes, glistened on her pale lips as her gaze flicked between my eyes and my mouth, saying so much to me without saying anything at all. The curtain of her hair smelt of sandalwood and coconut where it swept like fine muslin down to her shoulders. Ever so gently, I slipped my arms around her, cradling her as she leaned into me, silent because I was scared of saying the wrong thing and ruining what I hoped was between us.

She wrapped her limbs around me, pulled herself close, and I knew that she felt the same.

The sound of our breathing was loud in the darkness. Her hair tickled against my skin and all I wanted to do was hold her. My heart kicked up deep in my chest. It felt right. All of it. Felt so real to be together. And in the end, that’s all that matters. I pulled her closer, her warm breath misting on my chest.

For the first time, my mind wandered to the possibility of a future where we could be together more. Learn more about each other. Perhaps when the House of Suns had been taken care of, when Artyom was taken care of, we could take that next step.

Scary? Sure. But beneath the fear was a quiet, contented warmth. A warmth I wanted.

Katherine gently placed her hand on my chest, over my heart, her head tucked under my chin. Her eyes fluttered closed, her muscles all loosening against mine, her body rising and falling in rhythm with my chest.

Tears prickled the corners of my eyes.

I’d never thought I could have a moment like this. That someone like Katherine would see something worthwhile in a broken wreck of a man like me. That I could ever be loved, feel at peace.

Or maybe I didn’t know what to do when someone wanted to get close to me. When the rage and anger and pain stopped.

But Katherine slept right there, the drumbeat of her heart thudding against mine, at peace with me, believing I was worth fighting for. And maybe, just maybe, I was.
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