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Chapter One

Cyrax

 


“The Intergalactic Judiciary has unanimously
found the Vorrian prisoner—known as Cyrax—guilty of the attempted
assassination of the Chancellor of Artoria,” says the Voice.

No shit. I roll my eyes.

“Taking into account the mercy shown by the
convicted,” the Voice continues, “The Death Penalty has been
waived, and instead Exile is our decision.”

Fucking great. What ass-end of the
multiverse are they going to abandon me to? I wonder. I suppose
it doesn’t really matter. There hasn’t been a backwater rock I
haven’t been able to escape yet.

“In an effort to keep the convicted as far
from the Chancellor as possible, and eliminate the opportunity for
further assignments, we have selected a planet in the Milky Way
galaxy called Earth. Its species does not yet possess the
capability for interstellar travel and will not for several
light-years to come. We are sufficiently satisfied that the
criminal will have no chance for escape or recidivism.”

 “Fuck, no!” I slam my laser-cuffed hands on
the metallic benchtop in front of me. “What mercy is this?” I
shout. Heat, hot and furious, rises within me. “Just kill me! I’d
rather be dead than live among humans! They’re basically hairless
apes. You can’t be serious?”

“And this is precisely why we are certain of
the selected sentence,” replies the Voice with clinical calm. “It
is our hope that time spent among humankind will teach you the
error of your ways, and give you pause for thought about the
sanctity and value of life. This hearing is adjourned. Transport
the prisoner.”

“Wait! Fuck. I demand an appeal!”

The shimmering hologram disappears, leaving
me in the dark of my cell.

“Connection terminated,” says the feminine
voice of the automated system responder.

My usually cool demeanor evaporates and my
temper boils over. I throw myself around the cell like a caged
animal, spewing the vilest Vorrian obscenities I can think of.
“This is fucking bullshit!” I rage.

“Prepare for teleportation,” announces the
system responder.

Blue light fills the room, temporarily
blinding me. I roar in indignation as the glow envelops my form,
swallowing me whole. In a microsecond it’s over. Intergalactic
travel has come a long way since the days of my ancestors.
Catapulting through time and space, witnessing the turn of planets
and galaxies colliding, is a thing of the distant past. Now,
everything is literally instantaneous—here one second, there the
next.

 It doesn’t take
long for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. It’s night, and I’m in
the middle of fucking nowhere. An arid wasteland stretches out in
all directions around me. “Fucking excellent. Teleported into the
middle of a bloody desert! Are you serious?” I ask for the second
time. “Fuckers.” I kick at the gritty red sand in frustration. The
landscape is desolate, and the stars above are foreign to me.
What the fuck do I do? These basic-ass bitches don’t have
the tech I need to escape this damn rock, so I’m stuck, just like
the Intergalactic Judiciary said I would be. This is where I
rot. I am condemned.

 As far as I can see, I have two choices,
albeit both are fucking shit. I either lay down right here and die
and give the humans something to prod at and study someday. Or I
endure out of sheer bloody spite as a cosmic fuck you! to
the Judiciary. It’s not a hard decision. I’ll be fucked if I’m
going to end up some experimental exhibit for monkeys, and I’m sure
as hell not going to let one failed assignment be the death of
me.

If only it hadn’t been for that damn
kid! I sigh. I might be one of the most lethal assassins
around, but even as a killer-for-hire I have my own code. No kids.
Ever. But there’s no point dwelling on the what ifs and what could
have been. Earth is where I’m at, and there’s nothing to be done
but survive this fucking thing. Setting my sights on the hills in
the far-off distance, I start to walk.

****

The scent of the sea reaches me long before
it’s within sight. The stars fly overhead, and the sun begins to
rise at my back, meaning I’m headed west, and am likely in the
Southern Hemisphere. One of my earliest memories learning about
this butt plug, back-end planet is that the singular sun that
orbits this rock rises in the east and sets in the west.

“All right. Let’s see what this shithole is
like firsthand.” By sunrise proper the red dirt gives way to salt
scrub and white sandy dunes, and then, the vast, glittering expanse
of blue shocks me to my core. It’s beautiful. The coastline
is endless, and the sky is the purest shade of cerulean I’ve ever
seen. Gulls squawk, riding the wind, as the white-capped surf
crests and crashes some distance from the beach—no doubt breaking
over a continental shelf or reef. Beyond that, the waves are
gentler, dying upon the pristine shore with a foamy sigh.

It might be backward, but it’s
pretty, I muse. Some ways out, I spy a lone figure. It carves
up the rolling waves on a board of some sort, cruising effortlessly
through the tunnels of water to erupt triumphantly out the other
side, the salt spray crashing behind them. Consciously focusing my
natural second layer of lenses, I make out the figure in perfect
definition. Bronzed skin, long tangled blond hair, blue eyes, and a
surprisingly pleasing muscular form … a human.

I swallow the curious lump in my throat and
take an involuntary step forward. The examples of humanity I saw
briefly during my years of interstellar study were not so
attractive. They appeared pale, soft, and wore bland expressions.
This human’s eyes glitter in the morning light with a fire that
speaks of passion, and his body is anything but soft. His
sun-kissed skin gleams, sparkling with water droplets.

I wonder if there are others like this one.
The human suddenly glances up. I’m uncertain of just how clear
their vision is, but it’s plainly obvious he catches sight of me.
His mouth falls open and in the next second he’s wiped out.
Tumbling from his board, he’s swallowed by the hungry surf.
Fuck.


Chapter Two

Damien

 


The world is a riotous disaster of endless
blue and rushing bubbles. Breathless, I’m tossed like a rag doll
through the tumultuous surf—ass over end, again and again—until my
lungs burn. I’ve been dunked a thousand times or more, but this
takes the cake. It’s a bad spill on a big break. And then my
oxygen-starved lungs aren’t my biggest problem anymore.
Shit.

Sharp and vibrant pain tears up my leg, and
all around me red blossoms in the water like spilled ink.
Fuck. With all my might I kick, desperately swimming for the
sporadic glimmers of sunlight that enter my dizzying world view.
For just a heartbeat I manage to breach the surface and suck down
half a lungful of air, before I’m yanked violently from below.

A howl escapes me beneath the waves as I
confront every surfer’s secret fear—a Great White Shark. The
monster of the ocean, and a frequent visitor along the West
Australian coast. Black eyes that appear utterly vacant and
soulless regard me, while teeth big as my damn fingers bury
themselves deep into my thigh a second time.

She’s a big one. A bloody big one. It’s hard
to tell in the darkness of the water and the shifting haze of my
own blood, but she must be at least fourteen feet long. Trust my
fucking luck. And then the bitch thrashes me, tossing me like
I’m a fucking seal. I feel myself flying just above the surface of
the sea, before another wave catches me, driving me under and back
into the biggest washing machine on Earth.

Red fills my vision and I catch sight of a
large shadow in the water. Mrs. White coming back to finish the
kill. Third time’s a charm, as they say. Shit. If only I hadn’t
been distracted by… that tall blue idiot on the beach. What kind of
fucking freak paints themselves head to toe in shimmering
blue?

The wide maw of my doom comes at me,
returning me to the present, and I mentally prepare myself. I’m not
going down without a fight. Light-headed as I am from blood loss,
I’m not just going to close my eyes and hope for a swift end. I’m
going to try and grab its jaws, punch it in the snout, or gouge out
an eye if I can. If I’m going down, this bitch is going to
remember me—or at least choke on my fucking bones!

Every nerve in me thrums like an overstrung
guitar string, and my world narrows down to the rows and rows of
razor-sharp teeth coming straight at me. I brace myself, dredging
up more courage than I’ve ever summoned in my life.

The shark sails suddenly sideways through
the water as if hit by a fucking road-train. With eyes as wide as
saucers I watch as an iridescent blue figure torpedoes through
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