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Name: T’azure

Rank: Boss

Age: 28

Army: Outsystem Alliance, Minterean Faction

Location: Klasso Moon, KPH medical salve assault

––––––––
[image: ]


The star cruiser shook violently as the Night Shadow passed through the atmosphere of Klasso, the eleventh moon of Gemma. T’azure—T’az to his men—gripped the pilot’s chair as he watched the black of space transition to the dark of midnight. T’az picked at the charcoal-colored foam of Esota’s chair while he waited. It was a nervous tic, but one he endured as he prepared himself for a historic battle. 

The Night Shadow was the jewel of space. The Octeevens spared no expense in its design. Behind the cockpit sat two rows of seats along the walls facing an open bay. The rest of Shadow Squad waited in these chairs. Beyond them were sliding doors leading to more comfortable areas of the star cruiser. Officer quarters, berths, bathrooms, crew lounge, a galley, an emergency aid station, even a shuttle resided beyond those doors.

Esota grunted. “Do you mind? I’m trying to keep things presentable. I’m sick of replacing my chair after every mission.”

“Focus on flyin’.” Despite his gruff reply, T’az removed his hands from the back of the chair. “You Octeevens keep everythin’ too pretty anyways.”

Esota grunted again and returned his attention to the vast controls of the Night Shadow.

T’az had to admit the Octeevens had quality equipment. Dials and buttons that T’az had no chance of fully understanding illuminated the dark cockpit of the Avalon-138 star cruiser. More impressive were how many fiber optic cables extended from the console into exposed ports inside Esota’s arms. His eyes were also artificial. T’az could only imagine the heads-up display the pilot had. Perhaps it even surpassed the gear the Bones used?

The Bones. Today’s enemy—the reason the Octeevens and T’az’ own Minterean factions had joined forces. The early part of his career had him fighting with the Octeeven cyborgs. Now he considered many as allies among his Shadow Squad.

T’az afforded himself one last look at Esota’s setup. He patted his own chest and felt his equipment was somewhat lacking in technological breakthroughs for this battle. T’az had utility pockets and harnesses covering every inch of his body. Most were old but efficient. His Alpha Kyat assault rifle was a staple among Minterean soldiers. T’az’ had significant modifications for optics and night fighting, but the base mechanical configuration had been the same for decades. T’az also wore night vision goggles with four tubes, allowing him to see through his peripheral vision. A bit of water and tons of 12mm rounds of ammunition mostly completed his loadout. A few upgrades weren’t from Minter Prime. They included his WX laser knife, jet pulse pack, magnetic climbing gear, and a seven-inch comms tablet strapped to his left wrist with a wireless headset beneath his helmet, gifts from the Octeevens. It made directing split ops a lot simpler. It also added to the weight he already carried.

T’az wasn’t a small man by any stretch of the word. He was in prime physical condition. He wouldn’t want better muscles if he could buy them. His scars may have made him look older than his twenty-eight years, but he wouldn’t trade those badges of his struggles for anything. He often used them to complement his tattoos.

Esota adjusted a small green dial. “Prepare for landing. Thirty seconds.”

“You heard the . . . man.” T’az had to stop himself from calling Esota a halfbot. The Octeevens weren’t his enemy any longer, but old habits died slow, hard deaths. “Get your shit and let’s let the Bones know what happens when you don’t act neighborly!”

The rest of Shadow Squad cheered and stood. They checked one last time to ensure they had everything for the mission. They were elite soldiers. T’az swallowed, knowing some wouldn’t need their seats for the return trip.

Esota opened the doors to the Night Shadow. A cold wind whipped around T’az with the faint odor of sand. Esota pushed forward on his yoke; the star cruiser dipped toward the surface. T’az and the others grabbed the cable loop above their heads for stability. The ship fell below radar and dropped cloaking. T’az instinctively held his breath as he waited for anti-aircraft fire. It didn’t come. It rarely did on Shadow Squad missions, but T’az never wanted to take it for granted. As the Night Shadow reverted to a spectrum of light visible to the naked eye, T’az watched the rocky ground of the desert moon’s surface rapidly approach.

Esota hovered the star cruiser a few miles away from T’az’ objective, the KPH medical salve manufacturing plant. Shadow Squad looked at T’az, clearly waiting for his order. T’az nodded. Four Octeeven Special Ops soldiers were first to jump out. Each wore a black and charcoal gray tactical armor that covered their chests and had a matching helmet. Some wore visors with an intimidating red beam approximately where their eyes were. Their laser carbines were secured to their chests as each tapped a few commands into their comms tablets before they vanished from the ship. T’az wondered if all their cybernetic limbs would get them to the ground faster?

Following the Octeevens were the soldiers T’az truly admired. They were his Minterean Disciples of Death. These eleven DoD had been his family for years. Shagar and Karthag had been with him the longest, and T’az truly relied on them to get him through yet one more mission. 

The DoD exited the Night Shadow in solid black armor. They carried an assortment of high-powered assault rifles. Each formed a fist and double-tapped the unit patch on his left shoulder before jumping into the cold night sky. The patch was newly created with the inception of the Outsystem Alliance; the label the Mintereans and Octeevens now referred to themselves. The insignia depicted a black gloved fist ripping an apple out of the chest of a skeleton. 

T’az turned to Esota. “Stay in stealth and wait for the signal.”

Esota nodded without looking over his shoulder at T’az. “Try to leave a few for me, would you?”

T’az smirked while slapping Esota twice on his right shoulder. “This war won’t be over quickly. You’ll get plenty of chances to break some Bones.”

T’az gulped a deep breath, turned, and jumped out of the Night Shadow. The door remotely closed behind him as the ship practically disappeared with cloaking once again engaged. T’az quickly landed with steady pulses from his pack to slow the short descent. T’az watched from a kneeling position, focused on the faint shimmer, and watched his air support fly away and establish a circuit. 

The other fifteen members of Shadow Squad remained crouched as they waited for T’az to signal for them to disperse on their various missions. 

He turned on his NODs and gave the thumbs up. “All good?”

One of the Octeevens returned the gesture. “Our Night Observation Devices are functional.”

T’az rolled his eyes. Some cyborgs were stuffier than others. Acronyms were lost on them. “Good. Follow me. Keep your spacing. The Bones don’t know we’re here. Let’s keep it that way until the last moment. We need the KPH salve. It’s the difference between life and death.”

T’az cocked his head. Shadow Squad followed him. They could travel the three miles to the KPH medical salve plant in under twenty minutes and still be good to fight. Equipment be damned! They had a pace to maintain.

Nineteen minutes later, T’az controlled his breathing as he surveyed the facility. The plant consisted of three large buildings, a scattering of smaller offices, and six security towers at the points of the star perimeter they formed. Stretching between each tower, capped with Gemmay automatic laser turrets and grenade launchers, were fourteen feet tall gates of pure energy. They flickered violet and hummed. It joined the chorus of the desert insects on this arid moon. 

T’az swatted an inch-long beetle that landed on his right arm. He felt the crunch of its exoskeleton beneath his palm. He nonchalantly brushed the remains away as he focused on any human defenses he could see beyond the pair of guards he knew inhabited each tower.

As expected, a pair of Gemmay soldiers leaned against the railing on the nearest tower. Each wore Gemmay G9 tactical armor. Unlike the protection the Octeevens and Mintereans wore, the Gemmay soldiers had armor that covered every inch of their bodies, thick with a black and white pattern. It slightly resembled the skeleton of a fat ass claiming he was only “big boned,” hence the slur Bones for all Gemmay soldiers.

That armor would be a problem. It could easily protect against the 12mm rounds his Alpha Kyat fired. The Octeevens claimed to have lasers that could penetrate, but they were slow weapons and technically not lasers. They were nothing like the devastating pulses from the Gemmay weapons.

T’az cocked his head toward the nearest tower. Those assigned to his element followed. The other Shadow Squad members splintered off to their objectives.

T’az and his team pressed against the wall of the tower. He briefly considered letting one of the Octeevens hack into the door’s control panel and taking the easy way up, but where was the fun in that? He needed these Octeevens to know the Mintereans—specifically the Disciples of Death—were a significant force and could pull their own weight. 

An Octeeven began pulling a cable from inside a cybernetic hand, but T’az stopped the action by placing his hand on her shoulder. He cocked his head toward the opening at the top of the tower and smiled.

The Octeeven woman rolled her eyes. It was comical because the left eye was human, but the right eye artificial. T’az saw tiny servos whirl the moment her eyes were at their zenith. There was something insanely hot about the gesture. Then again, the human parts made him daydream too. She was a beautiful woman, once you looked past the robotic eye, ear, and arm of her right side. She had firm muscles covered in tattoos. She was confident enough in her looks to shave the human half of her head perfectly bald. T’az loved the bold.

The Octeeven, Astrid, shrugged and activated her magnetic gloves and boots. It would be a hard climb. It was a reckless waste of stamina, but it would yield long-game results. T’az activated his climbing gear too; he really loved the Octeeven tech he received for this mission.

“The rest of you wait here,” T’az ordered his team.

They grunted their reluctant acknowledgement. It was obvious each wanted to prove his worth on the climb.

As T’az scaled the wall on a side facing away from the other towers, he began to hear a conversation between two Gemmay soldiers. Their voices had a robotic sound as they processed through their helmets.

“Did you even pay attention to the plot?” the Bone asked. “It’s pretty obvious who the hero of the story is!”

The other Bone sighed. It came out as a hiss. “I don’t think Bystanders is that simple of a series to understand. It’s not that black and white. After reading it a second time, I don’t know if you can even call anyone a hero.”

As the conversation continued with increased volume, T’az and Astrid reached the top of the tower and paused. T’az held up one, then two fingers before hoisting himself slowly over the side. The stupid Bones weren’t looking at anything except each other as they tried to make their points on something considerably less important than security.

T’az acted with the speed and professionalism that made him a favorite among the DoD. He stabbed his Octeeven WX laser knife into the throat of the Bone before him. Technically, he stabbed into the man’s spine, but he used enough violence to ensure the yellow tip of the energy blade pierced out of the man’s throat on the other side. There was a little resistance from the armor, but it was still a much weaker spot than most on the heavily protected enemy soldier. 

“Gregan!” the other Bone screamed. His own nametape labelled him as “Dandis.”

Dandis reacted quickly as Gregan gurgled on his blood. The surviving Bone raised his G12 carbine toward the threat T’az posed. Unfortunately for Dandis, he clearly hadn’t realized the more pressing threat of Astrid beside him. She used an inverted grip as she jammed her own laser knife into Dandis’ left eye. The Bone never had a chance to even squeeze his trigger. 

T’az grimaced as Astrid freed her energy blade. “Damn. Through the eye?”

Astrid deactivated her blade and returned it to its sheath. “Read the mission pre-brief more thoroughly. My scan determined the eyes are the optimal strike zone for easy armor penetration, yielding a quick and efficient kill.”

T’az turned a smirk into a playful chuckle. “Decisive. Deadly. Beautiful. Think I might be in love.”

Astrid rolled her eyes again. T’az bit his lip as the robotic one whirled. This woman didn’t even know.

“Love?” Astrid arched her only eyebrow. “I was under the impression you Mintereans took on multiple partners throughout your lives. What do you know about love?”

T’az carefully removed Gregan’s right glove and bracer. “We ain’t all so promiscuous, you know. That’s more of a Bones thing—”

“You mean your ancestors?”

T’az smirked again and shook his right index finger at Astrid while he gathered his thoughts. “I’m just sayin’ that some of us know how to appreciate the finer things in life.”

Astrid stared at T’az. A smile tugged at her fully human mouth. She liked him. He could tell.

Astrid crossed her arms in front of the LMK-9 hanging off her chest. “Like killing and stealing?” She glanced down at T’az while he manipulated Gregan’s hand.

T’az used his WX laser knife to cut off the right hand in question. Without armor, the knife sliced through without resistance and left the faint aroma of seared flesh. “Like findin’ someone special.”

T’az and Astrid locked eyes. The subtle hints from a month of training before this mission were beginning to pay off; women never resisted T’az’ alluring eyes. Caught in his gaze, Astrid blushed and looked away. She really was equal parts beautiful and competent. The best kind of woman.

T’az smiled as he pulled on a gemmed necklace surrounding Gregan’s neck. The gold between stones easily broke with a quick yank. T’az balled his prize in his fist and stashed the loot into one of his many pockets.

“Not that there’s anythin’ wrong with killin’ and stealin’.” T’az winked at Astrid, then activated his comms tablet. “Shadow Squad, Beta tower is clear.”

Astrid flexed her right wrist. Her hand folded back on itself until her metal fingernails rested on her fore­arm. Two sleek cables snaked out and interfaced with the access console powering the tower security. Her left eye rolled into the back of her head while the right one manically darted its focus into multiple directions. It was an eerie thing to watch. T’az hadn’t become used to it yet. It was something he had more experience witness­ing on the dead of his enemies before their bot parts began to power down.

Astrid lowered the energy shield for the perimeter and disabled the internal security alarm. T’az knew any­one with eyes would now be on alert, but those sleeping wouldn’t wake with the same urgency since the bleat of a klaxon wouldn’t exist.

A smile slowly spread across his face as the loud pounding steps of the rest of his team poured into the tower. First to enter was Shagar; an exceptionally large DoD soldier. He nearly stood at seven feet tall with long black hair that stretched beneath his shoulders. More impressive was the fact he looked to be four-feet wide as well. His strength made him an obvious choice to haul the massive Ravager Tres RPG. It would provide considerable cover with rocket-propelled grenades in three-round clusters. Shagar pulled a collapsible tripod from his backpack and set it up, facing an opposite tower.

Shagar spat onto the floor. “Fuckin’ took you long enough. Told you the woman’d be too slow.”

Astrid stepped closer to Shagar and scowled at him. Although T’az found it easy to keep an open mind about working with Octeevens—it helped when they were as beautiful as Astrid—not all of his fellow Mintereans were willing to forgive and forget their traditional enemy of the last century.

Astrid mocked Shagar with a pout. “Poor baby, did I make you wait? Do you need a new diaper? Perhaps that little gun is too heavy for you.”

Shagar squared off with Astrid. T’az couldn’t help but snicker. Shagar towered at least eighteen inches over her. In fact, the only reason T’az knew Astrid was there was because of her sweet voice. Shagar had fully eclipsed her. It spoke of their collective lack of respect for the Bones that petty squabbles so easily distracted them.

Shagar huffed. “Wouldn’t need this ol’ girl—” He hefted his Ravager Tres. “—to crush your tiny head like a kushmelon.”

Mikah, a younger DoD soldier, tapped Astrid on the shoulder but flinched when she snapped her head at him. He took a step back and noticeably adjusted the grip on his Alpha Kyat assault rifle with a 12-gauge shotgun mounted beneath the barrel. 

Mikah relaxed his grip and held up his hands in surrender to Astrid. He turned his attention to Shagar. “I’ve got twenty says she guts you in under a minute.”

Shagar hocked a loogie, then swished before spitting the phlegm in Mikah’s direction. “Fuck off.”

“Cut the shit. This ain’t the mission for it.” T’az scanned the surrounding towers. 

A few Bones grouped together while darting their focus among the surrounding buildings. They jerked the way frightened children did when a wolf howled in the distance and displayed their shameful excuse for alert for anything unusual. There wouldn’t be any other book discussions making it easy to break some Bones.

T’az’ comms tablet fed a report as two more DoD assembled inside the tower with him.

“Foxtrot tower clear,” T’ravois said over the link.

T’az half flinched. His brother was an amazing fighter, but everything he had in tactical competence was at the cost of juvenile behavior. It actually surprised him Foxtrot tower was cleared without an explosion.

“Might wanna check,” Shagar mumbled.

T’az nodded. He brought up the link to T’rav on his comms tablet. A few pressed buttons allowed T’az to bring up T’rav’s point-of-view integrated into the chest camera each DoD wore.

T’az squinted as he tried to make out the details of Foxtrot tower on the seven-inch display screen strapped to his forearm. The first distinct image T’az could discern was a hand awkwardly bent back toward T’rav’s chest. T’az heard T’rav giggle as he transmitted a single-finger salute. After a few seconds, the hand moved from the screen, and T’az could make out more of the room.

One Gemmay soldier lay dead on the floor. T’rav stood over the fresh kill. Standing nearby was Xanthor, an Octeeven man with a robotic right eye, shoulder, and arm. His preferred side of cybernetics may have been similar to Astrid’s, but it was clear their modifications had distinctly different purposes. Xanthor’s cybernetic arm ended in a metal hand firmly wrapped around the throat of a helmetless Gemmay soldier. Xanthor’s strength kept the Bone suspended inches off the floor. The man’s legs dangled beneath him. It seemed highly likely the man was dead, at least paralyzed.

T’rav’s voice sounded closer than anything else in the room as it came off T’az’ comms tablet. “You can probably drop him now. He looks pretty dead.”

“He still has a slight pulse.” Xanthor waited a beat. “Now he is dead.”

Xanthor dropped the dead Bone onto the floor. As T’rav turned, T’az saw two more DoD fill his screen. Behind them was Karthag, the only man in the Minterean Army larger than Shagar. He was easily over seven feet tall and four hundred pounds of solid muscle. He effortlessly carried a gigantic minigun, additionally secured at his waist. Several feet of high caliber bullets entombed his body and fed into the devastating weapon.

Karthag glanced at the second dead Bone and addressed T’rav. “Not bad, kid. I think you might be more lethal than your brother.”

T’az looked away from his comms tablet and scoffed. He scanned his tower to see if any others seemed to agree with the absurd claim. They wisely appeared to pretend not to have heard. T’az refocused on his brother’s tower.

“Huh?” T’rav sounded confused. He offhandedly gestured at the body, then Xanthor. “Naw the mangled one is the halfbot’s work.”

T’az gulped. Leave it to T’rav to ignore his quite clear instructions to refer to them as cyborgs instead of halfbots. A scan of the room proved his fellow squad mates inside Beta tower heard this exchange.

Xanthor turned to face T’rav on the tablet. T’az couldn’t see Xanthor’s face but assumed the Octeeven wasn’t pleased and had T’rav locked in a staring match.

T’az briefly saw T’rav put his hands up to calm Xanthor down. “Are we not cool enough for that yet? My bad. Xanthor, right?”

Xanthor stepped closer to the camera secured to T’rav’s chest. “The next time you say that word, I will end you.”

Karthag proved his low IQ when he added fuel to the tense situation. “What word? Halfbot?”

T’az wished he could use his mind to strangle every moron in that tower just long enough to shut them up.

Xanthor now turned his body toward Karthag. The large Minterean simply held up his hands in a willingness to accept any challenge. 

Thankfully, T’rav finally showed some command presence and stood between the burly allies. “Okay. Okay. Let’s all be cool. T’az will kill me if we fuck this up.”

T’az cleared his throat and spoke on the general frequency. “You’ve fuckin’ got that right.”

T’az watched T’rav’s body stiffen. At least, the jolt in the camera implied he stiffened.

“Fuck. Hey, big brother, I forgot about this half—this cyborg tech we got from our new best buddies.”

“Sure you did,” T’az responded. “You just have a nervous tic that makes you flip your chest off every five seconds.”

T’az heard multiple voices laugh. The tense situation seemed defused. Just in time. 

The Octeeven sniper in Alpha tower, Anaxus, gave his report. “Alpha tower clear.”

T’az checked his watch. Right on time. “Phase one achieved. Heavy weapons and support, bunker down. Recovery team, on to the meetup point.”

T’rav cleared his throat. “You’re gonna need me in there. An extra gun’ll go a long way.”

T’az shook his head, despite only the few in his room able to see his face. “You know your task. Follow the plan. No fuckin’ improvisin’.”

T’az slapped Shagar on the shoulder as the big guy aimed down his sights at the other towers. Patrols of Bones began assembling with the apparent intent to methodically check each tower in person. There wasn’t much time left.

T’az, Astrid, and five DoD thundered down the tower’s stairs and assembled outside. T’az confirmed the best cover to move from the tower to the rear entrance of the main building for the KPH salve. A Gemmay soldier stood near the entrance. Despite what T’az assumed should have been tightened security measures based on his squad’s earlier actions, this man seemed unconcerned with anything but the video chat he was engaged in. Astrid may have disabled internal comms, but anything leaving the moon was still active. Turning off those comms would have been the same as ringing the dinner bell for the Gemmay Quick Force to respond in mass.

The Gemmay soldier giggled with the woman breastfeeding her baby on the other end. “Since you’ve already got the twins out, how about a quick flash?”

The woman laughed with him. She looked about to respond, but her grin contorted into pure terror. Her eyes spread wide as she brought a hand to her now trembling lip. T’az approached the distracted father with garrote wire in clear view of the camera sending images to the mother. She screamed from who knows how many thousands of miles away as her beau struggled futilely for a few extra seconds of life. 

The wire dug into the man’s neck and kept moving inward. T’az half expected to remove his head before the Bone finished kicking. Red blood bubbles popped around the wire as T’az allowed the body to crumple to the ground.

Astrid used the butt of her carbine and smashed the video screen with the despondent woman. “That was foolish. You shouldn’t have let her see that. She can alert them now.”

“As if we haven’t already?” T’az cocked his head slightly to the side. “Besides, she’s not a threat. She’s traumatized. These people know nothin’ of sufferin’ or hardship. It’s their weakness. It’ll take her twenty minutes to get right with what she saw. If it takes us that long, we deserve to fight Quick Force.”

Astrid jiggled her weapon to remove it from inside the broken video screen. “If you’re wrong, we’re all dead.”

Astrid released her LMK-9 and let the carbine hang from her three-point sling. She pulled a microchip from her cybernetic arm and plugged it into the command console by the back entrance. Her cybernetic eye lit up and began another circuit of sporadic focus. T’az wasn’t sure how much information she was absorbing, but it looked painful every time she did.

Astrid disengaged from the interface. “Found it. They have a shipment ready for transport in the loading dock. We can access each building via underground tunnels.”

“Rooguins?” T’az asked.

Astrid nodded as her right hand flexed back into a position that didn’t suggest compound fractures. “A few in the manufacturing facility, but most are in the research wing here in building three.”

T’az glanced across the expansive central area for any Gemmay patrols moving toward them. There weren’t any yet. “Their defenses?”

Astrid unnecessarily checked her modified LMK-9 carbine for the tenth time to confirm both chambers had a mag cube loaded. “Two soldiers on each floor. Plus, ten bots mounted in the walls on sentry mode. They’ll activate on the first sign of hostility.”

T’az rubbed the back of his neck as he let out a long sigh. “Shit. Fuckin’ hate those things. Any way to keep ’em from activatin’?”

Astrid shook her head. “Not this many. Best I can do is reboot them. That should buy us around seven minutes.”

T’az swallowed the pool of spit that had built up. “Then we better move fast. Loop the cameras and send us the buildin’ schematics.”

Astrid plugged back into the console. “Uploading them now.”

T’az blindly searched the cargo pocket on his left leg. “We’ll meet in the loadin’ dock once we’ve obtained all three objectives.” 

He found his target, the severed hand from the dead Bone, and approached the console opposite the one Astrid had. He paused a beat.

Astrid glanced at him. “Now.”

T’az placed the hand onto the console. The back entrance door slid open.

“Rebooting bots,” Astrid stated.

T’az smiled. “Let’s fly.”

The seven members of Shadow Squad hurried inside, got their bearings, and ran down the long hallway to a T-intersection with a pair of elevators. T’az glanced at the DoD next to him, Tesk, and locked eyes. Each held out an open palm and pounded their opposite fist into it three times. On the fourth slam, T’az kept his hand in a fist while the other soldier formed a horizontal V. T’az smiled and smacked his rock onto the scissors. Tesk altered his scissors until he was flipping T’az off. 

T’az pointed down the hallway. “Stairs are that way.”

T’az used the severed hand to open the elevator, then tossed it over to Tesk. He and three others hustled toward the stairs. T’az, Astrid, and the last soldier, Oordil, boarded the elevator. 

Astrid leaned against the wall. “What was that hand gesture game you two did back there?”

T’az scrunched his face. “Rock, paper, scissors? You gotta have somethin’ like it on Octeeve, right?”

Astrid covered her mouth to apparently hide a smirk. “No. Nothing like it.”

T’az leaned into the wall across from her. “So how would y’all have chosen who got the elevator?”

Astrid flexed her robotic arm. “Through strength. The strongest would always choose first.”

T’az stepped closer to Astrid. “Does selectin’ a mate work the same way?”

The elevator dinged, indicating they were on the sixth floor.

Astrid smiled. “This is my stop.”

The elevator door slid open. T’az and Astrid kept their eyes locked as she exited. She dropped to one knee and raised her modified LMK-9 carbine, then fired two consecutive yellow bolts as the door closed.

T’az stared at the door as the elevator began ascending again.

“I’m still here, you know?” Oordil said to T’az.

T’az’ smile faded. He turned the slightly embarrass­ing moment into the perfect time to check the status of his other elements.

As expected, T’rav complained in Foxtrot tower. “They takin’ too long. I ain’t gonna just wait around like this.”

T’rav began to move on T’az’ screen. The elevator came to a halt. T’az silently cursed himself. He couldn’t scream at his idiot brother without possibly risking alerting some Bones to a fight.

T’az switched to Xanthor’s POV. He watched T’rav grab a pack he knew was full of explosives.

Xanthor’s voice filled the buds in T’az’ ears. “Where are you going?”

T’rav cocked his head and winked. “To add a wrinkle to the plan.”

T’az ended his snooping. He shook his head and glanced at Oordil. He continued his non-verbal disgust while staring at the floor. T’rav was being T’rav again, and everyone knew it. That son of a bitch! Was he sure the boy wasn’t adopted?

T’az pressed several buttons on the elevator console and brought the lift to a prompt halt. He shut off the lights, but calming music continued to play. Oordil readied his Alpha Kyat assault rifle as T’az pried the door open. They climbed into the seventh floor.

T’az used a small mirror to peer around the corner. He looked low, then high. T’az assumed they were clear and gestured for his partner to follow him into the hallway. The gods pissed on him. Rounding the corner at the far end were a pair of Bones with their G12 carbines at the low ready position. T’az and his accomplice unloaded dozens of 12mm rounds from their Alpha Kyats on the unsuspecting pair.

T’az’ aim was true, but it hardly mattered. Despite several direct hits in the Bone’s torso, they didn’t kill the man. He held his chest and writhed on the floor.

The second soldier ducked around the corner. Apparently, this particular DoD with T’az needed more time at the range. 

The second Bone blindly fired around the corner at T’az and Oordil. Gemmay shots were always a guess. Their G12s fired real lasers, not the colorful imitation the Octeevens called lava lasers or bolts. This meant T’az couldn’t see them. Holes just magically appeared in the floor and walls around them as the invisible pulses perforated the environment. Thankfully, the Bone cowered, like they always did, and missed everything. 

The second Bone ceased firing long enough to call to her friend, still rolling from side to side in the middle of the hallway. “You’re full circle, so get the fuck up.”

The woman’s shrill voice must have sparked some reserves in the wounded Bone. “I haven’t been shot in years. It fucking hurts!”

The second Bone surprised T’az when she leapt from cover, grabbed her friend’s arm, and dragged him to the safety of the other side of the intersection. She took a round to her ankle for her efforts. It sent her into a spin. It did nothing else but knock her down. Fucking Gemmay tech!

T’az gestured with his head for Oordil to take cover back inside the stalled elevator while the Bones tried to find some courage.

“You sound like a greenhorn. Control chaos!” the woman yelled at the man.

The man grunted and must have stood. T’az held a finger to his lips as the two Bones foolishly entered the hallway and fired a dozen pulses at no targets.

The man struggled to control his breathing. T’az wasn’t sure if it was from fear or taking a dozen shots to the chest.

“Why haven’t the EmBees activated yet?” the male Bone asked his friend.

“What the fuck?” The woman kicked the EmBee activation station. “They’re still fucking rebooting? Who the fuck called for a test tonight?”

T’az almost felt bad for them. So easily frustrated. So easily forgetful of the real danger. They banged on the five pods holding the Gemmay EmBees. 

The mini-bots resembled metallic starfish that stood two feet tall with a pair of arms that ended in deadly pincers capable of cutting through inches of cold rolled steel. On the shoulders of each EmBee were laser cannons with two-inch barrels. They’d be exceptionally lethal if not for the fact Astrid had powered them down.

The female Bone wasn’t finished complaining. “Sneaky fucking apple beggars. Call HQ. Tell them—”

Oordil rolled out from hiding, firing multiple shots. The male Bone was hit again and screamed as he fell. The female soldier hid behind the exposed EmBee station. T’az’ partner threw a crimson orb grenade at the Bones. It bounced a few times before exploding.

Flames launched in all directions and engulfed both Gemmay soldiers. Oordil charged toward the fire. T’az knew he had to close the distance quickly. The flames extinguished. T’az saw both Bones on their feet again, completely unscathed.

“Fuck.” T’az spun to the side of the corridor and pressed his body before the Bones returned fire with their invisible death.

The female Bone pulled the trigger on her G12 carbine. Several quick pulses burned three perfect holes through the torso of the man with T’az who was too slow to escape his fate. Oordil dropped to the floor a corpse.

The building’s fire suppression system activated, quelling the lingering flames with quick efficiency. The Bones allowed their automations to distract them. It was all the opening T’az needed. Red orbs weren’t very effective against Bones. T’az unclipped the sole gold orb he had. The Octeevens swore it’d be good against a few Bones in G9 tactical armor. T’az stared at the gods allegedly living above him and gave a half nod before sliding the gold orb across the floor at the Bones.

The female soldier noticed, too late. “Look out!”

She pushed the man and absorbed most of the concussive blast herself. She slammed into the wall farthest from T’az. The man was several feet down the hall and slid to a sluggish stop.

The man was slow to stir. Twelve millimeter may not be very effective against their armor, but it still packed a punch. This man moved like someone who’d already given up. He simply needed permission to die. T’az would oblige.

T’az charged the Bone as he slowly reached for his weapon more than an arm’s length away. His fingers snared the carbine. T’az opened fire with his full magazine. His target wasn’t the man but his weapon. The G12 carbine took several direct hits. Bones had hard skeletons to crack but their weapons and bots, not so much. The man panicked and tossed his useless weapon at the charging T’az. This bought him enough time to stand.

T’az plowed into the man. Their hands grabbed at each other while fighting for dominance in their brawl. T’az smiled. This was true combat. Guns, bombs, and knives were all great, but one-on-one was how nature intended disagreements to be settled. 

T’az rained punches and kicks across the Bone’s body. His armor absorbed most of the damage, but T’az’ clear advantage in skill and brutality made it evident this contest had only one conclusion. T’az’ savvy fighting style created an opening. He pulled the man’s helmet off, then beat him several times in the face with it. The rounded angles of the helmet opened a geyser of blood from the man’s nose and mouth. 

T’az feigned another blow with the helmet. The coward flinched. T’az tossed the helmet at his enemy. The foolish man caught it, just as T’az intended. With his opponent’s hands occupied, T’az wrapped his arms around the Bone’s neck. A few tugs led to a loud crack. T’az allowed the man to collapse. 

T’az retrieved his Alpha Kyat and reloaded it. He then grabbed the excess ammo from his fallen squad mate. T’az glanced longingly at the female Bone’s still functional G12 carbine. He sighed. The Bones had some voodoo on their tech that made it highly ill advised to swap gear on the battlefield. It was a death sentence for any rookie soldier. T’az wasn’t a rookie. He stepped over the superior weapon with resignation but acceptance.

T’az took two steps toward the office the Rooguin scientist, Dullah Corg, used. He was a prime target and T’az’ secondary objective. Nobody had rushed out of the office during the shooting. Either Dullah wasn’t there or he was cowering behind a swivel chair. T’az listened for sounds of combat. Silence implied everything was clear. He decided he had a minute for another quick check on the problem his mother gave him when she tried to have a second perfect child.

T’az swiped past the professional soldiers under his command until he found T’rav’s body camera.

T’rav was planting an explosive at the base of another tower. Footsteps became audible, so T’rav turned.

“Shit, T’rav, where’s your backup?” T’az muttered.

A single Bone stood before T’rav with a G12 aimed. “Step away from the tower, pirate. Hands above your head.”

The camera view raised a few feet, indicating T’rav stood. He took a few steps away from the tower.

The Bone scoffed. “What? You think you’d steal some blue gel for yourself and sell it on the black market? Your kind never learns, do they?”

“Anaxus, would you please give my brother a hand?” T’az asked his team’s sniper.

“Acknowledged,” the Octeeven sniper responded.

T’rav continued his conversation with the Bone. T’az thought he heard a laugh just below the surface.

“It’s time your kind did the learnin’.” T’az briefly saw one of T’rav’s arms move.

“Anaxus, now!” T’az screamed.

A yellow bolt burned through the Gemmay soldier’s head. Near simultaneously, explosions erupted around the compound.

T’az switched his screen to one with the DoD covering Anaxus’ back in Alpha tower. 

Anaxus filled the screen. The Octeeven sniper looked down the lens of his KPR-2 laser sniper rifle. 

“Thanks, Anaxus,” T’az said.

Anaxus pulled away from his scope, revealing two cybernetic eyes, a full cyborg right arm, and left arm from the elbow down. The sniper stoically nodded once. 

Elexia, a female Octeeven, waved a pair of peace signs. She was the most human cyborg T’az had ever met. She quickly ended her playfulness and used her LMK-9 to fire at any Bones playing in the perfect daylight her eyes showed her.

T’rav’s voice came over the comms link. “Hope you guys are almost done in there, cuz things ’bout to get a whole lot more excitin’!”

T’az opened the sliding door to Dullah Corg’s office. He sighed. The neat office, cramped as it was for the Rooguin species, didn’t have anyone inside.

T’az addressed his general frequency. “The Jackpot isn’t at Location Alpha. I’m moving to our primary target. Shadow Squad, on me!”

T’az received numerous affirmatives. He sighed again, then headed for the stairs. It wasn’t long before he stood in front of the main research lab doors. They were obviously sealed. The facility alarm began its shrill siren. Astrid was good, but there wasn’t a chance she’d keep the drumstick cyber team away for long. The soothing voice of the Gemmay artificial intelligence calmly announced an attack was in progress. It also stated EmBee countermeasures would be utilized in two and a half minutes. T’az wondered if telling his team how much time he got was arrogant or foolish. Either way, he had to haul ass!

Astrid and four others joined T’az. Without a word, she interfaced with the control panel. Moments later, the door to the research laboratory slid open.

T’az led his team through the door. The lab had an open bay style encompassing multiple desks integrated with bot AI. The air had the distinct smell of several chemicals mixing for the title of most nauseating. Huddled in the far left corner were several Rooguin scientists. 

Rooguins were a sapient avian species that stood approximately three feet tall. Their bodies were oval shaped with black feathers surrounding a white chest and stomach. Their heads had a short, orange beak and a green walnut comb. Their hands and feet were yellowish talons with three clawed toes facing forward and fourth pointing toward their rear. The cap of their ridiculous appearance was a flat, paddle-shaped tail that looked more fitting for a dam-building rodent than a bird. Then again, who was T’az to question the gods and their practical jokes?

The Rooguins looked spooked and suspicious as they clucked at one another in their annoying language.

T’az fired a few rounds into the ceiling to ensure he had his new captives’ full attention. “Y’all already know what’s good. To the dockin’ bay. Now! Resist and die where you stand!”

The Rooguins continued to cluck among themselves, though the tenor suggested they had the appropriate amount of fear. They slowly shuffled toward T’az with many glancing back at the suspicious corner he found them in.

T’az fired another round. “Naw! None of that shit! No cluckin’. Flip on your voice mods.”

A Rooguin standing next to the one who looked to be in charge clucked. It then stared at T’az and glared a challenge.

T’az kicked a nearby chair, ensuring the wheels now spun in the air. “Next bird that clucks dies along with the one next to him. Now, where’s Dullah Corg?”

The challenger clucked again. T’az closed the last few steps and smashed the butt of his rifle into the beak of the last talker. The bird collapsed. He hated doing it but didn’t have the time to woo them properly.

“Was I not clear?” T’az asked.

A yellow bolt burned through the head of the smartass Rooguin. A second bolt brought down the bird standing behind the talkative idiot. T’az glanced at Astrid as she reloaded a mag cube into each chamber of her LMK-9. He wished she’d waited, but T’az knew she calculated her decisions. She probably understood the constraints better than anyone else in Shadow Squad.

The lead scientist did what T’az considered the equivalent of a Rooguin gulp before activating his language translator. The other Rooguins mimicked their leader. Astrid winked her robotic eye at T’az. Despite the death in the air, he noticed how cute it was.

“I’ll ask again.” T’az took a few steps closer to the lead scientist. “Where’s Dullah Corg?”

T’az held his tablet with Dullah Corg’s features next to each bird. They all looked alike to him. He needed a cyborg’s opinion.

“He’s not here,” Astrid confirmed.

“Shit,” T’az mumbled. 

Before T’az could think of his next step, his comms chimed with a message from Shagar.

“Boss, you might wanna hurry up.”

T’az flipped his view to Shagar’s POV. The large Minterean blasted another three-round burst from his Ravager Tres. The grenades sailed through the night sky toward Charlie tower. The portable shield surrounding it absorbed the blow but didn’t have the time to restabilize before Shagar’s second volley sailed through. The tower collapsed. As the structure fell, T’az saw a Gemmay gunship fly past. 

The Bones craft launched BzBees similar to the EmBees counting down closer to activation, but these were aerial. Gunfire erupted from each of the DoD captured towers at the maneuverable bots with their rotating saw bodies. 

The enemy ship hovered between Delta and the remnants of Charlie tower. Twelve Gemmay soldiers rappelled out of the sides and split into two groups. The first moved toward Shagar in Beta tower. The rest pushed on to Alpha tower. Shagar emptied his weapon on the ship. The damage wasn’t massive but enough to force the Bone pilot to land. The pilot and gunner exited in G9 tactical armor with G12 carbines in hand.

T’az switched his view to Karthag in Foxtrot tower. The Bullet Spitter taught the Bones why it was his nickname. Karthag wielded his minigun with unnatural precision. Four of the weak armored BzBees were downed with his first spray. 

T’az loved the Bones’ practicality. Humans and Rooguins had nigh impervious armor, but the bots were expendable, their armor a joke. T’az understood the rational reason. Bots that could be destroyed were targeted first by Mintereans. It spared the Bones from the discomfort of having a 12mm round directly aimed at them. More Bones could shoot with impunity. Money bought the best conveniences.

T’az pulled his attention away from his tablet. “Let’s move!”

The DoD prodded the remaining seventeen Rooguins down the long hall. They stepped over the bodies of the dead Bones and DoD martyrs. They also passed a few EmBee stations holding several destroyed bots. Someone deserved a medal.

The Rooguins stopped as they reached the end of the hallway. T’az heard gunfire and laser pulses on the other side of the door leading to the docking bay.

T’az prodded the lead scientist in the back with his stock. “What’re you waitin’ for? Open it.”

The lead scientist rested his talons on his ample belly as he struggled to breathe. T’az had to remind himself how short their strides were compared to his.

“There’s clearly a battle going on inside. We have no armor. We aren’t equipped to go in there. We’ll surely die,” the lead scientist complained.

T’az cocked his head toward Astrid. “And whaddya think she’ll do to you if you don’t open that door?”

The lead scientist glanced between Astrid and T’az. “Your point is well made. But I will protect my people. This fight is between you and them. When you’ve settled it, you’ll find us somewhere safe.”

T’az shrugged. “Fair enough. But you better think twice about tryin’ to fly the coop.”

Astrid rolled her eyes as the lead scientist entered his override code to open the door.

The doors slid aside to reveal there had definitely been a destructive battle. The smell of ozone and gun­powder filled the air. Four dead Bones littered the floor. Two DoD resembled piles of chum that slowly cooked from the Gemmay lasers. Tesk, who lost rock, paper, scissors with T’az, nursed a laser wound to the leg as he fired at a dozen EmBees swarming him. He had some cover from the metal supply containers waiting to be unloaded, but the Bones had him pinned.

The Rooguins ran for cover as far from the fighting as they could get. T’az and Astrid charged forward and fired at the bots’ position. They took out five before having to dive behind cover as the bots used their laser cannons to aerate every piece of equipment and container between them.

The pinned down DoD hurled a black orb at the bots. This third type of grenade was high explosive. The black orb arced into a cluster of EmBees and exploded, destroying two of them and severely damaging a third. T’az used his Alpha Kyat to punch holes through a fourth EmBee while Astrid brought down two more with a pair of bolts from her LMK-9.

The door to the underground hallway opened, allowing three Gemmay soldiers to enter. T’az was thankful they kept coming in undermanned groups. His small team wouldn’t stand a chance if these people could properly organize a security force.

Unfortunately for Tesk, the Bones had a clean shot at his back when they entered. The soldier was blasted in the front by a bot just before throwing a black orb. The new Bones ventilated his back in a race to see who could tear the most pieces off his torso. His body was no longer recognizable as human.

The Gemmay soldiers and remaining bots continued firing on T’az, Astrid, and the surviving DoD. One Minterean took a laser pulse to the face. A perfectly burned hole was all that remained, including where his helmet protected the back of his head.

T’az ducked behind a container with Astrid on his heels. “I’ll draw their fire. Kill as many as you can!”

Astrid fired another pair of bolts. “That’s suicide!”

T’az shrugged as he prepared himself for his sacrificial run. The underground hallway door blasted off its wall. T’rav charged through the smoke, firing like a banshee. Before the Bones could, T’rav threw a crimson incendiary orb at a tanker used to fuel the facility’s transport ships.

The massive explosion shook the foundation and knocked everyone onto his ass. All three Bones died in the blast. Likewise, the remaining bots were torn asunder. Even one of the docked transport ships was rendered inoperable with its nose crushed into the metal floor.

T’az slapped his head, trying to end the ringing. He reached a wobbly hand to Astrid to help her stand after being knocked over by the blast. Thank the gods they’d been on the far side of the explosion.

T’rav rushed over to his brother. “Gods be damned! You see that shit? Looks like li’l brother just saved the fuckin’ day.”

T’az rested a hand on T’rav’s shoulder while he tried to keep himself from puking onto the floor. It seemed like he had another trip to the doctor about yet one more concussion in his near future.

T’az spit grit onto the floor. “Li’l brother just took out half the KPH payload and almost us with it.”

T’rav threw up his hands and smacked them on his thighs with clear contempt. T’az knew what he was thinking. T’rav believed he could never do right by his brother. Time for a compliment.

T’az playfully slapped T’rav on the cheek. “But who knows how much worse shit’ve gotten if you hadn’t shown up?”

T’rav turned a snort into a grin. “I wanted to say somethin’ cool first but couldn’t think of anythin’ in time.”

Astrid stepped between the brothers. “If you two are done, let’s leave here with what we came for.”

T’az noticed the Rooguins slowly inching toward an opening newly formed inside the docking bay. He fired his Alpha Kyat to remind them it wasn’t a good idea.

The lead scientist sighed. “I suppose you still desire we come with you?”

T’az ignored the idiotic question and keyed his general frequency. “Esota, packages retrieved. Ready for escort.”

“Roger,” the pilot responded. “Coming around. Any Bones left?”

Loud explosions preceded Shagar’s response. “Of course, there’re still fuckin’ Bones!”

“Not by me,” Karthag added. “Foxtrot tower is clear. All hostiles eradicated.”

“Fuck you, Bullet Spitter. Not many even came your way,” Shagar retorted.

“Cuz they rightfully fear me.”

Esota pulled the Night Shadow out of cloak mere yards from Delta tower. He fired the quad-laser cannons on the wings. Eight heavy bolts of energy tore through the towers. “No reason to make clean up cheap for them.”

A few more passes ensured any Bones not hiding behind the cover they could find wouldn’t be inclined to poke their heads up before Shadow Squad was gone. Esota brought the Night Shadow around and landed near T’az and company. Astrid placed a final laser bolt through the eye of a foolish Bone.

As the dust settled around the Night Shadow, half the squad boarded it. The remainder, including Astrid, boarded a Gemmay transport with enough KPH medical salve to heal thousands of Outsystem Alliance soldiers. 

The two ships took off and headed for space. T’az and T’rav elbowed each other as they fought over the sole seat at the ship’s rear turret.
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Several dozen Minterean and Octeeven two-man star fighters landed on the lush jungle planet of Karlyak II. The Night Shadow set down beside a sprawling fern that dripped with moisture. The vessel that landed beside it was a Gemmay transport ship that looked eerily out of place as an enemy craft. Last to land was a heavily customized Minterean Arrowhawk IV star cruiser. The sleek angles of the large ship spoke of the VIP occupants. The heavily armed and professional honor guard, Zero Squad, descending the ramp were another not too subtle point the owner of the vessel was important.

Hundreds of the native Karlykos flew down from their treetop village above. They angled their bodies in a steep descent and practically surrounded the Outsystem Alliance assembly. The Karlykos were an alien species that clearly evolved from some prehistoric reptile versus primates. They stood an average eight feet tall, with a set of large winged arms that stretched easily another ten feet when fully expanded. Beneath these wings were another pair of arms with hands that ended in deadly five-inch long black claws. Three-foot tails hung from their backs, ending in a ball of hardened bone with long barbs jutting out like a medieval mace. Their faces were long and narrow, with a sharp beak and a backward-pointing skull crest. Brawn stretching across every inch in an endless variety of colors, but favoring dark green and earthy brown, finished their fearsome appearance. The Karlykos wore simple animal skins of some native species that barely stretched far enough to cover their genitalia.

The Karlykos mob closed its circle around the trespassers. They held spears and pointed bows nocked with arrows tipped with the nearly indestructible Gerla rocks. They hissed and screeched in a way that made several OA soldiers take a step backward to the relative safety of their spacecrafts. T’az swallowed as the closest Karlykos to him focused their gaze long enough to imply nothing he did would frighten them, despite his Alpha Kyat and numerous other weapons secured to his body.

T’az stifled his apprehension and turned his gaze to the Arrowhawk IV. The honor guard waited at the base of the ramp, but the OA’s self-appointed leader apparently enjoyed taking his time to present himself. It was frustrating and unprofessional. T’az turned toward the Night Shadow and rolled his eyes. His glance landed on the cargo door of the transport ship beside it. Immense shame flooded T’az. He understood war, but some lines shouldn’t be crossed. He turned his disgust into a fierce gaze at the Arrowhawk IV. If only he’d known Roma’s true objective. T’az despised his leader. Many would suffer from the consequences of poor decisions from an outsider.

Zero Squad snapped to attention with perfect pre­cision. They must have received an order through their headsets that Ungul Roma was finally finished playing with his terrifying hosts.

The ultimate leader of the Outsystem Alliance finally descended the ramp with the pompous gait of a man who relished his position at the top. T’az focused on the former Gemmay soldier. As if to mock the Mintereans and Octeevens that made up the Outsystem Alliance, Roma wore an altered version of his old Gemmay Quick Force armor, the rank of colonel on prominent display. 

Roma was a man on the back half of middle-aged. Despite a grizzled demeanor, Roma still qualified as attractive. Hell, every Gemmay was a looker. They may be a lot of things, but ugly wasn’t one of them.

Flanking Roma were sixteen more soldiers; his Darkheart Squad, their weapons drawn and held at the low-ready position. T’az smirked. It sure was easy strut­ting with nearly three dozen top-tier soldiers dedicated solely for his protection. T’az and the rest of Shadow Squad would only have each other to rely on if Roma did something foolish. T’az glanced at the transport’s cargo door again. When Roma did something foolish.

The largest Karlykos T’az had ever seen or heard of stepped forward. The other Karlykos stepped aside with bowed heads. The leader’s skin was a forest green, which effectively complemented his swollen muscles. He stood taller than his people, which meant he towered over Roma when the OA leader closed the distance.

“Are you Chief?” asked the confident OA leader.

The Karlykos leader nodded and added a screech in his language.

Roma held up one of the Rooguin language trans­lators and offered it to Chief. “Let’s speed this along. I know your kind understands the universal language. With this, you can speak it too.”

Chief accepted the translator. He reached it toward his throat but stopped when it neared his face. Chief inhaled deeply several times. His nostrils seemed to salivate. It took a few polite coughs from Roma to refocus Chief’s attention.

“Your kind not welcome here. You give reason not to kill all now.”

Roma cocked his head over his shoulder at T’az. It was a silent order; one T’az couldn’t sacrifice his honor to obey. T’az waited for Roma to face him before he spat onto the dirt and turned his back. T’az caught barely controlled anger on Roma’s face before com­pleting his insult. 

Shagar, standing next to T’az, grabbed his arm. “Don’t do this, T’az. You know he’ll punish your disrespect.”

T’az shook his arm free and whispered, “Fuck Roma. This is wrong, and I won’t be part of it.”

Shagar seemed inclined to protest further but shook his head and watched T’az walk to the far side of the Night Shadow and lean against its hull.

Roma’s hands formed fists that slightly tremored. He re-focused his glare on Shagar and issued a second head cock. Despite T’az’ disgust, Shagar obeyed his leader. He entered the stolen transport. Half a minute passed. T’az pushed off the Night Shadow as he heard the hydraulic whine of the cargo door connected to the transport. The Karlykos seemed agitated. Many pushed closer to the door. They all sniffed at the air. It was like they became possessed and only controlled themselves because Chief hadn’t given an order.

As the ramp on the transport settled on the wet soil, seventeen thoroughly terrified Rooguins huddled as far away from the Karlykos as possible. Only the shock of long metallic prods forced them forward. The avian Rooguins were practically delirious with their conster­nation. They clucked frantically as they seemed to push each other to get to the back of the pack.

Roma smiled with a hand directed toward the Rooguins. “I come with a gift and an offer for you and your tribe.”

The eyes of every Karlykos focused on the petrified birds. Dozens more flew down from their tree dwell­ings, salivating at the meal placed before them. More than one glanced longingly between the Rooguins and Chief.

Chief crossed his lower set of arms but not before wiping his mouth with the back of one. “What it you want?”

Roma smirked. “Friendship.”

Shagar kicked the lead scientist behind all the Rooguins, then pressed his prod into him. The small bird gave a yelp, then stepped forward in apparent resignation to his fate.

Roma grabbed the nearest Rooguin by its paddle-shaped tail, hauling
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