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JOIN THE CONSCRIPT CORPS


CHAPTER ONE

The drop-pod slams into Titan's crust and everything goes sideways.

My skull bounces off the restraint harness. Taste blood. Alarms screaming in three different pitches, red light strobing across eighteen faces strapped into crash seats around me. Eighteen convicts. Eighteen shock collars. Eighteen people who were breathing thirty seconds ago.

Now it's maybe twelve. Twelve lucky fucks.

The guy next to me is dead. Neck bent wrong, eyes open, blood running from his ears. Impact must have snapped his spine. Lucky bastard. He doesn't have to see what comes next.

The pod lurches. Metal screams. We've punched through something—ice shelf, maybe, or the roof of a mining tunnel. Doesn't matter. What matters is the AI voice cutting through the chaos, calm as a fucking funeral director.

"Conscript batch 001-Alpha. Surface breach in T-minus eight seconds. Collar detonation protocol active. You will advance or you will expire."

The collar around my neck hums. Warm against my throat. Packed with enough explosive to turn my head into red mist if I run, if I freeze, if I so much as hesitate when that door blows. They showed us the demonstration video on the prison transport. Some poor bastard from a test batch who thought he could wait it out. His head came apart like a melon hitting concrete.

Welcome to the Conscript Corps, Felix. Welcome to hell.

Three days ago, I drilled a hole through the foreman who crippled my little brother.

Court called it murder.

I called it overdue.

Death sentence set for January 4th, 2351.

Then the sun screamed.

Micronova. Neutron shell. Woke the Hanbiri. Some sort of creatures.

Professional soldiers lasted three days.

Now it's us.

Collared criminals with toys that melt our hands.

Welcome to the corps, Zero-79.

I’m part of the condemned. The expendable. Collared and numbered and dropped onto frozen hellscapes with prototype weapons that might work for a few seconds or might blow our hands off. Survival rate for Batch 001: projected zero-point-two percent.

Two out of every thousand.

The pod lurches again. Someone's crying—harsh, ragged sobs that cut through the alarms. Someone else is praying in a language I don't recognize, words tumbling out fast and desperate. A woman three seats down is just staring at the ceiling, lips moving, no sound coming out. Shock, probably. She'll be dead in two minutes.

The briefing three hours ago was thirty seconds of shouted instructions and one grainy video. A scientist in a white coat, bored as hell, explaining the end of the world like he was reading a maintenance manual.

"January first, 2351. The sun emitted a micronova shell ejection—first recorded instance in human history. Neutron radiation pulse woke something buried deep in every major body in the solar system. Luna. Mars. Titan. Europa. All of them. We call them Hanbiri. They've been in cryptobiosis for approximately thirteen thousand years. Previous awakening coincides with the Younger Dryas boundary event. Mass extinction. Civilization collapse. It appears to be happening again."

He adjusted his glasses. Kept reading.

"Professional militaries engaged the last seventy-two hours. Casualty rate: ninety-nine-point-eight percent. Command structure: largely collapsed. Naval assets: destroyed or compromised. Remaining forces: penal conscript battalions armed with prototype weapons. That's you. Survival projections are in your briefing packets. Not that it matters."

Someone asked: "What if we survive?"

The scientist smiled. "Then you get to do it again tomorrow. Mars Confederacy gets their debt payments. Earth Directorate gets their combat data. You get to keep your collar. Welcome to the solar system, convicts."

He didn't say extinct. Didn't say cycle. Didn't say this happened before and wiped out everything that walked.

But everyone knew.

The sun screamed and woke the things that killed us last time.

Now it's our turn.

"T-minus three seconds."

I remember the handheld laser they briefed us about an hour ago. Barely bigger than a pistol. Eight-second burst capacity. Twenty-millimeter penetration on a good day. Unstable power cell that'll melt through the housing if I hold the trigger too long. They told us about the specs in the briefing—if you can call thirty seconds of shouted instructions a briefing. Standard issue for meat that isn't expected to survive.

Wiry guy across from me grins like death owes him money.

"What's your number?"

"Zero-Seven-Nine."

"Remo. Zero-Eight-Four."

He punches his collar.

"See you on the other side, motherfucker."

"Breach."

The door blows.

Cold hits first—minus one-seventy, maybe colder. Titan's atmosphere. Methane and nitrogen and trace hydrocarbons that would kill you in three breaths without a suit. A suit far more expensive than us convicts wearing them. My lungs seize even through the breather. Even after the chemical injection cocktail so our skin doesn’t crack like glass in case our suits get a tear. Feels like someone's shoving ice picks through my chest.

Then the restraints release and we're tumbling out into an orange-brown hellscape of ice ridges and hydrocarbon fog. The sky is a sick yellow-brown, Saturn's bulk hanging overhead like a bloated corpse. No sun. No stars. Just that dead giant and the fog and the ice and the certain knowledge that everything out here wants us dead.

Two thousand convicts across forty pods. That's what they told us. Forty pods scattered across a hundred square kilometers of Titan's surface, all aimed at the same target: Mining Hab Epsilon-7, where something came up through the tunnels three days ago and killed everyone inside. Four hundred miners. Four hundred workers. Families, some of them. All gone in under six hours.

They didn't tell us what we'd find when we got there. They didn't have to. We'd all seen the footage by now. The walls. The blood. The pieces.

My boots hit the frozen ground and I run. Awkwardly. The gravity out exposed is so much weaker.

Everyone runs. It's the only option. Most can’t figure out the gravity adjusters right away. They look like crippled penguins having seizures. The collar doesn't care about tactics or formations or covering fire—it cares about forward momentum. Stop moving and it shocks you. Keep stopping and it kills you. So we run, eighteen terrified criminals sprinting through toxic fog toward the gaping black mouth of a mining entrance two hundred meters ahead.

The ground is slick. Hydrocarbon ice, mostly—frozen methane and ethane that crunches under my boots like packed snow. A guy to my right slips, goes down hard on one knee. His collar buzzes. He's up again in half a second, scrambling, pure terror on his face.

That's when the first fucker hits us.

I don't see it coming. None of us do. One second there's a convict running three meters to my left—Zero-Sixty-something, scared kid with shaking hands who looked maybe nineteen—and the next second he's gone. Just gone. A spray of red where his torso used to be and something black and massive skittering up the ice ridge with pieces of him still in its jaws.

The thing moves wrong. That's what hits me first. It doesn't move like anything I've ever seen—not an animal, not a machine, something else entirely. Eight feet tall. Matte-black chitin armor that drinks the light. Six limbs ending in scythe-blades long as my forearm, each one moving independent of the others, clawing on the ice like it was born there.

No eyes that I can see. No face. Just that black carapace and the blades and the pieces of the kid still caught between them.

And the sound.

It doesn't scream with its mouth. It screams inside your skull. Sub-vocal. Psychic. A hive-sound that crawls behind your eyes and whispers exactly how you're going to die.

Felix.

My name. In my brother's voice.

Felix, they're going to open you up and eat what's inside.

I stumble. Nearly fall. The collar buzzes a warning—Loss of momentum detected, Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine—and I force my legs to keep moving, force myself to aim the laser at the ridge where the thing disappeared.

My hands are shaking. The laser's shaking. Everything's shaking.

Two more drop from the fog. Three. Five. They're on the walls of the mining entrance now, skittering across the metal like gravity means nothing, scythe-limbs catching convicts mid-stride and peeling them apart.

One guy gets hit so hard his upper body goes one direction and his legs go another. Blood sprays across the ice in an arc. His collar detonates on the severed torso—three seconds of screaming and then red mist.

A woman tries to fire her laser, and the thing takes her arm off at the elbow. She stares at the stump. Doesn't scream. Just stares. Then the Hanbiri takes her head. Clean cut. The body keeps running for three more steps before it falls.

The hive-scream intensifies. Multiple voices now. My mother. My brother. The foreman I killed, asking why, Felix, why would you do this?

Someone screams anyway. Everyone screams.

I fire.

The laser cuts through the fog in a beam of coherent light that hits the nearest Hanbiri dead center. Chitin chars. Cracks. The thing shrieks—out loud this time, a sound like metal tearing—and staggers back.

I keep firing.

Two seconds. The beam carves a groove into its thorax. Smoke pours out, black and stinking.

Four seconds. The groove becomes a hole. Something wet glistens inside.

Six seconds. The thing's trying to move, trying to get away, but I track it, keep the beam steady, burning deeper.

The Hanbiri drops.

I don't get to celebrate. The laser's power cell screams a warning—a high-pitched whine that spikes right into my skull. Eight seconds. That's what they gave us. Eight fucking seconds of stopping power before the cell overloads.

I release the trigger just as the cell hits critical—but I'm too slow. Too goddamn slow. The housing cracks with a sound like a gunshot. Superheated plasma vents out the side in a white-hot spray and I'm screaming before I even realize what's happening, the weapon tumbling from my grip as molten metal sears through my suit and into the flesh of my arm.

Pain.

White-hot.

Everywhere.

The Hanbiri I killed is still leaking. Acid blood pooling on the ice, eating through the frozen methane with a hiss like a thousand snakes. A droplet hits my chest plate. Sizzles. Eats through in seconds. Finds skin underneath. The jumpsuit nanolayer compensates to fill the gap. It seems to work, but fuck does it make it hurt even more.

I scream again.

Remo drags me clear. His face is spattered with something dark. Grinning that insane grin even though there's blood on his teeth.

"Welcome to eight-second bursts, motherfucker!"

I hit the ground. Rolling. Trying to smother the burning, trying to do anything, but the plasma burn on my arm is eating through muscle and the acid on my torso is spreading, slow and relentless, a chemical fire that won't stop.

I'm dying. I know I'm dying.

But the fucking collar doesn't care.

"Forward momentum required, Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine. Failure to advance in five seconds will result in termination."

A hand grabs my good arm. Hauls me up. It's Remo, still grinning, still insane, and somehow we're running again, running toward the black mouth of the mining entrance where more Hanbiri are pouring out.

Around us, the other pods are opening. I can see them now, scattered across the ice plain like dropped dice. Hundreds of convicts spilling out. Thousands. Orange prison suits against the brown ice, running and falling and dying.

The Hanbiri are everywhere.

One drops on a group of three convicts. Serrated limbs flashing. The first convict loses his head. The second gets gutted, organs spilling onto the ice in a steaming pile. The third turns to run and the Hanbiri takes his legs out from under him. He falls. Crawling. Screaming. The thing stands over him and just watches. Lets him scream.

Then it starts eating.

"Contact left!" someone shouts.

I turn. Another Hanbiri, this one smaller, faster, already mid-leap with scythes extended. Coming right at us. Right at me.

I don't have a weapon.

Remo fires. His laser catches it in the head, knocks it sideways in a spray of chitin fragments, but it's not dead, it's already getting back up, and his weapon is already whining with cell strain.

I grab a dead convict's laser from the ice. Don't look at what's left of them—just a torso, really, everything below the ribs gone. Don't have time. The Hanbiri launches again and I fire on instinct, beam punching into its body at point-blank range.

One second. Two.

It screams in my head. My mother's voice this time.

Felix, baby, why are you doing this to yourself?

Three seconds. Four.

I grit my teeth. Keep firing. The thing's carapace is cracking, splitting, organs cooking inside. I can see them—wet gray things that pulse and shiver.

Five seconds.

It drops.

I release the trigger at exactly seven-point-eight seconds. The cell holds. Barely. I can feel the heat through the grip, feel the housing starting to warp.

Another Hanbiri drops behind us. Remo spins, fires. Three-second burst. The thing staggers but doesn't fall. He fires again. Two seconds. Four total. It's still coming.

"Shared!" I shout.

We fire together. My beam and his, converging on the thing's center mass. Two seconds. Four. Six.

It finally drops.

Both our power cells scream warnings.

"Inside!" Remo shouts. "Fucking move!"

We run for the mining entrance. I can see others from our pod still moving—five, maybe six survivors out of eighteen.

A woman with a shaved head is sprinting beside us, moving like she's done this before. Military maybe, before the collar. She's carrying two lasers—one in each hand, dead convicts' weapons. Her eyes are cold. Calculating. Already planning three moves ahead.

She drops to one knee. Fires both weapons simultaneously at a Hanbiri climbing the entrance wall. Four-second burst. The thing falls.

"Ghost," she says. No introduction. No pleasantries. Just the nickname.

"Zero-79," I manage through the pain.

"I know who you are. The foreman killer. All too well."

She's up and moving again before I can respond.

Behind us, a skinny guy with medic insignia on his prison jumpsuit is dragging someone wounded—a kid, maybe twenty, gut wound bleeding through his suit. The medic's moving fast despite the extra weight, hands steady even as acid blood sprays past his head.

"Doc!" Remo shouts. "Leave him—he's gone!"

"He's breathing!" Doc shouts back. "That means he's coming!"

A Hanbiri drops from the fog. Scythe through the wounded kid's spine. Clean cut. The body goes limp.

Doc curses, drops the corpse, keeps running. His hands are shaking now but he doesn't stop. Doesn't slow.

The last survivor is older—forty, maybe fifty. Hard to tell under the blood. He's clutching something that looks like a cross made from scrap metal, lips moving in prayer even as he fires his laser one-handed at the Hanbiri swarming the entrance.

"Priest," Remo mutters. "Fucking Priest is praying."

"If it works, I'll convert," I say.

Priest hits three Hanbiri in five seconds. Perfect shots. Center mass. He has a way about him, like he has some sort of guilt with every shot.

"A natural," Ghost says, reading my expression. "He can be exceptional with a little training."

A fourth Hanbiri lunges at Priest from above. He doesn't even look up—just raises the laser and fires blind. Four-second burst. The thing drops at his feet.

He keeps praying the whole time.

Six of us converge on the entrance. Remo. Ghost. Doc. Priest. Me. And one other—a quiet guy whose number I don't catch before a scythe punches through the entrance doorway and takes his head off. The body takes two more steps. Trips. Falls.

Five left from our pod.

Eighteen to five in under three minutes.

Better than zero-point-two percent.

Still shit.

The entrance swallows us.

Stinks of methane and blood and something else. Something organic. Rotting.

I collapse against a wall. Arm screaming. Torso on fire. Acid still eating through the suit in slow, spreading burns.

Remo drops beside me. The grin finally cracking. Showing pain underneath.

"How many lucky fucks left?"

"Five. From our pod."

"Thirty-three percent. Better than zero-point-two."

"Still shit."

Movement ahead. Deep in the dark.

I raise the laser. The housing is warped. Power cell damaged. It might fire. Might explode.

Eight fuckers on the ceiling. Perfect formation. Evenly spaced. Waiting. Watching.

The hive-scream slams into my skull.

You're already inside with us, Felix.

Lead Hanbiri drops. Lands ten meters out. Arms spreading like wings.

Remo laughs—that broken, insane bark.

"They're already inside the fucking hab with us. Isn’t that motherfucking lovely."

They charge.

All eight at once. Coordinated. Hunting pack.

I fire.

The laser beam cuts through the nearest Hanbiri's chest. One second. Two.

It keeps coming.

Three. Four.

Still coming. Carapace cracking but it doesn't care.

Five.

The beam punches through. Out the other side. Superheated chitin sprays across the tunnel. The thing finally drops.

But there's seven more behind it.

And my power cell is screaming.

Six seconds. Seven.

I release the trigger.

Too late.

The housing cracks. Vents plasma across my already-burned hand. More blistering. More pain. The weapon goes dead in my grip.

I throw it. Hits a Hanbiri in the face. Does nothing.

Remo's weapon clicks empty. Dead cell.

Ghost fires. Takes down one. Two. Her movements are mechanical. Perfect. Each burst exactly four seconds. Maximum efficiency.

Her cell hits eight seconds and dies. She doesn't panic. Just drops the empty laser and pulls the backup.

Priest is praying and shooting. Praying and shooting. His cross swinging from his neck as he tracks targets.

Ghost moves to high ground, rifle ready. "Overwatch," she says, and disappears into the shadows to scout ahead.

Priest’s laser explodes in his hands.

The housing couldn't take it. Eight-second burst without release. The plasma cell detonated.

Priest screams. Drops the weapon. His palms are smoking meat.

Doc is on him immediately, spraying something from a medical kit. But there's no time. The Hanbiri are three meters away.

Five convicts. Zero working weapons. One half-functional medical kit and prayers.

Eight Hanbiri between us and the only exit.

The hive-scream laughs in my skull. Not words. Just feeling. Pure malice. Pure hunger.

Welcome to Titan, Zero-79.

You're going to die here.

All of you.

We're going to take you apart piece by piece and the collar won't save you and the weapons won't save you and nothing will save you because this is our world and you're just meat.

The lead Hanbiri opens its jaws. Wet and muscular, lined with razor-sharp teeth. It extends toward me. Tasting the air. Tasting fear.

Remo laughs. Blood on his teeth. Insane to the end.

"Well. Fuck."


CHAPTER TWO

The laser cuts through the first Hanbiri's skull and keeps going.

Three seconds of beam time. That's all I've got. I make it count—sweep the laser across the charging line, catch two more in the thorax before the cell screams its warning and I have to release. The lead one drops, half its head gone, black ichor spraying across the tunnel walls. The other two stagger, wounded but not dead, chitin cracked and smoking.

Not nearly fucking enough.

"Firing!" Remo's laser joins mine, punching into the wounded ones, finishing them off. The big woman—tattoos up her neck, arms like a dock loader—she's firing too, her beam wild but effective, catching a fourth Hanbiri mid-leap and sending it crashing into the wall.

But there are eight of them. Were eight of them. Now there are four, and our cells are dying, and they're still coming.

A skinny guy panics. I see it happen—see his eyes go wide, see his hands shake, see him squeeze the trigger and hold it. His laser burns hot for six seconds, seven, eight—

"Release!" I shout. "Release the fucking trigger!"

He doesn't. Can't. Frozen.

The cell blows at nine seconds. Takes his hand with it. He's screaming, staring at the stump where his fingers used to be, and then the nearest Hanbiri is on him, and he stops screaming because he doesn't have a throat anymore.

That's what happens, Felix. That's what always happens.

Danny's voice. In my skull. I shove it down, shove it away, grab the dead man's laser from where it fell. Cell's at sixty percent. Better than mine.

"Fall back motherfuckers!" Remo shouts. "Deeper in for fuck’s sake!"

We run. The four of us left—me, Remo, the big woman, and one of the brothers I saw earlier. The other brother is down, I didn't even see it happen, just a smear of red on the tunnel floor and his sibling screaming his name.

"Tomas! TOMAS!"

"He's gone!" I grab the surviving brother's arm, drag him along. "Move or die!"

The motherfuckers don't chase. Not right away. They're feeding. I can hear it behind us—wet sounds, tearing sounds, sounds that'll live in my nightmares for however long I've got left. Which probably isn't long.

We make it thirty meters before the tunnel opens up into a junction. Four passages branching off into darkness. Emergency lights flickering in two of them, dead in the others. The air is thick with methane and copper and something else—something organic and wrong.

"Which way?" the big woman asks. Her voice is steady. Steadier than mine would be.

"Doesn't matter," Remo says. "They're in all of them."

He's right. The hive-scream is coming from everywhere now. Not words anymore, just pressure. Just that psychic weight pressing against my skull, making my teeth ache, making my vision blur at the edges.

The brother—Tomas's brother—he's not moving. Just standing there, staring back the way we came.

"Hey." I grab his shoulder. "Hey. What's your name?"

"Marco." His voice is dead. Flat. "His name was Tomas."

"Marco. I need you here. I need you focused."

"He was my little brother."

Something in my chest cracks. Just a little. "I know. I know what that's like. But right now, I need you to—"

The scream hits us.

Not psychic this time. Real. Coming from the left-hand tunnel—human voices, lots of them, screaming and shooting and dying. Another pod's worth of convicts running into the meat-grinder.

"Survivors," the big woman says.

"Or bait," Remo mutters.

I check my cell. Fifty-eight percent. "We link up. More guns, better odds."

"Better odds of what? Dying slower?"

"You got a better idea?"

Remo smiles like the universe is still telling jokes and he's still laughing. "Not even a little fucking bit. Lead on, Zero."

We move.

The left-hand tunnel slopes downward, deeper into the hab. The screaming gets louder. The emergency lights are brighter here—someone's got the backup generators running, which means someone's still alive to run them. The walls change from bare metal to insulated panels, mining equipment bolted to the ceiling, cables and pipes running along the floor.

This was a working hab three days ago. Four hundred people living their lives, pulling ore out of Titan's crust, probably bitching about their quotas and their oxygen taxes and all the other bullshit that comes with rim-world mining. Now it's a tomb.

We round a corner and find the battle.

It's not a battle. It's a slaughter.

Maybe forty convicts in a cargo bay, spread out behind shipping containers and mining equipment, firing lasers at the Hanbiri pouring through a breach in the far wall. The bugs are coming in waves—three, four at a time—skittering through the hole, taking fire, some of them dropping but most of them making it through, hitting the convict lines and tearing people apart.

The floor is covered in bodies. Orange jumpsuits and black chitin. Blood red and blood black. The air is thick with smoke and ozone and the stench of cooked meat.

"Fuck me," Remo breathes.

"Contact high!" someone shouts, and I look up just in time to see two Hanbiri dropping from the ceiling vents, scythe-limbs extended, aiming right for the convict line's flank.

I fire. Don't think about it—just raise the laser and squeeze. The beam catches the first one in the joint where limb meets thorax, and it shrieks, tumbles, hits the ground wrong. The second one lands clean, buries a scythe through a convict's chest, and then the big woman is there, her laser carving into its back, and Remo's there too, and we're all firing, all screaming, and the thing finally drops with half its carapace melted away.

"Who the fuck are you?" A convict runs up—older guy, gray in his beard, sergeant stripes on his jumpsuit that don't mean anything anymore.

"Pod Nineteen," I say. "Four left."

"Four?" He looks at us. At our wounds. At my arm, still hanging useless, still leaking something that's probably blood. "Jesus. We're down to thirty-two. Were sixty when we landed."

"The breach?"

"Came through ten minutes ago. We've been holding but—"

The wall explodes.

Not the breach. A different wall. Twenty meters to our left, metal peeling back like paper, and the biggest Hanbiri I've ever seen comes through. This one's not eight feet. It's ten, maybe eleven, armored like a tank, eight limbs each as long as I am tall.

It hits the convict line like a fucking bomb going off.

Three dead in the first second. Five more in the next. It's not even fighting—it's just moving, scythes spinning, and everywhere it goes people come apart. Someone fires a laser point-blank into its face and the beam just skitters off the chitin, doesn't even leave a mark.

"Fall back!" the gray-bearded sergeant screams. "Fall back to—"

The big Hanbiri takes his head off.

I'm running before I realize it. Everyone's running. The convict line collapses, breaks, scatters into the tunnels like rats fleeing a fire. Remo's beside me, the big woman too, Marco somewhere behind us. We're sprinting down a corridor I don't recognize, past doors and junctions and bodies, and the sounds of slaughter are fading behind us but the hive-scream is still there, still pressing, still whispering.

Run, Felix. Run and run and run. It doesn't matter. We're already everywhere.

We round a corner and nearly slam into another group. Eight convicts, maybe nine, pressed against a locked bulkhead door, pounding on it, screaming to be let in.

"Open it!" one of them shouts. "There's people in there! Open the fucking door!"

"They're not going to fucking open it," Remo says. "Would you?"

"There's children in there! I saw them on the manifest!"

The woman pounding on the door—young, dark hair, blood on her face—she turns to look at us. "Help me. Help me get this open."

"It's magnetically sealed," the big woman from our group says. "You'd need a plasma torch or—"

The hive-scream spikes. Everyone feels it. Everyone freezes.

They're coming.

"Defensive positions!" I don't know why I'm giving orders. Don't know why anyone would listen. But they do—the convicts spreading out, finding cover, raising weapons. We've got maybe fifteen people now. Fifteen lasers, most of them probably under fifty percent charge.

Against what's coming, it won't be enough. It's never enough.

"What's your name?" I ask the dark-haired woman.

"Chen. Pod Twelve."

"Felix. Pod Nineteen." I check my cell. Forty-one percent. "How many from your pod?"

"Three." Her voice cracks. "There were twenty."

Three out of twenty. Six out of eighteen. Thirty-two out of sixty. The math keeps getting worse.

Two thousand convicts dropped onto Titan. If the ratio holds, there might be three hundred of us left.

And it's been less than twenty minutes.

The first Hanbiri comes around the corner fast and low, hugging the wall, scythe-limbs pulling it forward in a blur of black chitin. I fire. Miss. Fire again. Clip its leg, send it stumbling, and then Remo's beam finds its body and punches through.

The second one comes right behind it. The third. The fourth.

"Concentrate fire!" I'm screaming now. "One at a time! Bring them down!"

We focus on the leader. Five beams hitting it at once, overwhelming even that thick armor, and it drops in a spray of black ichor that hisses where it hits the floor. The next one takes its place. We bring that one down too. And the next.

But the cells are draining. I can see it—convicts checking their weapons, faces going pale as the numbers drop. Thirty percent. Twenty. Ten.

"I'm out!" someone shouts.

"Me too!"

"Grab cells from the dead!" Remo kicks a corpse, yanks the laser from its grip, checks the charge. "Anything over ten percent, take it!"

I'm down to twelve percent. One second of firepower, maybe less. I find a body—convict from Pod Twelve, face gone, laser still clutched in what's left of her hand—and swap cells. Thirty-eight percent. Better.

The Hanbiri keep coming.

We keep killing them.

But the numbers don't work. I can see it, feel it, know it in my bones. We're trading three, four percent cell charge for every bug we drop. At this rate, we'll be empty in five minutes. Then it's arms against bare hands, and that's not a fight. That's a meal.

"The door!" Chen is back at the bulkhead, pounding again. "Please! We're dying out here!"

Something changes.

The hive-scream shifts. The Hanbiri—there are six of them fuckers in the corridor now, pressing forward, taking fire—they pause. All of them. In perfect sync.

Then they retreat.

Not running. Just backing away. Melting into the shadows at the end of the corridor. Disappearing.

"What the fuck?" Remo's laser is still up, tracking them. "What the fuck was that?"

"They're regrouping," the big woman says.

"They're learning." I say it before I realize it's true. But it is. I saw it—the way they watched us, the way they adapted. First wave came fast and hard. Second wave came low and spread out. Third wave came in numbers, trying to overwhelm. They're testing us. Figuring out what works.

"Contact rear!" Marco's voice, high and scared.

I spin. The corridor behind us—the way we came—is full of them. Twenty Hanbiri, maybe more, packed into the tunnel like rounds in a magazine. They're not moving. Just waiting.

In front of us, the six that retreated. They've stopped too.

We're surrounded.

The hive-scream builds. Louder. Stronger. Not words now—just pressure, just noise, just the overwhelming weight of something vast and old and hungry pressing against my mind.

This is how it ends, Felix. This is how it always ends.

My collar hums.

"Forward momentum required, Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine."

"Fuck your forward momentum," I mutter.

The dark-haired woman—Chen—she's still at the door. Still pounding. "Please! Open up! We'll all die out here!"

The door opens.

It slides back with a hiss of hydraulics, and there's a man on the other side—civilian, mining coveralls, face pale with terror. Behind him I can see others. Dozens of others. Women, children, old men. Survivors from the hab, hiding behind the only blast door that held.

"Get in," the man whispers. "Get in now."

We move. All of us, fifteen convicts pouring through the doorway, and the moment the last one crosses the threshold, the door starts to close.

The Hanbiri charge.

They come from both ends at once, twenty-plus bugs in a wave of black chitin and flashing scythes. The door's closing but it's too slow, way too slow, and the first Hanbiri is going to make it through—

I step into the gap.

Don't think about it. Don't plan it. Just move, put myself in the shrinking doorway, raise my laser, and fire. The beam catches the lead bug in the face, snaps its head back, buys us a half-second. Another one takes its place. I fire again. Again. The cell's screaming, the housing's hot enough to burn my palm, but the door's almost closed, almost there.

A scythe punches through the gap.

Misses my fucking head by an inch. Scrapes across my shoulder, opens the suit, opens the skin beneath. I scream, fall backward, and then hands are grabbing me, dragging me clear, and the door slams shut with a clang that echoes through my skull.

The Hanbiri hit it from the other side. The metal shudders. Holds.

For now.

I'm on my back, staring at the ceiling, breathing hard. The AI voice hums softly, like the forward momentum is sated, for now. The new wound on my shoulder is bleeding, joining the burns on my arm, the acid scars on my chest. The innersuit fills the gaps, fusing to my wounds in the most painful way. I'm a fucking mess. I'm alive.

Remo's face appears above me.

"Well, shit, Zero. That was either very brave or very stupid."

"Probably both."

"Yeah." He offers a hand. "Probably both."

I take it. Let him haul me up. The room we're in is big—some kind of community hall, tables and chairs shoved against the walls to make space for the civilians huddled in the center. Maybe two hundred of them. Scared faces. Kids crying. Old people praying.

The man who opened the door is staring at us. At our collars. At our orange jumpsuits.

"You're the convicts," he says. "The conscripts."

"What's left of us."

"How many?"

I look around. Count heads. Fifteen convicts in this room. Maybe more scattered through the hab, hiding, dying.

"Not enough," I say.

The bulkhead shudders again. The Hanbiri aren't giving up. They're out there, clawing, pounding, looking for a way in. And they'll find one. They always do.

Chen appears at my side. Blood still on her face, laser still in her grip. "We can't stay here."

"No."

"There's no extraction. No evac. They dropped us here to die."

"Yes."

"So what do we do?"

The hive-scream is still there, pressing at the edges of my skull, whispering in my brother's voice.

This is how it ends. This is how it always ends.

I look at the civilians. The children. The scared faces.

I look at my collar, blinking red.

I look at the bulkhead door, shuddering under the assault of things that have been killing us since before we had language to scream with.

"We hold," I say. "Until we fucking can't."

Remo laughs. That same harsh bark. "Inspiring words, Zero. Real leadership material."

"Fuck you, Eight-Four."

"Fuck you too." He checks his cell. Twelve percent. "So. How do we hold?"

Good question.

I don't have an answer.

Something hideous moves in the vents above us.


CHAPTER THREE

The vent cover blows off and hits the floor with a clang that stops every heart in the room.

I'm moving before I think, laser up, tracking the dark hole in the ceiling where something's about to come through and kill us all. Remo's beside me, Chen on my other side, all of us aiming at the same spot, fingers on triggers, cells too low for this, way too low—

A body falls through.

Human. Orange jumpsuit. Collar around the neck.

He hits the floor hard, groans, rolls over. Young guy, face covered in blood and soot. There's a laser clutched in his hand and he's trying to raise it, trying to aim at us, and I'm a half-second from burning him down when Remo grabs my arm.

"Friendly! He's friendly!"

The guy on the floor blinks. Lowers the weapon. "Fuck. Thought you were—" He coughs, spits blood. "Thought you were them."

"Not yet." I lower my laser.

"You came through the vents," Chen says. "From where?"

"Maintenance sublevel. There's a whole network down there—runs under the entire hab." He wipes blood from his eyes. "Also full of them. Barely made it through."

"How many?"

"In the vents?" He laughs. It's not a good laugh. "Hundreds. Maybe more. They're using it like a highway system. Going everywhere."

The civilians behind us are listening. I can feel their fear ratcheting up, hear the children starting to cry again. One of the women—young, holding a toddler against her chest—she's staring at the man like he just pronounced a death sentence.

"The vents connect to this room?" I ask.

"Every room. It's how they regulate atmosphere."

Remo's already moving, checking the ceiling. There are four vent covers in here. Four entry points. Four ways for the Hanbiri to drop in on top of two hundred civilians and fifteen convicts with dying weapons.

"Shit. We need to seal them," I say.

"With what?" The big woman—I still don't know her name—gestures around the room. "Tables and chairs?"

"If that's what we've got."

We work fast. The convicts take the vents, dragging furniture underneath, stacking tables on top of each other, jamming chair legs into the grating. It won't hold. We all know it won't hold. But it might slow them down, and right now, slow is all we've got.

The civilians watch us. Most of them, anyway. A few help—the man who opened the door, a couple of the younger workers, a woman who moves with the efficiency of someone who's used to emergencies. The rest just huddle in the center of the room, holding their children, holding each other.

I don't blame them. Three days ago, they were mining ore and complaining about their shifts. Now they're watching convicted murderers stack furniture against vents while monsters claw at the walls.

"That's the best we can do." Remo steps back from the last vent, breathing hard. "Shit, maybe buys us barely five minutes when they come through."

"Five minutes is five fucking minutes."

"Five minutes is shit, Zero. We need a plan."

He's right. I know he's right. But my head's spinning—blood loss, probably, or shock, or just the cumulative weight of everything that's happened in the last half hour. My arm's gone from screaming to a dull, distant throb, which probably means the nerves are dying. The acid burns on my chest are still eating, still spreading. I need medical attention. I need about six things I'm never going to get.

"The mining equipment." Chen's looking around the room, eyes sharp. "There's got to be something we can use. Drills, cutters, something with more punch than these suboptimal lasers."

I glance at her. "You know mining gear?"

"I know all gear." Her voice is flat, matter-of-fact. "Systems engineer. Spent eight years on relay stations before the Directorate decided I was a terrorist."

"Were you?"

"I found something the Earth Directorate was doing I wasn’t supposed to find. Things got ugly. Twelve people died." She meets my eyes. "I've been calculating acceptable losses ever since."

"Mining gear's all in the lower levels," the man who opened the door says. His name's Harrow—I heard one of the civilians call him that. Shift supervisor, maybe, or whatever passes for authority in a place like this. "Equipment bays, machine shops. Below us."

"Below us where the vents are full of those motherfuckers."

"Yes."

"Great."

"There's also the security station." Harrow's voice is steady, but I can see his hands shaking. "Level two. They had weapons there. Real weapons—not mining gear. Pulse rifles, maybe some grenades."

That gets everyone's attention.

"How far?" I ask.

"Three hundred meters. Maybe four."

"Through what?"

"Corridors. Open corridors." He swallows. "We sealed the blast doors when the attack started, but they've breached most of them by now. I don't know what's still clear."

Three hundred meters through bug-infested tunnels to maybe get weapons that might still be there. It's not a plan. It's a death sentence.

It's also the only option we've got.

"I'll go." The words come out before I decide to say them. "I'll take a team. Small, fast. Get to the security station, grab what we can, get back."

"You'll die," Harrow says.

"Probably."

"Then why—"

"Because if we stay here, we all die. Those vents won't hold. That blast door won't hold. And when they get through, two hundred civilians are going to be torn apart while fifteen convicts with empty lasers watch." I'm surprised by the anger in my voice. The heat. "So yeah, I'll probably die. But maybe I'll get far enough to find something that gives the rest of you a chance."

Silence.

Then Remo steps forward. "Fuck it. I'm in."

"Remo—"

"Don't. You're not going out there alone, Zero. That's not how this works."

Chen moves up beside him. "I'm in too. Three guns are better than one."

"Your cell's at what, twenty percent?"

"Eighteen. Still enough to kill a few of them."

The big woman crosses her arms. "I'm not staying here with the civvies. No offense." She looks at Harrow. "Name's Neera. Pod Nineteen. I've got twenty-six percent and I know how to use it."

That's four. I look at the others—Marco, still shell-shocked, staring at nothing. The remaining convicts from Chen's group, some of them wounded, all of them exhausted. Priest is nearby, blood still dripping from his face.

"I'll go." Priest's voice is quiet. "I know the vent system now. Might be useful."

"You just said it's full of them."

"It is. But I made it through." He meets my eyes. "I don't want to die in this room. I don't want to die hiding."

Five, then. Five convicts with dying weapons, heading into the dark.

"Marco." I move to him, put a hand on his shoulder. "I need you to stay here. Protect the civilians."

He looks at me. Through me. "Tomas is dead."

"I know."

"He was seventeen. They tried him as an adult because he was big for his age. He stole a car. A fucking car." His voice cracks. "He didn't deserve this."

"No. He didn't." I squeeze his shoulder. "But these people don't either. And right now, you're all they've got."

Something shifts in his eyes. Not acceptance—not yet—but something close to it. He nods slowly.

"Okay. I'll stay."

"Keep them calm. Keep them quiet. If the vents start to give, fall back to the far corner, put everyone behind you, and hold as long as you can."

"With what? My cell's at six fucking percent."

"Then make those six percent count."

I turn to Harrow. "The route to the security station. Tell me everything."

He does. Corridors, junctions, blast doors. He draws a map on the floor with a piece of chalk, marking the danger points, the places where the bugs hit hardest during the initial attack. It's not much—three days of chaos doesn't leave a lot of reliable intel—but it's something.

"The station itself is reinforced," he says. "If any of your people made it there, they might still be alive."

"Our people?"

"Convicts. From the first wave. Some of them pushed deep into the hab before—" He stops. "Before we sealed the doors."

Before you locked them out to die, he means. I don't blame him. I'd have done the same thing.

"Anything else?"

"Just—" He hesitates. "Be careful. They're not just animals. They're intelligent. They adapt. The things that worked against them an hour ago don't work anymore."

"Yeah. I noticed."

We gear up. Check cells, check weapons, check each other. Chen's got a cut on her leg she didn't mention—I see her wince when she puts weight on it. Neera's left hand is burned, blistered, but she holds the laser steady with her right. Priest is a mess, blood everywhere, but he moves okay. Remo's the healthiest of us, which isn't saying much.

And me? I'm a dead man walking. Left arm useless. Acid burns spreading. Fresh wound on my shoulder. I've got maybe an hour before shock or blood loss or infection puts me down.

Better make it a good hour.

"We move fast and quiet," I say. "No unnecessary shooting—we don't have the cells for it. If we see them before they see us, we go around. If we can't go around, we hit hard and we don't stop moving. Questions?"

No one has questions. We all know what this is.

"Open the door," I tell Harrow.

He hesitates. "If I open it, they might—"

"I know. But there's no other way out."

He looks at the civilians behind him. The children. Then he moves to the control panel and puts his hand on the release.

"Good luck," he says. "God go with you."

"If He's smart, He'll stay in here where it's safe."

I call for Ghost. Wondering if she’s still safe. She’s more than capable. But no answer.

She's gone dark. Doesn't mean she's dead. Doesn't mean she's not.

The door opens.

The corridor beyond is dark. Emergency lighting dead, main power gone, nothing but the faint orange glow of Titan's sky filtering through a cracked viewport somewhere down the line. The air is colder here. Stinks of methane and blood.

I step through. The others follow. The door closes behind us with a clang that sounds like a coffin lid.

We're alone in the dark.

"Left at the first junction," I whisper. "Then straight for fifty meters."

We move.

It's slow going. Every shadow could be a Hanbiri. Every sound—dripping liquid, settling metal, the groan of the hab's structure under Titan's brutal cold—it all sounds like them. Like claws on metal. Like scythes sliding free.

The hive-scream is constant now. Not loud, not specific, just a pressure at the edges of my mind. A reminder that they're out there. That they know we're here.

Felix. We can taste your blood in the air.

First junction. We go left. The corridor here is wider, lined with doors—crew quarters, looks like. Some of the doors are open. I don't look inside. I don't want to see what's in there.

Fifty meters. A hundred. We pass a body—convict, orange jumpsuit, collar still blinking even though everything below the chest is gone. His laser's on the floor beside him. Remo grabs it, checks the cell.

"Forty-two percent. Well shit. Not bad."

"Give it to Priest. He's lowest."

We keep moving.

Two hundred meters. The corridor branches. Harrow's map said right, but the right-hand passage is collapsed—ceiling caved in, debris blocking the way. We'll have to go around.

"Left and then loop back," Chen says, checking the layout in her head. "Should connect to the main artery."

"Should?"

"It's a mining hab, not a cruise ship. I'm working with what I've got."

We go left.

The new corridor is narrower. Pipes running along the ceiling, cables on the floor. It feels tighter here. Closer. The kind of place where things can drop on you from above and you won't see them until they're—

"Contact."

Priest's voice, barely a whisper. He's pointing ahead, into the dark.

I see it. A shape at the far end of the corridor, maybe thirty meters out. Not moving. Just standing there.

One Hanbiri motherfucker. Alone.

"Why isn't it attacking?" Neera breathes.

"It's watching." I keep my voice low. "They do that. Watch and learn."

"Can we go around?"

"No. This is the only route."

"So we kill it."

"And alert every bug in a hundred-meter radius."

"Then what—"

The motherfucker moves.

Not toward us. Sideways, into a doorway, gone. Just like that. One second it's there, the next it's not.

"Fuck," Remo mutters. "I don't like that."

Neither do I. It saw us. It knows we're here. And it left.

Which means it's either getting reinforcements, or—

"It's herding us." The realization hits cold. "It wants us to go this way."

"Then we go back."

"Back is collapsed. We go back, we're trapped."

"So we're fucked either way."

"Yeah." I check my cell. Thirty-one percent. "But we're fucked faster if we stand still. Move."

We move. Past the doorway where the Hanbiri disappeared—I keep my laser trained on it the whole time, waiting for it to come boiling out, but nothing happens. Past more crew quarters. Past a mess hall with tables overturned and blood on the walls.

The security station should be close now. Another fifty meters, maybe less. I can see a heavy door up ahead, reinforced, the kind they use for armories and secure storage. If Harrow was right, there are weapons behind that door. Real weapons.

If anyone's still alive to let us in.

We're twenty meters out when the lights come on.

Not emergency lighting. Full power. Bright white floods that stab into my eyes after so long in the dark. I stumble, blink, try to adjust—

And see them.

Hanbiri. Dozens of them. Packed into the corridor ahead, between us and the security station door. They're not moving. Not attacking. Just standing there, limbs folded, watching us with whatever senses they use instead of eyes.

Behind us, a sound. I spin. More of them. Filling the corridor we just came through, cutting off our retreat. They're everywhere. They were waiting. They knew exactly where we were going and they let us come.

Because we walked right into the trap.

Hello, Felix. We've been expecting you.

The hive-scream hits like a hammer, and the Hanbiri start to move.

"Let’s dance, motherfuckers!” Remo screams.

We open up. All five of us, lasers blazing, beams cutting through the press of black chitin. Hanbiri drop—one, two, five—but more take their place, always more, and our cells are draining, fifteen percent, ten, five—

"The door!" I'm screaming, firing, backing up toward the security station. "Shit. Get to the door!"

Neera goes down. Scythe through the thigh, and she's screaming, trying to crawl. I grab her arm, drag her with me, fire one-handed at the bug that's coming for her face. Miss. Fire again. Hit. It drops.

The security station door is five meters away. Four. Three.

Priest reaches it first. Pounds on the metal with his fist.

"Open up! We're human! Open the fucking door!"

Nothing.

"They're all dead!" Chen's cell runs dry. She throws the useless laser at a Hanbiri's head, draws a knife from somewhere, slashes at the next one that comes close. "There's no one—"

The door opens.

A hand reaches out—human, alive—grabs Priest by the collar, hauls him through. Chen follows. I shove Neera ahead of me, turn, fire my last three percent into the mass of bugs—

Something hits me. Scythe across the back. I feel my suit tear, feel skin open, feel the hot rush of blood. I'm falling forward, through the doorway, and then hands are grabbing me, dragging me clear, and the door slams shut.

The Hanbiri hit it.

The metal shudders. Holds.

I'm on my back again. Different ceiling this time. Bright lights. Clean air. More pain.

A face appears above me. Woman, maybe thirty, short hair, military bearing. She's holding a pulse rifle—an actual pulse rifle, not the shit they gave us—and she's looking at me like I'm something she found on the bottom of her boot.

"You fucking led them right to us," she says.

"You're welcome," I manage.

"We were hidden. We were safe."

"You were trapped. Now you've got five more guns."

"Five more empty guns and five more mouths to feed." She doesn't lower the rifle. "Give me one reason I shouldn't throw you the fuck back out there."

The hive-scream pulses against my skull. The door shudders again.

"Because they're coming through that door eventually," I say. "And when they do, you're going to want every trigger finger you can get."

She stares at me for a long moment. Then she lowers the rifle.

"Well shit. Welcome to the security station," she says. "I hope you like losing."


CHAPTER FOUR

"Recon team," she says, watching me and the others pick ourselves off the floor. "Twelve of us dropped ahead of the conscript waves to assess the situation. That was six hours ago."

Villa, it says on her chest plate.

"How many left?"

"You're looking at it."

She's alone. One soldier in a room full of weapons she can't use fast enough to matter.

The security station is bigger than I expected. Main room with a bank of monitors—all dead—and a heavy desk covered in gear. Side room through an open doorway, and I can see the racks in there. Pulse rifles. Shotguns. Grenades in neat rows. Enough firepower to take back the whole hab.

If we had the people to use it.

"Cells." Remo's already moving to the desk, pawing through equipment. "Tell me you've got some fucking laser cells."

"Cabinet on the left. Help yourself."

We descend onto the cabinet like starving dogs. Fresh cells, fully charged, military grade—better than anything they gave us. I swap out my dead cell for a full one. One hundred percent. Eight seconds of killing power that won't melt my hand off.

Feels like goddamn Christmas.

"Armor too," Villa says. "Locker in the back. It won't stop a direct hit from those scythes, but it'll buy you a half-second."

The armor's lightweight tactical stuff—chest plates, shoulder guards, greaves. Not power armor, nothing fancy, but better than the thin jumpsuits that only keep us alive in the atmosphere. I try to put it on and nearly black out when I move my left arm.

"Let me." Chen's beside me, helping me into the chest plate, strapping it down. She's gentle about it, careful, and I realize this is the first time anyone's touched me without trying to kill me or drag me somewhere since this whole thing started.

"Thanks."

She's already examining the straps, fingers moving with practiced efficiency. "Whoever designed these buckles should be decommissioned. Tension's all wrong—puts pressure on the intercostals instead of distributing across the shoulders."

"Right. Can you fix it?"

"Already did." She tugs the final strap tight. "Rerouted it through the secondary anchor points. You'll breathe easier, and the plate won't shift when you move."

I hadn't even felt her adjusting anything.

"You always this handy?"

"I once rebuilt a shuttle's atmospheric processor with a rusty toolkit and three meters of copper wire." She shrugs. "This is just straps."

"Shit. You're bleeding again. The new wound."

"I know."

"It's deep. You need—"

"I need to keep moving. That's all I need."

She looks at me. Doesn't argue. Just finishes strapping the armor and steps back. Too bad Doc stayed back to tend to the dozens of injured civilians.

Priest is struggling with his own gear, hands shaking. The man killed twelve people in a bus crash—accident, he said, fell asleep—I believe him.

"You okay?" I ask him.

"No." He gets the chest plate on, fumbles with the straps. "I've never killed anything before. Not on purpose. Not until today."

He finally gets the straps secured, looks down at the armor on his chest. "I was a pacifist. Before. Believed in the sanctity of life. All life."

"And now?"

He's quiet for a moment. "Now I just want to survive long enough to figure out what I believe."

Fair enough.

Neera's wounded—the scythe got her thigh bad, and she's sitting against the wall while Remo wraps it with a field bandage from the station's med kit. She's not complaining, but her face is pale and her jaw is tight.

"Can you walk?" I ask her.

"I can hop. Gimme a fucking rifle and point me at something."

"You'll slow us down."

"Then leave me here." She meets my eyes. Hard. Unafraid. "I'll hold this room as long as I can. Buy you time if they breach."

"That's suicide."

"This whole thing is suicide, Zero. At least let me pick how I go."

She's right. We're all dead—it's just a matter of when and how. The only choice we get is what we do with the time we've got left.

"Pulse rifles," Villa says, pulling my attention back. She's at the weapon rack, pulling down rifles, laying them on the desk. "Three-second burst, then a two-second recharge cycle. More punch than those handheld lasers, better range, but the recharge will get you killed if you're not careful."

"How many?"

"Eight rifles. Twelve grenades—fragmentation. Two shotguns, close-quarters only. And this." She holds up something that looks like a cross between a flamethrower and an industrial cutter. "Plasma torch. Mining gear, not military, but it'll cut through damn near anything. Including them."

"Including us," Remo mutters.

"Don't stand in front of it."

We gear up. Pulse rifles for me, Remo, Chen, and Villa. Priest takes a shotgun—he's shaking too much for precision work, but a shotgun just needs pointing in the right direction. Neera gets the other shotgun and a pile of grenades.

"The civilians," Chen says. "We need to get back to them."

"With fucking what?" Villa checks her rifle, slaps in a fresh cell. "Six guns? We had twelve real soldiers, and we got wiped out in two hours. Six guns isn't saving anyone."

"Six guns and these." I hold up the grenades. "These change the math."

"The math is still shit."

"But it's less shit." I turn to Harrow's chalk map, still fixed in my memory. "The community hall is three hundred meters back the way we came. The corridors between here and there are crawling with them. But if we move fast, hit hard, use the grenades to clear choke points—"

"We'll die tired instead of rested."

"Maybe. But those people back there are going to die for certain if we don't try." I look at her. "You're military. Real military. Isn't this what you signed up for? Protecting civilians?"

Something flickers in her eyes. Anger, maybe. Or shame.

"I signed up to fight a war we could win," she says. "Against rebel punks that can’t follow law and order. This isn't a war. This is an extermination."

"Then let's make them work for it."

She holds my gaze for a long moment. Then she nods, once, sharp.

"Fine. But I'm on point. You convicts don't know shit about squad tactics."

"Lead the way, Sergeant."

We leave Neera in the security station with a shotgun, six grenades, and instructions to seal the door and not open it for anything. She doesn't argue. Just props herself against the wall with the weapon across her lap and watches us go.

"See you on the other side, Zero," she says.

"Yeah."

We both know it's a lie.

I try calling for Ghost again on comms. Nothing. I’m worried now. But we have our own immediate problems.

The corridor outside is clear. The Hanbiri that were massed against the door are gone—pulled back, regrouped, probably setting up another ambush somewhere ahead. They learn. They adapt. Every tactic we use works once, maybe twice, and then they figure out the counter.

We need to be unpredictable. Hard to do when there's only one route back to the civilians.

"Leapfrog advance," Villa whispers. "Two up, two back, rotating. I'll call the movements."

We fall in. It's awkward at first—we're convicts, not soldiers, and the closest thing to training most of us have is prison yard fights—but Villa seems to know what she's doing. She moves us through the corridors in short bursts, always someone watching the rear, always someone ready to cover.

Fifty meters. A hundred. The same route we came, but it feels different now. Darker. Closer. The hive-scream is building again, that pressure at the edges of my skull, and I know they're out there, watching, waiting.

You can't save them, Felix. You couldn't save Danny. You can't save anyone.

I shove it down, focus on the corridor ahead, on the weight of the pulse rifle in my hands.

"Contact."

Villa's voice, low and sharp. She's pointing ahead, where the corridor opens into the mess hall we passed before. Movement in the shadows. Multiple contacts.

"How many?" I whisper.

"Six. Maybe eight." She studies them for a moment. "They're not in ambush formation. They're fucking feeding."

Feeding. On the bodies we left behind. On the convicts who didn't make it this far.

"We go around," Chen says.

"There is no around. This is the only route."

"Then we wait for them to—"

"They're not going to leave. They'll pick those bones clean and then they'll come looking for more." Villa checks her rifle. "We go through. Fast and hard. Grenades first to scatter them, then rifles to finish."

"The noise will bring more."

"The noise is unavoidable. Better to control when it happens than let them choose." She looks at us. "On my mark. Priest, Chen—grenades into the mess hall, then fall back and cover the rear. Felix, Remo—follow me in. Three-second bursts, then reposition. Don't let them pin you down."

We nod. Priest pulls a grenade from his belt, hands trembling. Chen takes one too, steadier.

"Mark."

Priest throws. The grenade arcs through the air, bounces once on the mess hall floor—

And doesn't explode.

"Dud!" Chen's grenade follows, hits the far wall, and detonates with a crack that shakes the corridor. Flash of light, spray of shrapnel, and the Hanbiri scatter, shrieking—but Priest's grenade is just sitting there on the floor, live, a three-second fuse that didn't burn.

"Move!" Villa charges into the mess hall. I follow, Remo beside me, and then we're in the middle of it—tables overturned, bodies on the floor, Hanbiri everywhere.

The first one comes at me from the left. I fire on instinct, pulse rifle kicking in my hands, three-second burst that catches it center mass and punches through the chitin. It drops, twitching, and I'm already turning, already tracking the next one.

"Above!"

Remo's shout. I look up. Three Hanbiri on the ceiling, skittering toward us. I fire. Miss. Fire again, catch one in the joint, send it tumbling. Remo gets another, and Villa takes the third with a burst that nearly cuts it in half.

Two-second recharge. Longest two seconds of my life.

A Hanbiri lunges from behind an overturned table. I don't have time to aim—just shove the rifle forward, catch it in the throat, push it back. It snaps at me with its jaw, a set of teeth that punches out like a piston, and I feel it graze my cheek, draw blood. Then my rifle cycles and I fire point-blank into its skull.

"Grenade!" Chen's voice. "The dud—it's—"

The unexploded grenade goes off.

I don't know if a Hanbiri stepped on it or if the fuse finally caught or if God just has a sick sense of humor, but the thing detonates right in the middle of the mess hall, and suddenly I'm flying, tumbling, hitting a wall hard enough to crack my armor.

My ears are ringing. Vision's blurred. I try to get up, can't, try again. The world's spinning and everything sounds like it's underwater.

"Zero!"

Remo. He's grabbing me, hauling me up. There's blood on his face—his or mine, I can't tell.

"We need to fucking move! They're coming!"

Danny’s face flashes in my mind.

I blink. Focus. The mess hall is a wreck—bodies everywhere, human and Hanbiri, tables shattered, a hole in the floor where the grenade went off. Priest is down, not moving. Chen's dragging him toward the exit.

And behind us, in the corridor we came from, I can hear them. Dozens of them. The explosion was a dinner bell.

"Go!" Villa is at the far door, laying down covering fire. "Go, go, go!"

We run. Me and Remo half-carrying Priest between us, Chen covering the rear, Villa leading the way. The hive-scream is deafening now, a wall of psychic noise that makes it hard to think, hard to see.

Run, Felix. Run.

The corridor ahead is clear. Fifty meters to the junction. A hundred meters to the community hall. We can make it. We can—

Something punches through the wall beside me.

Scythes, black and gleaming, stabbing through the metal like it's paper. I throw myself sideways, barely dodge, and then another limb punches through, and another. They're in the walls. They're cutting through the walls to get to us.

"Keep fucking moving!" Villa fires into the holes, pulse blasts disappearing into darkness. "Don't stop!"

We don't stop. We run, flat-out, no tactics, no formation, just pure desperate flight. A Hanbiri bursts through the wall ahead of us and Remo shoots it dead without breaking stride. Another drops from a ceiling vent and Villa cuts it down with a three-second burst that paints the corridor black.

The junction. I can see it. Twenty meters. Fifteen.

Priest starts screaming.

I turn. He's awake now—awake and screaming, staring at something behind us, and I follow his gaze and see what's coming.

Not one Hanbiri. Not ten. A wave of them, filling the corridor from floor to ceiling, serrated arms churning, chitin rustling, a black tide rolling toward us like a living thing.

"GRENADE!"

I pull the last one from my belt, yank the pin, throw. Don't wait to see it land. Just turn and run.

The explosion hits behind us. I feel the heat, the pressure wave, and I hear them screaming—that psychic shriek of rage and pain—but I don't look back. I just run.

The community hall door. It's right there. Right there.

"Open it!" I'm screaming now. "Open the fucking door!"

It opens.

We pour through—me, Remo, Chen, Villa, and Priest between us—and the door slams shut just as the first Hanbiri hits it. The metal shudders. Holds.

I collapse.

Can't help it. My legs just give out and I'm on the floor, gasping, bleeding, the world spinning around me. The civilians are screaming—I can hear them, somewhere far away—and Marco's voice is shouting something, and Remo's laughing, that same insane laugh, and I just lie there and try to remember how to breathe.

We made it.

Somehow, impossibly, we made it.

A face appears above me. Chen, blood on her cheek, eyes wide.

"Felix. Felix, stay with me."

"I'm here."

"You're hit. The grenade—there's shrapnel—"

I look down. She's right. There's a piece of metal sticking out of my side, just below the armor plate. Didn't even feel it.

"Oh," I say. "That's not good."

"No. It's not."

She's doing something—putting pressure on it, I think, trying to stop the bleeding. It hurts. Everything hurts. My arm, my side, my back, my face. I'm running out of places that don't hurt.

"The weapons," I manage. "Did we—"

"Yeah. We fucking got them." Remo's voice, somewhere above me. "Rifles, grenades, the whole motherfucking haul. Villa is handing them out now."

"Neera?"

"Neera didn't make it. The security station was overrun before we could get back to her."

I close my eyes. Just for a second. Just to rest.

You're dying, Felix.

Danny's voice. My brother's voice.

You're dying and you can't save anyone. You never could.

"Shut up," I whisper.

You killed the foreman and I'm still in this chair. You're killing bugs and people are still dying. What's the point, Felix? What's the point of any of it?

"The point is I'm not dead yet."

I open my eyes. Chen's still there, still pressing on the wound, still looking at me with that expression I can't quite read.

"I'm not dead yet," I say again, louder this time. "So let's figure out how to keep it that way."

She almost smiles.

"Yeah," she says. "Let's do that."

The door shudders. The Hanbiri are still out there, clawing, pounding, looking for a way in.

But we've got weapons now. Real weapons.

And I'm not dead yet.


CHAPTER FIVE

The shrapnel comes out with a wet sucking sound that makes me want to puke.

"Hold still." Chen's got her knee on my chest, pinning me down while she works. "Almost got it."

"You said that two minutes ago."

"I lied. Now hold still."

She twists the metal fragment—feels like she's twisting it through my spine—and then it's out, a jagged piece of grenade casing about two inches long, slick with blood that's too dark to be healthy. She drops it on the floor beside me and immediately presses a wad of bandage against the hole it left behind.

"Pressure," she says. "Keep pressure on it."

"I know how damn wounds work."

"Then act like it."

I press. It hurts. Everything hurts. But I'm alive, and right now that's more than I expected.

The community hall has transformed in the twenty minutes we were gone. When we left, it was a room full of terrified civilians huddled in the center, waiting to die. Now it's something closer to a defensive position. Marco's got people moving furniture, building barricades around the main entrance. Villa is handing out weapons—pulse rifles to anyone who looks like they can hold one steady, shotguns to the others. Even some of the civilians are taking them, miners with strong hands and scared eyes who've probably never fired anything more dangerous than a rivet gun.

Harrow appears beside me. He's holding a pulse rifle like it might bite him.

"Your sergeant says we need to prepare for a breach."

"She's not wrong."

"How long do we have?"

I look at the main door. It's heavy—blast-rated, designed to hold against decompression accidents and mining explosions—but the Hanbiri have been hitting it nonstop since we got back, and I can see the metal starting to warp around the edges. They're strong. Stronger than steel, apparently.

"Hours, maybe. Could be less."

"And the vents?"

"The vents are—" I stop. Look up at the ceiling.

The vents. The furniture we stacked under them. It's still there, tables and chairs jammed into the grating, but—

I push myself up, ignoring the scream of pain from my side. “The vents connect to every room. That the bugs are using them like highways.”

"Yes."

"Then why haven't they come through?"

Harrow blinks. "I—I don't know."

"They hit us from the vents in the corridor. Came through the walls. But here, in this room, they've been pounding on the door for twenty minutes and they haven't touched the vents." I'm moving now, crossing the room toward the nearest vent cover, ignoring Chen's protests. "That doesn't make sense. Unless—"

I grab a chair, pull it down from the stack. Look up at the grating.

Shit. Something looks back.

Not eyes, but I can feel it. That pressure. That weight. The hive-scream spiking in my skull like a knife.

Hello, Felix.

"They're already here!"

The vent cover explodes inward.

The Hanbiri drops into the room and everything goes to hell.

It's a big one—nine feet, maybe more, armor thicker than the ones we've been fighting. It lands in the middle of a group of civilians and starts killing before anyone can react. A woman goes down, then a man, then a child—just a kid, couldn't be more than eight—and the screaming starts and doesn't stop.

I fire. Pulse rifle kicks against my shoulder, three-second burst that hits the thing in the back and staggers it. Doesn't drop it. Doesn't even slow it down. It spins, sees me, and charges.

I dodge left. Barely. The scythe whistles past my head close enough to take hair off, and I'm rolling, coming up, firing again. This time I aim for the joints—the place where limb meets body, the thinner armor. The burst connects. Chitin cracks. The Hanbiri screams—out loud and in my head—and now Remo's there too, and Chen, and Villa, all of us pouring fire into this thing until it finally, finally drops.

But it's not alone.

The other vents are blowing now. All of them at once. Hanbiri dropping into the room like black rain, hitting the floor and spreading out. The civilians are running, screaming, trampling each other to get away, and the convicts are firing but there's too many, way too many—

"Shit! Form up!" Villa is screaming. "Form a fucking line!"

We try. God help us, we try. I grab Marco, shove him into position beside me. Chen on my other side. Remo, Priest, the civilians who took weapons—we form a ragged semicircle around the noncombatants, backs to the wall, rifles up.

The Hanbiri hit us like a wave.

I fire. Burst, recharge, burst, recharge. A Hanbiri drops. Another takes its place. I fire again. The rifle kicks, kicks, kicks, and they just keep coming, black shapes in the strobing light, reaching for us, for the people behind us.

Someone screams. I turn. One of the civilians—a woman with a shotgun—she's down, a Hanbiri on top of her, scythes punching through her chest. I put a burst into its skull at point-blank range and it slumps, but she's already dead, eyes open, blood everywhere.

"Grenades!" Villa pulls one from her belt. "Everyone down!"

She throws. The grenade arcs over the Hanbiri line and detonates in the middle of the swarm. Chitin fragments fly, and for a moment there's a gap, a break in the assault.

"Push forward! Now!"

We push. Step over the dead and dying, fire into the survivors, reclaim the ground. The vents are still open, still spilling bugs into the room, but the flow is slowing—we've killed enough that they can't replace them fast enough.

Or they're holding back. Waiting. Adapting.

"The vents!" I'm shouting, pointing. "We need to seal the vents!"

"With what?"

"Anything! Everything!"

Harrow gets it. He starts grabbing people—civilians, the ones who aren't frozen with shock and directing them to the vents. Tables, chairs, bodies—anything heavy, anything solid, they're shoving it up into the openings, blocking them, buying us time.

A Hanbiri tries to push through one of the half-sealed vents. Gets stuck in the gap between a table and the grating. I put a burst into its face and it drops, plugging the hole with its own corpse.

"Keep going! Use the bodies!"

It's grim work. Horrible work. But it's working. One by one, the vents get sealed. Furniture and corpses jammed into the openings, blocking them solid. The flow of Hanbiri slows to a trickle, then stops.

But the door.

The main door is buckling now. I can see it—the metal bowing inward, rivets popping, the frame starting to separate from the wall. They've been hitting it this whole time, pounding it with their arms, and it's giving way.

"How many in here?" I ask Villa.

She does a quick count. "Fourteen combat-capable. Maybe ten more who can hold a weapon."

"Civilians?"

"One-eighty. One-ninety." Her jaw tightens. "Lot of kids."

I look at them—huddled in the corner, crying, clinging to their parents. A little girl, maybe six, is staring at me with huge eyes. She's holding a stuffed animal, some kind of rabbit, clutching it against her chest like it can protect her from the monsters.

It can't. Nothing can.

But maybe we can buy them time.

"We need to get them out of here."

"Out to where? The whole hab is compromised."

"There has to be somewhere. Somewhere defensible, somewhere the bugs can't reach."

Harrow's listening. He steps forward, face pale but voice steady. "The reactor level. It's below the main hab, through the mining tunnels. The Hanbiri came up from there, but we sealed the access points during the first attack. If the seals held—"

"If?"

"It's the most fortified part of the facility. Three-meter-thick walls, independent life support, blast doors that can take a direct hit from a mining charge. If anywhere in this hab is safe, that's it."

"How do we get there?"

"Cargo elevator. Main shaft, fifty meters down the east corridor." He hesitates. "The corridor's not clear otherwise we’d be there already. We'd have to fight through."

"Then we fight through."

Villa is shaking her head. "You're talking about moving two hundred civilians through bug-infested tunnels. Half of them can't walk fast, a quarter of them are children, and we've got fourteen guns. It's a fucking massacre waiting to happen."

"Staying here is a massacre waiting to happen." I point at the door. "That's coming down in ten minutes, maybe less. When it does, they're going to pour in here and kill everyone. Men, women, children—they don't care. At least if we move, we've got a chance."

"A chance at what? Dying in a corridor instead of a room?"

"A chance at getting these people somewhere they might actually survive." I step closer to her, lower my voice. "You said you signed up to fight a war you could win. Fine. This isn't that war. But those kids didn't sign up for anything. They were just born in the wrong place at the wrong time, and now they're going to die screaming unless we do something. So we can stand here and argue about odds, or we can move."

She stares at me. I stare back. The door shudders behind us, metal groaning.

"Fuck," she says finally. "Fine. We move."

"Harrow, get your people ready. Everyone who can walk, walks. Everyone who can't gets carried. We leave in two minutes."

He nods. Starts giving orders. The civilians respond—slowly, shakily, but they respond. Parents grab children. Workers grab tools. The wounded get pulled to their feet, supported by anyone with a free arm.

I turn to the convicts. My people. What's left of them.

"Remo, you're on point with Villa. Chen, Priest, you've got the flanks. Marco, you're rear guard with me."

"Rear guard?" Marco's face is white. "That's where they'll hit hardest."

"Yeah. That's why I need someone I can trust." I put a hand on his shoulder. "Your brother died fighting. Make sure it meant something."

He swallows. Nods.

"The rest of you—" I look at the armed civilians, the ones holding pulse rifles and shotguns with shaking hands. "Stay in the middle. Protect the noncombatants. If something gets through our line, you put it down. Don't think, don't hesitate—just shoot."

They nod. Some of them, anyway. The others just stare.

"Two minutes," I say. "Grab ammo, grab meds, grab anything useful. Then we move."

The next two minutes are chaos. People grabbing gear, grabbing each other, crying and praying and shouting. I finally find Doc triaging as best as he can, pull him aside.

"How bad am I?"

He looks at my side, where the bandage is already soaking through with fresh blood. "Bad. You need surgery. A real surgeon, not me with a field kit."

"Will I make it to the reactor level?"

"Maybe. If you don't do anything fucking stupid."

"Define stupid."

"Getting hit again. Running too fast. Fighting hand-to-hand with a nine-foot alien." He's not smiling. "Basically everything you're going to do in the next twenty minutes."

"Then I'll try to do it efficiently."

"Zero,” he stops. Starts again. "I don't know why you're doing this. Any of this. You could have stayed in that security station, sealed the door, waited it out. You didn't have to come back for the civilians and me. You didn't have to volunteer to risk your life all over again."

"You are doing the same thing."

"I'm a murderer. So the law says," he gestures vaguely. "Penance, I guess. But you killed a foreman who hurt your brother. That's not the same thing."

"It's not?"

"It's justice. Twisted, illegal justice, but still. You're not a bad person, Zero."

I think about the drill going through the foreman’s chest. The sound it made. The look on his face.

"Yeah," I say. "I am."

"Then why—"

"Because those kids didn't do anything wrong. And because I'm already dead. Might as well make it count."

The door shudders again. A rivet pops out, pings off the floor.

“Ghost checking in,” I hear barely through the static.

“Ghost! Where the fuck you been?”

"Busy. Couldn't break radio silence—had Hanbiri patrols passing under my position for hours. Could hear you, though. All of it."

“Got it. Try to meet us at the reactor level. Look for any site map you can find.”

“Copy. Ghost out.”

"Time's up," I call out. "Everyone move. Now."

Villa hits the side door—the one that leads to the east corridor—and we pour out into the dark. Two hundred civilians, twenty-four guns, one very bad plan.

The east corridor is a hundred meters of hell.

It's dark—emergency lighting only, red and dim, shadows everywhere. The walls are scorched, scarred with claw marks, stained with things I don't want to think about. Bodies on the floor, most of them too torn up to identify. The smell is indescribable—blood and methane and rotting meat and that strange organic stink that the Hanbiri carry with them.

We move fast. As fast as we can with children and wounded and people who've never run for their lives before. Villa and Remo are on point, rifles up, scanning every shadow. Chen and Priest on the flanks, covering the side passages. Marco and me at the back, walking backward half the time, watching the darkness behind us.

The hive-scream is constant now. That pressure in my skull, that whisper.

You can't save them, Felix.

I ignore it. Focus on the corridor. Focus on the people in front of me, the children clutching their parents' hands, the wounded leaning on each other. Focus on anything but that voice.

Fifty meters. We pass a junction, a side corridor branching off into blackness. Villa checks it, signals clear, and we keep moving.

Sixty meters. A body on the floor—convict, orange jumpsuit, torn in half at the waist. His laser's still in his hand. I grab it, check the cell. Eighteen percent. Better than nothing.

Seventy meters. A sound behind us. I spin, rifle up—

Nothing. Just darkness. Just the echo of our footsteps and the distant groaning of the hab's structure under Titan's cold.

"Contact forward!"

Villa's voice. I turn back. She's firing, pulse rifle lighting up the corridor ahead, and I can see them now—Hanbiri, four of them, blocking the way to the cargo elevator. They're not charging. Just standing there, scythes spread, waiting.

"Push through!" I start moving forward, shouldering past civilians. "Concentrate fire!"

We light them up. Six rifles firing at once, pulses hammering into chitin, and the Hanbiri stagger, crack, drop. One of them gets a scythe into a civilian—middle-aged man, miner's build—and he goes down screaming, but we kill the bug before it can finish him and Chen's there, dragging him back, trying to stop the bleeding.

"Keep moving! Don't stop!"

Eighty meters. The cargo elevator is just ahead—I can see the doors, heavy industrial steel, big enough to fit mining equipment. Big enough to fit two hundred people if we pack them in tight.

"Remo, get that elevator open!"

He sprints ahead, hits the control panel. Nothing happens.

"It's dead! No power!"

"Then find the fucking power!"

"There's an auxiliary switch—service panel on the left—"

He's prying it open when the ceiling collapses.

Not all of it. Just a section, ten meters behind us, metal and insulation crashing down in a cloud of dust. And through the hole—

Hanbiri. Dozens of them. Pouring out of the upper levels like water through a broken dam.

"RUN!"

The civilians don't need to be told twice. They stampede toward the elevator, pushing, shoving, screaming. The ones with guns turn and fire, wild shots into the mass of black chitin, and I'm firing too, three-second bursts that drop one, two, three—but they just keep coming.

"I've got fucking power!" Remo's voice. "Elevator's opening!"

The doors grind apart, revealing the cargo lift inside—a big industrial platform, no walls, just a railing around the edge. People start piling on, cramming together, and I'm screaming at them to move, to make room, but there's too many and the Hanbiri are too close—

A scythe takes Marco in the back.

I see it happen. See the black blade punch through his chest, see his eyes go wide, see him look down at the thing sticking out of him like he can't quite believe it.

"Marco!"

He falls. The Hanbiri that killed him is already moving past, reaching for the next person—a woman holding a baby. I put a burst into its skull that sprays black ichor across everyone nearby. The woman screams, clutches her child, runs for the elevator.

Marco's still alive. Somehow. He's on the ground, blood bubbling from his lips, and he's looking at me.

"Tomas," he whispers.

"Marco, hold on."

"I did what I could. I just wish—”

He dies.

Just like that. Mid-sentence. The light goes out of his eyes and he's gone.

I don't have time to mourn. Don't have time to think. There's a Hanbiri coming at me and I drop it with a burst and there's another behind it.  I drop that one too and the civilians are still loading onto the elevator. I need to buy them time.

"Felix!" Chen's voice. "Felix, come on!"

The elevator's full. Packed with bodies, standing room only, people pressed against each other so tight they can barely breathe. Chen's on it, reaching for me, and Villa is at the controls, finger on the button.

"GO!" I'm still firing, backing toward the elevator. "TAKE THEM DOWN!"

"Not without you!"

"There's no room!"

"Then make room! We need you."

She's right. There's no room. But I can see the Hanbiri coming, a black tide rolling down the corridor, and if that elevator doesn't leave right now, they're all going to die.

I make a decision.

I turn, grab the nearest civilian—a man, big guy, frozen with fear, and I shove him off the elevator. He stumbles, falls, and I take his place, squeezing onto the platform just as Villa hits the button.

The elevator drops.

The last thing I see before we descend into the shaft is the man I pushed off. He's on his knees, looking up at me, a second of eye contact that felt like a thousand years. No anger, sadness, or any kind of expression. The face of a man that knows he is dead. And then, the Hanbiri reach him and he's gone.

I killed him. To save myself. To save the others. So I tell myself.

I killed him.

The elevator descends into darkness, and the screaming fades above us, and I stand there with blood on my hands—literally, figuratively, every way that matters—and I don't say a fucking word.

No one says anything.

We just drop.

Fifty meters of black shaft, the only light the red glow of the elevator's emergency strips. The civilians are crying, praying, holding each other. A child is wailing somewhere in the press of bodies. The hive-scream is fading now, getting distant, but it's not gone. It's never gone.

You killed him, Felix. You killed him to save yourself.

Not myself. The others.

Is that what you tell yourself?

The elevator hits bottom with a clang that shakes us all. The doors open onto another corridor—wider than the ones above, better lit, heavy blast doors visible at the far end.

The reactor level.

"Move," I say. My voice sounds dead. Flat. "Everyone off. Get to the blast doors."

They move. Pouring off the elevator, stumbling toward safety. Priest grabs my arm as he passes.

"Felix—"

"Don't."

"You didn't have a choice."

"I know."

"He was frozen. He was going to get everyone killed."

"I know."

"Then why do you look like that?"

I don't answer. I just walk.

The blast doors are open—someone's already hit the controls, letting the civilians pour through into the reactor level beyond. I can see it through the doorway: a massive chamber, industrial equipment everywhere, that thick-walled construction Harrow promised. Safe. As safe as anywhere can be right now.

I'm the last one through. I stop at the threshold, turn, look back down the corridor toward the elevator shaft.

Nothing's following us. Not yet.

But they'll come. They always come.

I step through the blast doors, and someone hits the control. They grind shut behind me—three meters of reinforced steel, rated to contain a reactor breach.

For the first time in hours, the hive-scream goes quiet.

We're safe.

I find a wall, put my back against it, slide down to the floor. The wound in my side is bleeding again. The burns on my arm and chest are throbbing. My legs feel like they're made of jelly.

But I'm alive. We're alive. Most of us.

Not all.

I close my eyes.

I see the man I pushed off the elevator. I see Marco with a blade through his chest. I see the kid in the mess hall, the woman with the shotgun, all the bodies in orange jumpsuits scattered through the corridors of this frozen tomb.

I see Danny in his wheelchair, looking at me the way he did after the trial. After I killed the foreman.

Was it worth it? he asked me.

I didn't have an answer then.

I still don't.

"Felix."

I open my eyes. Doc's there, kneeling beside me, med kit in hand.

"Let me look at your side."

"It's fine."

"It's not fine. Nothing about you is fine." He starts peeling back the bandage, and I let him, because I'm too tired to argue. "You need fluids. Antibiotics. Probably a transfusion."

"What I need is a time machine."

"What happened up there—the man you pushed—"

"I don't want to talk about it."

"You saved two hundred people."

"I killed one."

"One who was going to get everyone else killed."

"That's not—" I stop. Take a breath. "It doesn't work like that. You don't get to trade lives. You don't get to decide who lives and who dies because things come out in your favor."

"Then what do you get to do?"

I look at him. At the blood on his face, the exhaustion in his eyes. He's been through the same hell I have. He’s watched people die and fought for every breath just like me.

And he's still here. Still fighting.

"You get to keep going," I say. "Until you can't."

He nods slowly. Finishes with the bandage, tapes it down.

"Then keep going," he says. "We're not done yet."

He's right.

The Hanbiri are still out there. Still hunting. Still adapting. The reactor level is fortified, but it won't hold forever.

But we've got weapons. We've got walls. We've got almost two hundred people who are still breathing.

And we've got time. A little time.

I push myself up the wall, get to my feet. Everything hurts. I ignore it.

"Harrow," I call out. "What do we have down here? Weapons, supplies, anything?"

He appears from the crowd, face gray with stress and dust. "There's a security office. Emergency supplies. Maybe some mining charges in the equipment bay."

"Show me."

He nods. Starts walking. I follow.

We're not done yet.

The hive-scream is quiet, but I can feel them out there. Waiting. Watching.

We'll see you soon, Felix.

Yeah.

See you soon.


CHAPTER SIX

Alarms scream in the vents.

The bad news is that fortresses only work if you can hold them, and we've got around two-hundred civilians, twelve functioning weapons, and maybe six hours before the Hanbiri figure out how to get through three meters of blast door.

"Security office is here." Harrow leads me through the main reactor chamber—a cathedral of machinery, coolant pipes thick as tree trunks, the reactor core itself humming behind a wall of radiation shielding. "Emergency supplies, weapons locker, communications array. Not that comms are working."

"What about the equipment bay?"

"Through there." He points to a heavy door on the far side of the chamber. "Mining charges, cutting tools, maybe some heavy gear we can repurpose. I'll need to take inventory."

"Do it. I want to know everything we've got—weapons, food, water, meds. Everything."

He nods, moves off. I keep walking, taking stock of the space.

The reactor level is bigger than I expected. The main chamber alone could hold a thousand people, and there are side rooms branching off—storage areas, control stations, maintenance bays. Good sight lines, limited entry points, solid walls. If we're going to make a stand anywhere, this is the place.

But a stand against what? How many Hanbiri are up there? Hundreds? Thousands? We killed maybe fifty on the way down here, and it barely made a dent. They just kept coming, wave after wave, like the ocean trying to wear down a rock.

"Felix." Villa appears at my side, rifle slung over her shoulder. "We need to talk."

"About?"

"Command structure. These people—" She gestures at the civilians scattered through the chamber, huddled in groups, tending wounds, holding children. "They're looking at you like you're in charge."

"I'm not in charge. I'm a fucking convict."

"You're the convict who got them down here alive. That counts for something."

"It counts for luck. Luck and a willingness to push people off elevators."

She doesn't flinch. "War's full of hard calls. You made one. Man was frozen, blocking the exit, about to get everyone killed. There’s the inescapable math of saving lives and naive morality. You chose the right one."

"That's one way to look at it."

"It's the only way to look at it if you want to stay functional." She steps closer, lowers her voice. "Listen. I've been in combat before. Real combat, not this bug-hunt bullshit—actual war, against humans who shoot back. I've seen men crack under the weight of command. Seen them freeze up, make bad calls, get their people killed because they couldn't handle the pressure. You're not cracking. You're making hard calls and living with them. That makes you a leader whether you want the job or not."

"I don't want the fucking job."

"Too bad. You've got it." She straightens up. "So what are your orders, Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine?"

I want to argue. Want to tell her to take command herself, she's the one with actual training, actual experience. But I look around the room and I see it—the way people are watching me, the way they quiet down when I walk past. They're scared. They're looking for someone to tell them what to do, and for some reason that someone is me.

Collar still blinking on my neck. Prison number still burned into my brain. And somehow I'm in charge.

"Fine," I say. "First priority is defense. I want every entry point identified and fortified. Doors, vents, maintenance hatches—anything big enough for them to fit through. We barricade what we can, rig alarms on what we can't."

"Alarms with what?"

"Whatever we've got. Cans on strings, loose metal, anything that'll make noise if something moves it. I want to know the second they try to get in."

"And when they do get in?"

"Fallback positions. We designate rally points, retreat routes, choke points where we can concentrate fire. If they breach one area, we fall back to the next. Make them pay for every meter."

Villa nods. "What about the civvies? Most of them can't fight."

"Then they stay in the center, away from the entry points. We put the wounded there too—set up a medical station, get Doc running it. Anyone who can hold a weapon gets assigned to a defensive position. Anyone who can't—" I pause. "Anyone who can't helps however they can. Building barricades, carrying supplies, tending wounded. Everyone works. No one sits."

"And when we run out of ammo? Run out of food?"

"Then we figure something else out." I meet her eyes. "I'm not going to lie to you, Sergeant. I don't know if we can hold this place. I don't know if rescue is coming. I don't know if any of us are getting off this moon alive. But I know that giving up means dying, and I'm not ready to die. Are you?"

She almost smiles. Almost.

"No, Conscript. I'm not."

"Then let's get to work."

We work. Somehow my plan came out coherent on the first try.

The next three hours are a blur of activity. Villa takes charge of fortifications, organizing teams to barricade the doors and rig the vents. Remo handles the armory—such as it is—counting cells, distributing weapons, making sure everyone who's got a gun knows which end to point at the bugs. Doc sets up the medical station in one of the side rooms, organizing supplies, triaging the wounded.

I float between them, checking progress, solving problems, making decisions. A hundred small choices that add up to something like a plan.

Should we barricade this door or rig it to blow? Barricade—we don't have enough charges to waste.

Should we put the children in the control room or the storage bay? Storage bay—thicker walls, only one entrance.

Should we ration food now or wait until we know how long we'll be down here? Now—no point in starving people when we don't know if we'll live long enough to run out.

Every decision is a guess. Every choice could be wrong. But making them—committing to them—feels better than standing still.

Priest finds me while I'm checking the south barricade, a wall of crates and machinery piled against a maintenance hatch.

"The children are asking about their parents," he says. "The ones who didn't make it."

"What are you telling them?"

"That they're safe. That they're in a better place." He looks at me. "I'm lying to them."

"I know."

"I used to believe it. Used to believe there was a better place waiting for us. Heaven, paradise, whatever you want to call it. A reward for the faithful." He shakes his head. "Now I just see the bodies. All those bodies in the corridors, torn apart, left to rot. Where's their reward? Where's their better place? Which half of their mangled body gets to go to heaven?"

"I don't know."

"Neither do I. But I keep telling the children anyway, because—" He stops. "Because hope is all I have left to give them. Even if it's a lie."

I don't know what to say to that. Don't know how to comfort a man who's lost his faith while surrounded by monsters.

"There's a woman over there," I say instead, pointing. "Her name's Yuki. She lost her son in the initial attack. She hasn't spoken since. Maybe you could—"

"Sit with her?"

"Yeah."

He nods. Moves off toward the woman.

I watch him go. A pacifist turned killer, a man who's lost his God. And he's still trying to help. Still trying to find meaning in the middle of all this death.

Maybe that's all any of us can do.

"Felix." Doc’s voice, from the medical station. "I need you."

I head over. He's set up in one of the control rooms—monitors dead, consoles dark, but the space is clean and dry, better than anything we had upstairs. A dozen wounded are laid out on the floor, ranging from minor cuts to serious injuries that need more than field dressings.

"What's wrong?"

"Him." He points to a man in the corner. I recognize him—one of the miners who took a pulse rifle during the retreat. He's sitting against the wall, cradling his weapon, staring at nothing.

"He's not wounded."

"No. But he won't move. Won't talk. Won't respond to anything." He lowers his voice. "I've seen this before. Combat shock. He's locked up inside his own head."

I crouch in front of him. "Hey. Hey, look at me."

Nothing. His eyes are open, but there's no one home.

"What's his name?"

"Okonkwo. David Okonkwo. Wife and daughter were in the hab when the attack started." Chen's voice is soft. "They didn't make it."

Jesus.

"David." I put a hand on his shoulder. "David, I need you to focus. Can you hear me?"

A flicker. Something moving behind his eyes.

"I know what you're feeling. I know you lost them. And I know that right now it seems like nothing matters—like you might as well just sit here and let it end." I lean closer. "But I need you. We need you. There are children in this room, David. Other people's daughters. And they're going to die if we don't protect them."

He blinks. Focuses on me.

"Your wife and daughter—what were their names?"

"Amara." His voice is a croak. "My wife. And Blessing. My daughter."

"Amara and Blessing. Would they want you to give up? Would they want you to let other people's children die because you couldn't keep going?"

Tears on his cheeks now. Streaming down his face.

"No," he whispers. "No, they wouldn't."

"Then don't. Honor them by fighting.” I squeeze his shoulder. "Can you do that?"

He looks at me for a long moment. Then he nods.

"I can do that."

"Good man." I help him to his feet. "Report to Villa. Tell her I sent you. She'll find you a position."

He goes. Walking like a man wading through water, but walking.

Doc watches him leave. "You're good at that."

"At what?"

"Making people want to live."

"I'm not making anyone do anything. I'm just reminding them why they should."

"Same thing." He looks at me. "Sit down."

"I'm fine."

"You're bleeding through your bandage, you're pale as a ghost, and you've been running on adrenaline for six hours. That’s a finite gas tank. Sit down before you fall down."

I want to argue. Shit, I don't have the energy. I sit.

He changes my bandage, cleans the wound, gives me a shot of something that makes the pain fade to a dull throb. Antibiotics, he says. Should hold off infection for a while. He checks my arm too, peels the suit from the bloody skin. The plasma burns from the first engagement, which feel like they happened a lifetime ago. The skin is dead, blackened, but the damage hasn't spread. Small mercy.

"You need rest," he says.

"I'll rest when we're out of here."

"You'll rest for one hour. Doctor's orders." He holds up a hand to cut off my protest. "You're no good to anyone if you collapse in the middle of a firefight. One hour. Villa can handle things."

"And if those motherfuckers breach in that hour?"

"Then someone will wake you up."

I know he's right. But the thought of closing my eyes, even for a minute—

"There's a supply closet through that door," he points. "Quiet. Private. Go."

I go.

The supply closet is small—shelves lined with medical equipment, cleaning supplies, spare parts. I find a clear spot on the floor, lower myself down, lean my head back against the wall.

One hour. I can do one hour.

I close my eyes.

And for a moment, there's nothing. Just darkness. Just peace.

Then the hive-scream comes.

Hello, Felix.

My eyes snap open. The supply closet is dark—someone killed the lights—but I can feel them. That presence. That weight.

Did you think you could hide from us?

It's not Danny's voice this time. Not my mother's. It's something else—something vast and cold and ancient. The voice of the hive itself.

We've been watching you, Felix. Since the moment you landed.

I try to push it out. Focus on the wall, on the pain in my side, on anything real.

You're afraid of failing them. The people who look to you. You're afraid you'll make the wrong call, give the wrong order, and they'll die because of you.

"Get out of my head."

You're afraid you're not good enough. That you're just a convict—a killer—playing at being a leader while the real soldiers do the work.

"I said get out."

I slam my fist against the wall. The pain spikes through my arm, through my side, and for a second the voice fades, pushed back by the flood of sensation.

"I'm not afraid of you."

Yes you are. And you should be.

The presence withdraws. Slowly, like a tide going out. But it leaves something behind—a residue, a stain. The feeling that I've been touched by something that doesn't belong in a human mind.

I sit there in the dark, breathing hard, and I don't sleep.

Villa finds me forty-five minutes later.

"You're not resting."

"Couldn't." I get to my feet. "What's the situation?"

"Fortifications are done. Best we can manage with what we've got. Vents are sealed, doors are barricaded, alarms are rigged. We've got fields of fire set up at every entry point, fallback positions established, rally points designated." She pauses. "It's not much."

"It's something."

"Maybe." She hands me a pulse rifle—fresh cell, fully charged. "There's something else."

"What?"

"The vents. About ten minutes ago, the alarms started going off. Something's moving up there."

Shit. My stomach drops. "Again with the fucking vents. How many?"

"Don't know. Could be one. Could be a hundred." She meets my eyes. "They're probing us. Testing the defenses. Looking for a way in."

I check the rifle, make sure the cell's seated properly. "Then let's give them something to think about."

We head out into the main chamber. The civilians are clustered in the center, away from the walls, just like I ordered. The fighters are at their positions—convicts and armed miners spread across the entry points, weapons up, eyes on the vents and doors.

Everyone's scared. I can see it in their faces, the way they grip their rifles, the way they flinch at every sound.

"Listen up." I raise my voice so it carries across the chamber. "They're coming. You knew they were coming, and now they're here. But this isn't like upstairs. This isn't a panicked retreat through bug-infested corridors. This is a defensive position, fortified and prepared. We know where they have to come through, and we're going to be waiting for them when they do."

I turn, meeting eyes around the room. "When they hit us, I need you to stay calm. Pick your targets. Fire in bursts, watch your cells, call out contacts so your teammates can support you. If your position is overrun, fall back to the next rally point. Don't try to be a hero—heroes die alone. Stay together, support each other, and we'll get through this."

A sound from above. Everyone looks up. Something scraping against metal, moving through the vents.

"Remember—they want you scared. They want you to panic, to break ranks, to make mistakes. Don't give them what they want. You are not prey. You are not victims. You're the meanest, toughest, most stubborn sons of bitches on this frozen hellhole, and you are going to make them regret ever crawling out of the ground."

Silence.

Then Remo laughs. That same insane laugh, but it's infectious somehow—it catches, spreads, and suddenly people are smiling, grinning, shaking their heads.

Ghost's voice cuts through comms: "Movement is increasing rapidly. Seventy meters northeast of your location." She's been running overwatch since the security station, silently operating.

"Shit," Remo mutters.

The scraping gets louder. Closer.

I raise my rifle.

"Contact in thirty seconds. Everyone to positions."

They move. Spreading out, taking cover, sighting down their weapons at the vents and doors. I take a position near the main blast door—the most likely breach point—with Villa on my left and Remo on my right.

"You know," Remo says, "when I got sentenced to this shit, I figured I'd die in the first five fucking minutes. Chewed by some piece of shit bug, blown up by a bad cell, something fast and stupid."

"And now?"

"Now I'm thinking I might actually make it long enough to get killed by something truly fucking impressive." He grins at me. "Thanks for that, Zero."

"Don't thank me yet."

The fucking vent cover blows off.

They come through fast—two Hanbiri, dropping into the chamber, already swinging. The fighters at that position open fire, pulse bursts hammering into chitin, and one of the bugs drops but the other keeps coming, hits the line, takes a man down—

"Hold position!" I'm moving, running toward the breach, rifle up. "Concentrate fire!"

Four guns on the remaining motherfuckers. It staggers, cracks, falls.

But more are coming. Another vent blows, then another. Bugs dropping into the room at three points now, and the shooting starts in earnest.

"Contact south!"

"Contact east!"

"They're on the ceiling!"

I fire. Three-second burst into a Hanbiri that's skittering across the overhead pipes, and it drops, crashes to the floor. Spin, fire again—another one coming through a vent, catch it before it can fully emerge, the body blocking the opening.

"Fallback position two!" Villa is shouting. "Everyone fall back!"

The fighters at the south barricade retreat, firing as they go. Good—controlled, disciplined. They reach the secondary position, set up, resume firing.

A Hanbiri gets through on the east side. Hits the line, kills a civilian—one of the armed miners—before three rifles bring it down. Another follows right behind, and another.

"They're pushing east! Reinforce east!"

Chen appears at my side, pulse rifle in her hands. "What do you need?"

"East flank. They're hitting it hard."

She nods, runs.

I turn back to the main door. The Hanbiri haven't tried to breach it yet—they're focusing on the vents, the weak points. But I know they're out there. I know they're waiting.

We're always waiting, Felix.

A scream. I spin. One of the civilians—a woman at the west barricade—she's down, a Hanbiri on top of her, scythes rising and falling. I fire, full burst, blow the thing off her, but it's too late. She's not moving.

"Keep firing! Don't let up!"

The chamber is chaos now. Muzzle flashes everywhere, the air thick with ozone and smoke, Hanbiri pouring through the vents faster than we can kill them. We're holding—barely—but the odds are against us. Too many bugs, not enough guns.

"Grenade!" Remo pulls one from his belt, yanks the pin, throws it toward a cluster of Hanbiri coming through the east vents. The explosion tears them apart, buys us a few seconds of breathing room.

"That's our last one!"

"Felix!" Villa, pointing at the main blast door. "They're cutting through!"

I look. She's right—there's a glow at the center of the door, orange-red, spreading. They're using something on the other side, acid or heat or some biological process I don't want to think about. Melting through three meters of steel.

"How long?"

"Minutes. Maybe less."

When that door comes down, they'll pour in. Hundreds of them. We don't have the firepower to stop that.

"Get the civilians moving. Retreat to the secondary chamber—the reactor core room. We'll hold them here as long as we can."

"Felix—"

"Do it!"

She nods. Starts shouting orders. The civilians begin to move, herded by Harrow and Priest, flowing toward the back of the chamber.

I grab Remo. "I need you at that door. When it comes down, I need everything we've got hitting them in the opening. Bottleneck them, make them pay for every step."

"You got it." He laughs. "Hell of a way to go, Zero."

"We're not going anywhere. Not yet."

The door glows brighter. The metal's sagging now, drooping inward.

I take a position. Rifle up. Cell at eighty percent.

Beside me, Chen. Villa. Priest. Remo. A handful of armed civilians who didn't run.

"Whatever comes through that door," I say, "we hold. We hold until the civvies are clear, and then we fall back. Nobody dies for nothing. Understood?"

Nods all around.

The door gives way.

It doesn't explode—just sags, melts, collapses inward in a heap of molten slag. And through the opening—

Hanbiri. A wave of them. Black chitin and flashing scythes, pouring through the breach like water through a broken dam.

"FIRE!"

We open up. Everything we've got, every rifle and every cell, concentrated on that doorway. The fuckers drop—one, five, ten—piling up in the opening, blocking the ones behind. But they climb over.

One fucker makes it through the pile. Gets past our fire, hits our line. I shoot it in the face at point-blank range and it drops at my feet, scythe scoring a line across my armor.

"Fall back!" I'm screaming now, voice raw. "Everybody fall back!"

We retreat. Step by step, firing as we go. The Hanbiri press forward, filling the chamber, and we give ground, fall back toward the reactor core room.

Chen goes down. I see it—a scythe catching her across the back, dropping her. Not too deep thankfully. But fuck that one would hurt like hell. I turn, fire, kill the bug that got her, grab her arm.

"I've got you. Come on."

"My legs—"

"I've got you!"

I drag her. One arm around her waist, rifle in the other hand, firing one-handed at anything that moves. Villa is covering us, Remo too, and then we're through the doorway into the reactor core room and someone hits the controls and the secondary blast door slams shut.

We made it.

Some of us.

I lower Chen to the floor. Her back is bleeding, a long gash across her spine, but she's conscious. Moving her legs.

"How bad?" she asks.

"You'll live." Maybe.

The blast door shudders. They're hitting it. Same as before—cutting, melting, breaking through.

"Felix." Villa, beside me. "That door won't hold any longer than the last one."

"I know."

"There's nowhere left to fall back to."

"I know."

The door shudders again.

I look around the room. The reactor core room—last stand territory. Civilians huddled against the far wall. A handful of fighters still on their feet. Wounded everywhere.

This is it. This is where we die.

Unless—

"I may have something," I turn to Chen.

She stares at me. "Felix, what are you thinking?"

I'm thinking about the reactor. The massive fusion core behind its radiation shielding, pumping out enough power to run this entire facility.

I'm thinking about what happens when you breach containment on something like that.

I'm thinking about taking every last one of these bugs with us.

"I'm thinking," I say, "that we need a bigger gun."


CHAPTER SEVEN

"You want to blow the reactor."

Villa says it flat, not a question. She's staring at me like I've lost my mind, and maybe I have.

"Not blow it. Vent it." I'm already moving toward the reactor control station, a bank of consoles against the far wall. "Controlled release. Channel the plasma through the cooling system, out through the vents. Cook everything in the upper levels."

"And us?"

"The core room is shielded. Radiation-hardened. If we seal ourselves in here and route the plasma away from us—"

"If. That's a big fucking if, Zero."

"It's also the only play we've got." I reach the control station, start scanning the displays. Most of them are dark, but a few are still active—emergency systems, backup power. "How long until that door comes down?"

"Minutes. Maybe less."

"Then we've got minutes to figure this out." I turn to Harrow. "You know this system. Can it be done?"

He's pale. Sweating. But he moves to the console beside me, starts pulling up schematics.

"The reactor feeds plasma through the primary cooling loop," he says, fingers moving over the controls. "Normally it's contained—the loop circulates, dumps heat into the radiators on the surface. But if we open the emergency vents and reverse the flow—"

"We turn the whole facility into an oven."

"We turn everything above this level into an oven. Everything connected to the vent system." He looks at me. "The temperatures would be—I don't even know. Thousands of degrees. Nothing survives that. Nothing."

"Can the core room take it?"

"It's designed to contain a reactor breach. Triple-layered shielding, independent life support, blast doors rated for direct plasma exposure." He hesitates. "But it's never been tested. Not outside of sims. Not like this."

"Then I guess we're the test." I look at the civilians. The children. "Can you do it or not?"

He takes a breath. Nods.

"I can do it. But I need time. Ten minutes, maybe fifteen, to reconfigure the system and bypass the safety interlocks."

"You've got five."

"Five—that's not—"

"It's what we've got. Work fast."

He works. I leave him to it, turn back to the room.

The blast door is glowing now. Same as before—that orange-red heat spreading from the center, metal sagging inward. The Hanbiri on the other side, cutting through, coming for us.

"Everyone listen up." I raise my voice, make sure it carries. Like I know what I’m doing. "We've got one chance to end this. We're going to vent the reactor—flood the upper levels with plasma, burn out every bug in this facility. But to do that, we need to hold this room until the system's ready. That means holding that door. Whatever comes through, we stop it. Understood?"

Nods. Scared faces, tight grips on weapons, but nods.

"Defensive positions. Everyone who can fight, on the line. Everyone who can't, against the far wall, behind the shielding." I point to the heavy radiation barriers that separate the control area from the reactor core itself. "If this works, we live. If it doesn't—"

"We die fighting," Remo finishes. "Yeah, yeah. We know the fucking speech, Zero. It’s motherfucking lovely."

"Then let's make it count."

We form up. Twelve guns—that's all we've got left. Twelve guns and a door that's about to melt.

Chen's on her feet somehow, pulse rifle braced against her hip because she can't lift it to her shoulder. The wound on her back is still bleeding, soaked through the bandage, but she's standing.

"You should be with the civilians," I tell her.

"I'm a better shot than half these people. Quite respectable for an egghead."

"You can barely fucking stand."

"Then I'll sit." She lowers herself to one knee, rifle up, sighting on the door. "Better?"

I don't argue. No point.

Priest is beside her, shotgun in his hands. His face is calm now—not the blank shock of before, but something quieter. Acceptance, maybe.

"If this doesn't work," he says, "if we die here—do you think there's anything after?"

"Not the best time Priest. I don't know."

"Neither do I." He racks the shotgun. "But I'd like to find out with a clear conscience. So thank you. For making me fight. For not letting me give up."

"Don't thank me yet pal. We're not out of the shitstorm."

"No. Not yet."

The door sags. Glowing metal drooping inward, the structural integrity failing. Any second now.

“Critical mass of Hanbiri imminent,” Ghost says, muffled over comms. “Trying to buy you a few more seconds.”

She’s still out there alive, somehow. “Ghost, get your ass in here now unless you want to be extra crispy. We are going to bomb the whole fucking place.”

“Wilco.”

"Harrow!" I shout. "How long?"

"Three minutes! Maybe four!"

"You've got two!"

"I can't—the interlocks—"

"Two minutes, Harrow! That's all we've got!"

He doesn't answer. Just works faster, fingers flying over the controls.

The door gives way.

It collapses inward, molten slag pouring across the floor, and through the breach—

Not a wave this time. A tide. Hanbiri flooding through the opening, dozens of them, hundreds, more than I've ever seen in one place. They fill the doorway, climb over each other, pour into the room like black water.

"FIRE!"

We open up. Every gun, every cell, everything we've got. Pulse bursts hammering into the mass of chitin, Hanbiri dropping, but more taking their place.

I fire. Burst, recharge, burst, recharge. A Hanbiri drops. Another. A third. They're piling up in the doorway, blocking the ones behind, but the ones behind just climb over, use the bodies as ramps.

"Falling back!" Chen's voice. She's retreating, still firing, blood running down her leg now as well as her back.

"We need to hold!"

But we can't. There's too many. They're pushing through, spreading out, flanking us. A Hanbiri hits the left side of our line, kills a civilian with a single swipe of its scythe. Another breaks through on the right, and Remo puts it down but takes a slash across his arm in the process.

"Harrow!"

"Sixty seconds!"

We don't have sixty seconds.

I grab a chunk of debris—a piece of the melted door, still hot enough to burn through my gloves—and hurl it at the nearest Hanbiri. It staggers, and I put a burst through its skull.

"Everyone back! Behind the radiation barriers!"

We retreat. Step by step, firing as we go, falling back toward the reactor core. The shielding is thick here—heavy panels designed to block radiation, mounted on tracks so they can be moved into place. We slide behind them, use them as cover.

The Hanbiri follow. They pour through the control area, smashing consoles, tearing apart anything in their path. One of them reaches Harrow—

"No!"

I fire. Full burst, blow the thing apart before it can touch him. Harrow's on the floor, curled up, hands over his head.

"The system!" I'm screaming. "Is it ready?"

He looks up. Looks at the console.

"Yes. Yes, it's ready. Just need to—"

A Hanbiri lunges at him. I step in front, take the hit on my armor. The scythe punches through the chest plate, skids across my ribs, and I feel bone crack. But I'm still standing, still holding the rifle, and I jam it into the thing's mouth and pull the trigger.

The burst goes through its skull and out the back. It drops.

I drop too.

"Felix!" Chen's there, grabbing me, pulling me behind the barrier. "Felix, stay with me."

"The system—tell Harrow—"

"It's done!" Harrow's voice, high and scared. "It's done, I just need to activate—"

"DO IT!"

He hits the control.

For a second, nothing happens.

Then the world turns white.

It's not an explosion. It's not a sound. It's just—heat. Light. A wave of something that isn't quite fire passing through the room, through the walls, through everything. The radiation barriers glow, and even behind them I can feel it—that searing, impossible heat pressing against my skin.

The Hanbiri scream.

Not in my head this time. Out loud. A sound like nothing I've ever heard—a thousand voices shrieking in unison, a psychic wail that hits my skull like a hammer. I clamp my hands over my ears but it doesn't help. It's not coming from outside. It's coming from everywhere.

They're dying. All of them, all at once, cooked alive by plasma hot enough to melt steel.

The scream goes on for five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

Then it stops.

Silence.

I lie on the floor, breathing hard, staring at the ceiling. The heat is fading now—the plasma venting into space, the temperature dropping. But I can still feel it. That echo of something too hot to survive.

"Did it work?" Someone's voice. I don't know whose.

I push myself up. Everything hurts. My ribs are broken, definitely—I can feel them grinding when I breathe. The wound in my side has opened up again, blood soaking through the bandage. My arm, my back, my face—everything's on fire.

But I'm alive.

I look around. The radiation barriers held. The civilians are huddled behind them, scared but breathing. The fighters are scattered across the floor—wounded, bleeding, but mostly still moving.

And the Hanbiri—

The motherfuckers are gone.

Not dead. Gone. The plasma didn't reach us behind the barriers, but it reached them. There's nothing left. No bodies, no chitin, no black blood. Just scorch marks on the floor where they used to be.

"Holy shit." Remo's sitting up, cradling his wounded arm, staring at the empty room. "Holy shit, it worked."

It worked.

We won.

I try to stand. Can't. My legs won't hold me. Doc's there, helping me up, and I lean on him because I don't have a choice.

"Easy," he says. "You're in bad shape."

"I'm alive."

"Barely."

"Barely counts."

He almost laughs.

Harrow appears, face pale, hands shaking. "The upper levels—the sensors are showing—there's nothing. Nothing alive up there. The plasma burned through everything. The whole facility—"

"Is clear?"

"Is sterilized. The vents, the corridors, the hab levels—everything's burned out. Nothing could have survived that. Even other people who were hunkered down hiding. How many we won’t know. I don’t even want to think about it."

Nothing.

We did it. We actually did it. At what price, we don’t know.

I finally see Ghost from a distance, helping the wounded. Her jumpsuit is no less tattered than mine, but her posture is like she hasn’t been tested yet. She’s been able to survive alone like a fucking assassin.

I look at the people around me. The civilians, emerging from behind the barriers, blinking in the dim emergency light. The fighters, wounded and exhausted but alive.

We saved them.

And then I hear it.

Engines.

Coming from above. Getting closer.

"What is that?" Villa is on her feet, rifle up.

"Shuttles." Harrow's checking a console. "Multiple contacts, descending toward the facility. Transponders are—" He stops. Looks up. "They're Earth Directorate. Military."

Rescue. They're coming for us.

For a moment, nobody moves. Nobody speaks. We just stand there, listening to the sound of those engines getting closer, and for the first time in—I don't even know how long—I feel something that might be hope.

Then the comm system crackles.

"Attention Titan Hab Epsilon-Seven." A voice, cold and official. "This is Earth Directorate Executive Shuttle Theta-Nine. We are inbound for extraction. All surviving personnel are to report to the primary landing pad immediately. Repeat—all surviving personnel report to the primary landing pad. This will be the one and only extraction. You must hurry."

"The landing pad," Harrow says. "It's on the surface. We'll need to go up through the—" He stops. Looks at the burned-out doorway, the corridors beyond.

Through the facility we just sterilized. Through the vents and tunnels we filled with plasma hot enough to melt steel.

"Is it safe?" Villa asks.

"The plasma's vented. Temperatures should be dropping. But—" He checks the console. "It's still hot up there. Very hot. We'll need to move fast."

"Then we move fast." I push off from Doc, stand on my own. My ribs scream. I ignore them. "Everyone who can walk, walks. Everyone who can't, gets carried. We're getting off this rock."

They move. The civilians gathering up children, helping wounded, forming into something like a group. Cries and moans are deafening. The fighters taking positions around them, weapons up, ready for anything.

Because there's always something. That's what this day has taught me. There's always something else.

We head out.

The plasma burned through everything—walls scorched black, metal warped and melted, the air thick with smoke and the stench of cooked meat. Bodies everywhere—Hanbiri, most of them, charred down to the chitin, but some human too. Miners and convicts who didn't make it to the reactor level. They're barely recognizable now. Just shapes. Just ash.

We move through them. Past them. Try not to look too closely.

The heat is brutal. Even with the plasma vented, even with the temperatures dropping, it's like walking through an oven. Sweat pours down my face, soaks through my suit. Every breath feels like fire in my lungs. The suits aren’t designed for overheating. Nothing like this.

But we keep moving. Step by step, corridor by corridor, climbing up through the levels we fled down just hours ago. The elevators are gone—melted, destroyed—so we take the stairs. One hundred and sixty-three people filing up through the smoke and the heat, carrying the wounded, carrying the children. Some pass out. We carry them.

The primary landing pad is on the surface. Open to Titan's sky, protected by an atmospheric dome that keeps the pressure in and the methane out. When we finally reach it—when we push through the last door and step out onto the pad—the shuttles are already there.

Three of them. Sleek Earth Directorate craft, clean and white, untouched by the carnage we just came through. Their ramps are down, their engines idling, and there are soldiers standing at the base of each one—actual soldiers, in actual armor, with actual weapons.

For a moment, I just stare at them. At these clean, unbloodied people who dropped down from orbit after the fighting was done.

"Move." Villa's voice, low and hard. "Get the civilians on board."

The evacuation happens fast. The soldiers take charge, herding people onto the shuttles, separating wounded from healthy, counting heads. The civilians go first—the children, the families, the miners who survived. Then the convicts. I spot Harrow near the front of the line—pale, shaking, but alive. He catches my eye and nods once. No words. Nothing to say.

We're last, of course.

I'm heading for the nearest shuttle when a soldier steps in front of me. Officer's insignia on his collar. Captain, maybe, or major.

"You're the one in charge?"

"I'm a convict. I'm not in charge of anything."

"That's not what the civilians are saying." He looks at me—at my collar, at my wounds, at the blood and ash covering every inch of me. "They're saying you led them. Organized the defense. Saved their lives."

"We saved each other."

"Mm." He doesn't sound convinced. "Well, Conscript—" He checks a datapad. "Zero-Seven-Nine. You'll be debriefed when we reach the orbital station. The Directorate will want a full report."

"The Directorate can go f—"

"Felix." Chen's hand on my arm. "Don't."

I bite down on the words. Swallow them.

"Looking forward to it," I say instead.

The officer smiles. It doesn't reach his eyes.

"Get on the shuttle, Conscript."

I get on the shuttle.

It's cramped inside—civilians packed into every seat, wounded on the floor, barely room to stand. I find a spot near the back, lean against the bulkhead, try to breathe without my ribs screaming.

Remo drops into the seat beside me. His arm's in a sling now—someone bandaged it, stopped the bleeding. He looks like hell. We all look like hell.

"So," he says. "We won. Sort of."

"Yeah."

"Saved the civilians. Most of them anyway. Killed the bugs. Got rescued by the cavalry." He grins, but there's no humor in it. "Why doesn't it feel like winning?"

I don't have an answer.

The shuttle lifts off. I feel the acceleration push me back against the bulkhead, feel Titan's gravity falling away beneath us. Through the tiny window beside me, I can see the facility shrinking—the mining hab where four hundred people lived and worked before the bugs came. Where two thousand convicts dropped in and almost none survived.

Where we killed everything, including ourselves, just to buy a few more hours.

The hive-scream is gone now. Completely. For the first time since I landed on this rock, my head is quiet.

But it doesn't feel like victory. It feels like silence after a scream. Empty and hollow and wrong.

"Felix." Doc's there, crouching beside me. "Let me look at your ribs."

"They're fine."

"They're broken. At least three of them." He starts probing, and I hiss through my teeth. "You need a med bay. Real treatment, not field dressings."

"I'll live."

"You might not, actually. I don’t know what they injected us with, but it won’t help when your ribs puncture a lung. " He looks at me. "Stop trying to die, Felix. You're not very good at it."

"I'm not trying to die."

"Then stop acting like your life doesn't matter." He sits back. "You saved those people. That matters. You matter."

"I pushed a man off an elevator. Left him to die so I could live."

"You made a choice. A hard choice. That's what leaders do."

"I'm not a leader."

"Then stop acting like one." He stands up. "But you won't, will you? Because someone has to. And right now, that someone is you."

He moves off, checking on other wounded. I watch him go.

The shuttle rises through Titan's atmosphere, through the orange-brown murk and the methane clouds, up toward the stars. Toward the orbital station. Toward whatever comes next.

The debriefing. The Directorate. The questions about what happened down there and why so many people died.

And then what? Back to a cell? Back to a collar? Another drop, another moon, another meat-grinder?

Probably.

I close my eyes. Try to rest. Try to find some peace in the quiet of my own head.

It doesn't come.

Because I keep seeing them. The bodies in the corridors. The man I pushed off the elevator. Marco with a blade through his chest. Some unknown number of people we burned alive to save ourselves. There’s no peace to be found.

I keep seeing Danny in his wheelchair, looking at me after the trial.

Was it worth it?

I don't know. I still don't know.

The shuttle docks with something—I feel the clunk of magnetic clamps, hear the hiss of airlocks cycling. We've reached the orbital station.

"Everyone off." A soldier's voice, harsh and impersonal. "Wounded to medical. Civilians to processing. Convicts to holding."

Of course. Back in chains, back in cells, back where we belong.

I stand up. My ribs scream. I ignore them.

Remo falls in beside me. Chen on my other side. Priest, the others—what's left of us.

"So," Remo says. "What the fuck now, Zero?"

I look out the window. Titan's below us now, a brown-orange ball hanging in the black. Beautiful, in a way. If you don't think about what's on the surface.

If you don't think about what's still out there.

"Now," I say, "we get ready for the next one."

"The next one?"

"There's always a next one. Didn’t you listen to the briefs?"

The soldiers herd us off the shuttle. Down a corridor, through a checkpoint, into a holding area where they zip-tie our hands and scan our collars and treat us like what we are.

Criminals. Animals. Meat.

One of the civilians—a woman I recognize, one of the ones we saved—she sees us being led away. She breaks from her group, pushes past a soldier, grabs my arm.

"Thank you," she says. Her eyes are wet. "Thank you for saving my daughter. For saving all of us."

A soldier pulls her back. "Ma'am, you need to stay with your group—"

"Thank you," she says again, louder. And then other civilians are saying it too, calling out to us as we're led away—thank you, thank you, thank you.

The soldier shoves me forward. "Move it, conscript."

I move.

Behind me, the civilians are still calling out. Still thanking us.

And in front of me, through the windows of the orbital station, I can see an Earth executive shuttle lifting off from another docking bay. Clean, white, untouched. Flying away to somewhere safe while we're zip-tied and scanned and thrown back into holding.

Thanks for the meat shield, animals.

But for a moment—just a moment—I let myself feel it. The gratitude.

It doesn't fix anything. Doesn't bring back the dead. Doesn't make me a good person.

But it's something.

The soldier shoves me into a cell. The door slams shut. The collar hums against my neck.

I can finally take a breath. A real one.

And I sit there in the dark, and I wait for the next drop.

Because there's going to be a next drop.

And the survival rate isn’t getting any better.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The cell is four meters by three. Concrete walls, metal floor, a drain in the corner for pissing. No window. No furniture except a shelf that's supposed to be a bed.

I've been in worse.

The collar hums against my neck, steady and patient. Monitoring my vitals, my location, my threat level. Making sure I know what happens if I step out of line.

Like I could step anywhere. The zip-ties are tight enough to cut circulation, and my ribs are screaming loud enough that breathing feels like a victory.

I sit on the shelf. Close my eyes. Try not to think.

The hive-scream is gone. That's something. For the first time since the drop-pod hit Titan's surface, my head is my own. No whispers. No dead brother's voice telling me I'm going to die. Just silence.

It should feel like relief. It feels like waiting.

Three hours. That's how long they leave me there. Three hours of sitting in the dark, bleeding through my bandages, feeling my ribs grind every time I breathe. Three hours of nothing but my own thoughts and the hum of the collar.

Then the door opens.

Two soldiers. Not the grunts who processed us—these are different. Cleaner. Colder. The kind of soldiers who've never seen combat but have seen plenty of interrogation rooms.

"Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine. You're coming with us."

They don't wait for an answer. Just haul me up, one on each arm, and drag me out of the cell.

The corridor outside is bright. Too bright after three hours of dark. I squint, stumble, and the soldiers don't slow down. We pass other cells—I catch glimpses of orange jumpsuits through the windows, other convicts from the drop. Remo's face in one of them, watching me go.

He doesn't say anything. Neither do I.

We reach a door at the end of the corridor. The soldiers palm it open, shove me through, and I'm in a room.

Interrogation room. I've seen enough of them to know. Table in the center, chairs on either side, cameras in the corners, a one-way mirror on the wall. Clean and cold and designed to make you feel small.

There's a woman sitting at the table. Civilian clothes, expensive ones—the kind of suit that costs more than a miner makes in a year. Dark hair pulled back tight. Her face is like a mask, no expression at all.

Earth Directorate. Has to be. Some bureaucrat sent down from on high to figure out what went wrong and who to blame for it.

"Sit down, Conscript."

I sit. The soldiers take positions by the door, hands on weapons.

The woman looks at me. Studies me, really—my wounds, my collar, the blood and ash still caked on my skin. I wonder what she sees. A criminal? A killer? A tool that didn't break when it was supposed to?

"You know why you're here," she says.

"Debrief."

"That's right. The Directorate wants a full accounting of what happened. Every detail. Every decision. Every death." She folds her hands on the table. "Let's start at the beginning. The drop."

So I tell her.

I tell her about the pod slamming into Titan's crust. About the eighteen convicts in my pod and the twelve who were dead before the door even opened. About the lasers that melted in our hands and the Hanbiri that came out of the fog like nightmares given form.

I tell her about Remo and Chen and Priest. About Villa and Neera and Marco. About Doc doing the work of ten. About the people we lost and the people we saved and the math that never, ever worked in our favor.

I tell her about the mining hab. The corridors full of bodies. The civilians huddled in the community hall, waiting to die. I tell her about the retreat to the reactor level, the defense, the decision to vent plasma through the facility and burn everything alive.

I tell her about the man I pushed off the elevator.

She listens. Doesn't interrupt. Doesn't react. Just sits there with her hands folded, recording everything, filing it away in whatever mental cabinet she keeps for people like me.

When I finish, she's quiet for a moment. Then she says:

"You're leaving something out."

"I'm not."

"The Hanbiri. You said they communicated with you. Psychically. Inside your head."

The hive-scream. Danny's voice. My mother's voice. The weight of something ancient and vast pressing against my skull.

"Yeah. They did."

"What did they say?"

"That they were going to kill us. That we couldn't save anyone." I meet her eyes. "That they'd been waiting for us. Waiting for thousands of years."

Something flickers in her expression. Just for a second. Then it's gone.

"Hallucinations, interesting. You believe that they have some kind of... agenda?"

"I believe they're not just animals. They adapt. They learn. They set traps and spring them. They knew exactly where we were going and they let us walk right into it." I lean forward. "You didn't send us down there to win. You sent us down there to die. To buy time while you figured out how to fight them. But here's the thing—you can't fight them. Not like this. Not with collared convicts and shit weapons and zero-point-two percent survival rates. They're smarter than that. They're smarter than us."

"It may escape your perspective, but the entire human race is under attack all over the system. Your hallucinations and theories are of little value, conscript."

"They are when I'm the one getting dropped into the meat-grinder."

"You're a convict. A murderer. Your hallucinations are irrelevant." She stands up. "The Directorate thanks you for your service. Your testimony will be added to the official record. Perhaps when this is all over, someone may actually read it."

"And then what? Back to a cell? Another drop?"

"That's not for me to decide."

"But you know, don't you? You know what happens next."

She looks at me. That mask slipping, just a little, and underneath—

Nothing. Just cold.

"What happens next," she says, "is that you do what you're told. That's what happens next for people like you. Welcome to the new reality."

She leaves. The soldiers grab my arms, haul me up, drag me back to my cell.

I don't fight. No point.

They throw me in, slam the door, and I'm alone again.

Home sweet home.

I sit on the shelf. Close my eyes.

Try not to think about what she said. What it means.

That's what happens next for people like you.

Forever in a cell. Forever in a collar. Forever dropping onto frozen hellscapes to fight things that have been killing us since before we had language to scream with.

Until I die.

That's the deal. That's always been the deal. I knew it when they commuted my death sentence. When they put the collar around my neck and called me Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine.

I just didn't think about it. Didn't let myself think about it.

Now it's all I can think about.

The door opens.

I look up, expecting the soldiers again. Another interrogation, another bureaucrat with another set of questions.

It's not the soldiers.

It's a man in a white coat. Scientist, by the look of him—pale skin, soft hands, the kind of body that's never done manual labor in its life. He's carrying a datapad and he's looking at me like I'm a specimen.

"Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine." He checks the datapad. "Felix Valda. Age 29. Crime: murder of an Earth citizen. Sentence: death, commuted to conscription." He looks up. "Fascinating."

"What do you want?"

"I want to understand what happened down there. Not the tactical details—we have those. I want to understand the psychological component. The psychic contact with the Hanbiri. I read here you may be having hallucinations."

"I already told the woman. They talked to me. Inside my head. That's all."

He studies my face. "That's not all. The Hanbiri don't communicate with just anyone. They choose. They select." He moves closer, peers at me like I'm a bug under glass. "You were selected, Conscript. They reached out to you specifically. They used your memories, your fears, your guilt. Why?"

"How the fuck should I know?"

"Because you were there. Because you felt it." He's intense now, eager. "The psychic contact—it's not random. It's not a weapon, not exactly. It's a form of communication. Electromagnetic signals some believe. Or biochemical. Or both. Extremely difficult to verify. A bridge between their consciousness and ours. And they built that bridge to you."

"They built it to everyone. Everyone heard the scream."

"Everyone heard the scream. But not everyone heard the voices. Not everyone had conversations." He checks his datapad again. "According to your testimony, they spoke to you using your brother's voice. Your mother's voice. They knew things about you—personal things, private things. That requires a connection. A link."

"So what? They're in my head? They left something behind?"

"Possibly. Probably." He's almost smiling now. "Don't you see? This is unprecedented. We've never had a subject survive extended psychic contact with the Hanbiri. Never had the chance to study the aftereffects. You're a goldmine, Conscript. A window into how they think. Or how they manipulate."

He swipes the datapad, pulls up something new. "Do you know what their blood is, Conscript? The substance that burns through metal and flesh?"

"Acid."

"That's what we assumed. Incorrect." He turns the screen toward me. I don't understand what I'm looking at—chains of molecules, dense clusters of data. "It's genetic material. DNA. Compressed into a liquid so saturated it becomes caustic. Every organism they've ever consumed across—well, we don't know how long. Eons, potentially. It's not burning you. It's reading you. Sequencing you. Adding you to their archive. The flesh eating part, they need to consume energy constantly to grow at unprecedented speeds. All this is  largely postulation at this stage."

He says it like it's fascinating. Like it's not the most horrifying thing I've ever heard.

"There's more. When they die, they dissolve. Complete cellular breakdown within days. No skeleton. No chitin. No remains." He taps the datapad. "We've been fighting them for weeks and we have almost no complete biological samples. They melt into the environment like they were never there."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because it raises a question, doesn't it?" He leans closer. "If they leave no bodies, no fossils, no evidence—how do we know this is the first time they've been here?"

He lets that hang in the air.

Then he smiles, taps his datapad, and moves on like he didn't just crack my world in half.

"You're a convicted murderer. You're whatever we say you are." He taps the datapad. "I'll be recommending you for the research program. Extended observation, psychological testing, maybe some direct neural interface work. It won't be comfortable, but it will be valuable."

"And if I refuse?"

"You don't get to refuse. That's not how this works." He turns to leave. "Someone will be along to collect you shortly. Try to get some rest. You're going to need it."

He's gone.

I sit there, staring at the closed door, and I feel something building in my chest. Not fear. Not despair.

Anger.

Hot and clean and pure.

They dropped us on Titan to die. Used us as cannon fodder, as meat shields, as data points in some sick experiment. And now—now that we've survived, now that we've done the impossible—they want to cut us open and see how we work.

That's what we are to them. Lab rats. Resources. Things.

The collar hums against my neck.

That's what happens next for people like you.

No.

No, it fucking doesn't.

I don't know how. I don't know when. But I'm not going to let them use me. Not going to let them turn me into a specimen, a subject, a thing to be studied and discarded.

I'm going to survive. I'm going to fight. And someday—someday—I'm going to make them pay.

The door opens again.

Soldiers this time. Two of them, same as before.

"On your feet, Conscript. You're being transferred."

"To where?"

"Holding bay. New drop in six hours."

I stare at them. "What?"

"New drop. Titan's not clear—there's still pockets of Hanbiri activity in the outer sectors. Batch 002 is being prepped for insertion." The soldier grabs my arm, hauls me up. "Congratulations, Zero-Seven-Nine. You've been volunteered."

Six hours. They're sending me back in six hours.

Not to the lab. Not to the research program. They can’t make up their damn minds about what they want to do with me.

It’s back to Titan.

I should be horrified. Should be screaming, fighting, begging for anything but another drop into that frozen hell.

Instead, I laugh.

It surprises me. Surprises the soldiers too—they look at me like I've lost my mind, and maybe I have. But I can't stop. It just bubbles up out of me, this harsh, broken sound that echoes off the walls of my cell.

"Something funny, conscript?"

"Yeah. Everything." I shake my head. "Let's go."

I’m stopped and led to a busy medical bay. A team of overburdened doctors are busy patching up wounds, splinting broken bones, and injecting the conscripts with even more unknown chemicals. No one bothers to ask what’s in the syringes with our life expectancies. It feels good, revitalizing. Fake, chemical energy. I don’t ever stop walking. Patch and go. The worst part is realizing I would not have been attended to if I wasn’t going back out.

Medical supplies only for the useful.

They lead me out. Down the corridor, past the other cells—Remo's gone, Chen's gone, all of them. Transferred already, probably. Headed to the same place I am.

The holding bay.

It's a big room—cavernous, really, designed to process hundreds of bodies at a time. And it's full. Convicts in orange jumpsuits, collars blinking, faces blank with shock or tight with fear. Some of them I recognize from Titan—survivors from the first drop, patched up and thrown back into the rotation. Most of them I don't.

Fresh meat. Batch 002.

I find Remo in the crowd. He's got a new bandage on his arm, but otherwise he looks the same—that insane grin, those eyes that see the joke in everything.

"Zero!" He pushes through to me. "Figured they'd have you on a slab by now. Cutting open your brain to see what makes you tick."

"Change of plans. Apparently I'm more useful as cannon fodder."

"Aren't we all." He claps me on the shoulder. "Chen's here too. Doc, and Priest. Ghost is around, somewhere. Villa went back to her unit—what's left of it. But the rest of us..." He shrugs. "Gang's all here."

"For another drop."

"For another goddamn drop."

I look around the room. All these people. All these lives.

"How many in Batch 002?"

"Two thousand. Same as us." Remo's grin fades, just a little. "Same fucking survival rate too, probably."

Zero-point-two percent. Four people out of two thousand.

"Then we'd better make sure we're in that four," I say.

"Damn right."

Chen appears. She's moving better than before—still a limp even after the cocktail injections. Priest is with her, that same quiet calm on his face.

"Felix." Chen looks me over. "You look quite suboptimal."

"Feel pretty fucking suboptimal too."

"They're saying there's still Hanbiri on Titan. In the tunnels, the outer sectors. Everywhere they can reach with people, they forced themselves inside."

"The fuckers are hungry after their slumber."

"So we go back in. Clean up what's left."

"That's the idea."

She nods. Doesn't argue. None of us argue anymore. What's the point?

An alarm sounds. A voice on the intercom, cold and mechanical:

"Attention Conscript Batch 002. Drop-pod assignment will commence in five minutes. Report to your designated stations. Failure to comply will result in immediate termination."

The collar hums.

“Well done back there Zero,” a voice whispers raspily. It’s Ghost.

“You are an elusive one. The name suits you. But damn you are useful to have around. I sure hope you stick closer to us next time.”

She nods.

“Not much of a conversationalist. A woman of few words.”

“I don’t make attachments. Less messy. If we survive the drop, count on me.”

She walks away.

Two thousand convicts start moving. Filing toward the assignment stations, picking up their gear, preparing for another drop into hell.

I fall in with them. Remo on my left, Chen on my right, Priest behind us. Doc. The gang, such as it is. The survivors.

We reach the assignment station. A bored-looking technician scans my collar, checks a screen.

"Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine. Pod Nineteen. Laser kit seven." He shoves a weapon into my hands—same shit handheld we had before, eight-second burst, unstable cell. "Move."

I move.

Pod Nineteen is at the far end of the bay. A big metal cylinder, crash seats around the interior, straps and harnesses and a door that seals you in and doesn't open until you hit dirt.

I strap in. Remo beside me, Chen across from me, Doc and Priest a few seats down. Eighteen people in the pod, same as before. Same setup. Same odds.

The door seals. The intercom crackles.

"Batch 002, this is Command. Drop sequence initiating in T-minus sixty seconds. May God have mercy on your souls."

"God's got nothing to do with this fucking bullshit," Remo mutters.

I grip the laser. Check the cell—full charge, one hundred percent. Eight seconds of killing power before it melts my hand off. If I'm lucky.

The pod shudders. We're moving—being loaded into the launch tube, prepared for firing.

T-minus thirty seconds.

I look around the pod. At the faces of the people strapped in beside me. Scared first timers. Angry. Resigned.

Dead, most of them. They just don't know it yet.

T-minus fifteen seconds.

Chen catches my eye. "See you on the other side, Felix."

"Yeah. See you."

T-minus ten seconds.

The pod vibrates. The launch tube humming, building energy.

T-minus five.

I close my eyes.

Think about Danny. About the foreman's face when the drill went through his chest. About the woman saying thank you for saving her daughter.

Think about all the people who are going to die in the next hour.

Think about the ones who might not.

T-minus zero.

The pod launches.

Acceleration slams me back into the seat, crushes the air out of my lungs. The world shakes, blurs, screams—and then we're falling, plummeting through Titan's atmosphere, hurtling toward the surface at speeds that will turn us into paste if anything goes wrong.

Through the tiny viewport beside me, I can see Titan rushing up to meet us. Brown and orange and waiting.

The hive-scream starts.

Distant at first. A whisper at the edge of my mind. But growing. Swelling. That familiar pressure building behind my eyes.

Hello again, Felix.

Not Danny's voice this time. Not my mother's.

Something else. Something vast and cold and old.

The voice of the hive.

We've been waiting for you.

The pod slams into Titan's crust.

Alarms scream. Red light strobes. The door blows.

And I'm running.

Running into the fog and the ice and the serrated arms waiting in the dark.

Running into another meat-grinder.

But I'm not dead yet.

Not yet.

The AI voice cuts through the chaos, calm and cold:

"Batch 001 success rate: zero-point-two percent. Batch 002 projected casualty threshold: ninety-nine-point-seven percent. Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine, you will advance or you will expire."

I advance.

Because that's all there is.

"See you tomorrow," I mutter.

And I fire.


CHAPTER NINE

The laser doesn't melt this time.

That's the first thing I notice. I squeeze the trigger, hold it for three seconds, four, five—and the cell doesn't scream, the housing doesn't crack, my hand doesn't turn into a smoking ruin of charred meat and bone.

Six seconds. Seven. Eight.

The Hanbiri drops, chest blown open, black ichor spraying across the ice.

I release the trigger. Check the weapon.

Still intact. Still functional. Cell at ninety-two percent.

"What the fuck?" Remo's beside me, staring at his own laser. He just dropped a bug too, and his weapon's still in one piece. "These aren't the same shit they gave us before."

He's right. They're not.

Same basic design—handheld, eight-second burst capacity—but something's different. The housing's thicker. The cell's more stable. The beam cuts cleaner, hits harder.

They tweaked these damned things.

"Stabilized cells," Chen says, checking her own weapon. She pops the housing, peers inside, snaps it back together. "Better heat dissipation. Ceramic lining instead of composite. They must have fixed the overload problem. To an appreciable extent, anyway."

"How do you know all that from a two-second look?"

"Because I can read a power curve by the sound of the charge cycle." She checks her weapon. "Also because I helped design the original cells. Before they decided my recommendations were too expensive and shipped the cheap version that melted everyone's hands."

She says it without bitterness. Just facts. Resource allocation.

"They listened to you now," I say.

"Funny how two thousand dead convicts changes the cost-benefit analysis."

"They fixed it after two thousand of us died with melting hands." I eject the cell, check the contacts, slam it back in. "How considerate."

"Would you rather have the old ones?"

"I'd rather not be here at all."

The fog is thinner this time. The landing zone is different—not the mining hab, but an outer sector facility, some kind of processing plant for the hydrocarbons they pull out of Titan's lakes. Big industrial structures, pipes and tanks and catwalks, everything coated in a layer of orange-brown frost.

And Hanbiri. Fewer than before, but still too many.

"Contact left!" Priest's voice. He's found a shotgun somewhere—must have grabbed it off a body—and he's actually using it now, blasting a bug that's skittering down from an overhead pipe. The thing drops in a spray of chitin fragments.

Not bad for a tortured pacifist. I don't know whether to congratulate him or fucking mourn.

"Push forward!" I'm moving, rifle up, scanning for targets. "Get to the facility! We need cover!"

We run. Same as before—collar driving us forward, death behind and ahead, no option but to keep moving. But it's different this time. We're not stumbling blindly into the dark. We know what we're fighting. We know how they move, how they think, how they die.

And we've got weapons that actually seem to work.

A Hanbiri drops from a storage tank, scythes extended. I put a burst through its skull before it hits the ground. Another one comes around a corner, fast and low, and Remo cuts it down with a sweep of his laser that nearly bisects it.

"Fuck yeah!" He's laughing. "Now this is more like it!"

We reach the facility. The main entrance is a big industrial door, half-open, darkness beyond. I signal a halt, check the corners.

"Chen, Priest—cover the rear. Remo, you're with me. Doc, stay close to us."

We go in.

The interior is a maze of machinery—pumps and compressors and processing units, all of it silent and dark. Emergency lighting only, red and dim, shadows everywhere. The air is thick with the stench of hydrocarbons and something else.

Blood. Old blood.

"Fucking workers," Remo says, pointing.

Bodies on the floor. A dozen of them, maybe more. Doc inspects them as though there’s a chance they survived. They've been here a while—the cold preserved them, kept them from rotting, but the wounds are unmistakable. Scythe-limbs. Acid. The Hanbiri killed everyone in this facility when the outbreak started, and no one's been back since.

Until now.

"Clear the room." I move forward, rifle sweeping left to right. "Check every corner."

We check. The main processing floor is empty—just bodies and machines. But there's a sound coming from deeper in the facility. A rhythmic thumping. Mechanical, maybe, or—

"That's not a machine," Remo says.

We move toward it. Through a doorway, down a corridor, into a secondary chamber that must have been a control room. Consoles line the walls, most of them smashed. And in the center of the room—

Spore pods.

Dozens of them. Leathery, pulsing, glued to the floor and walls with some kind of resin. They're moving—that's the thumping sound, the pods expanding and contracting, like they're breathing.

"Oh, fuck," Remo breathes.

"Fall back." I'm already moving, pushing him toward the door. "Fall back, now."

Too late.

The pods feel the stimulus of company. The pods open.

Not all at once—in sequence, a ripple spreading across the room. And from each pod, something emerges. Not full-grown Hanbiri—these are smaller, faster, larval forms with too many legs and circular mouths full of teeth. They have the ability of full grown predators from the moment of birth.

Larval swarmers. That's what they look like. That's what they are.

"FIRE!"

We open up. Lasers cutting through the swarm, dropping them by the handful, but there's too many. They're everywhere—on the floor, the walls, the ceiling—skittering toward us with that horrible speed.

One of them launches at Remo's face. He catches it on his forearm, screams as the legs wrap around, the tail coiling for his throat. I grab it, rip it off, hurl it against the wall and put a burst through it.

"Out! Get out!"

We run. Back through the corridor, back through the processing floor, out the main entrance into the fog. Chen and Priest are still there, holding position, and their faces go pale when they see us.

"What—"

"Spore pods." I'm gasping, bent over, hands on knees. "The whole facility's infested. They're breeding in there. I can see them squirming inside the pods."

"Breeding?" Chen stares at the building. "That means there's a—"

"Something that creates the pods. Something big. A queen, or something like it.”  I straighten up, check my cell. Seventy-one percent. "We need to call it in. Get reinforcements, heavy weapons, something to burn that nest out."

"Comms are down,” Chen says. "Particle density is way too thick in this area.”

"Of fucking course."

The hive-scream pulses. Stronger now. Closer.

You found our nursery, Felix. Our children. Did you think you could destroy them?

I ignore it. Focus on the problem.

"How many in our pod?"

"Twelve," Chen says. "Lost six on the drop."

"Other pods?"

"Don't know. We've been out of contact since we hit dirt."

Twelve people. Twelve guns. Against a nest full of spore pods and whatever's guarding them.

"We fall back," I say. "Find other survivors, link up, come back with numbers."

"And if there are no other survivors?"

"Then we figure something else out."

We move.

The outer sector is a wasteland of industrial facilities and hydrocarbon lakes, everything shrouded in that orange-brown fog. We stick to cover, move fast, keep our eyes on the shadows. The Hanbiri are out there—we can feel them, that pressure in our skulls—but they're not attacking. Not yet.

They're waiting. Watching.

Learning.

Ten minutes of movement and we find another group. Convicts from Pod Twenty-Three, eight of them, huddled in the wreckage of a transport vehicle. They've got the same stabilized lasers we do, and they've figured out what we have—the weapons work better, but the bugs are still winning.

"We hit a nest," their leader says. A woman, hard-faced, seasoned. "Some kind of breeding ground. Lost half our pod before we even knew what was happening."

"Same. There's spores all through these facilities."

"So what do we do?"

I look at the group. Twenty people now. Twenty guns.

"We keep moving. Find more survivors. Build our numbers." I check the sky—can't see it through the fog, but I know the orbital station is up there, watching us die. "Command's got to be tracking this. If we can hold out long enough, they'll send support."

"Support?" The woman laughs. It's not a pleasant sound. "They're not sending support. We are the support. The first batch got wiped out, so they dropped us to finish the job. And when we get wiped out, they'll drop Batch 003. And 004. And however many it takes until the bugs are dead or the prisons are empty."

She's right. I know she's right. But I don't have a better answer.

"Then we'd better not get wiped out."

We move.

Two hours of fighting. Two hours of running and shooting and dying by inches.

We find more survivors—a group of eleven from Pod Thirty, a handful of scattered singles and pairs from other pods. Our numbers grow. Forty-three. Fifty-one. Sixty.

But the Hanbiri grow too. They're massing now, converging on us from all directions. We can feel it—that pressure in the hive-scream, that weight of attention. They know we're here. They know we're a threat.

And they're done watching.

"Contact!" Someone's voice, high and scared. "Multiple contacts, bearing north!"

I turn. Look.

And I see them.

Not a handful this time. Not a dozen.

A wave.

Hanbiri pouring over a ridge line two hundred meters out, skittering across the ice like a black tide.

"Defensive positions!" I'm screaming, grabbing people, shoving them into cover. "Form a line! Concentrate fire!"

We form up. Sixty convicts behind whatever cover we can find—wrecked vehicles, industrial debris, frozen hydrocarbon mounds. Sixty lasers pointed at the incoming wave.

It's not enough. We all know it.

But we fire anyway.

The first rank of Hanbiri hits our line and we cut them down. The stabilized lasers make the difference—we can actually sustain fire now, put down multiple targets without our weapons exploding in our hands. Bugs drop. One, five, ten.

But more take their place.

"Falling back!" The woman from Pod Twenty-Three yells. She's retreating, her section crumbling under the assault. "We can't hold!"

"Hold the line! Hold—"

A Hanbiri breaks through. Gets past the guns, hits our position. It takes a convict—young guy, couldn't be more than twenty—rips him in half before anyone can react. I put a burst through its skull and it drops, but the damage is done.

Another breach. Another. The line's collapsing, convicts dying, bugs pouring through.

This is it. This is how it ends.

Then I hear it.

Engines.

Coming from above. Getting closer.

I look up. Through the fog, through the chaos—

Shuttles. Three of them. Descending fast, weapons hot.

"GET DOWN!"

I hit the deck. Everyone hits the deck.

The shuttles open fire.

Not lasers. Not pulse weapons. Something else—something heavier, meaner, that turns the air to fire and the ground to glass. The Hanbiri wave disintegrates. One second they're there, a hundred bugs rolling toward us, and the next second they're gone—just smoke and charred chitin and that horrible shrieking in the hive-scream.

The shuttles land. Ramps drop. And soldiers pour out.

Heavy weapons. Military-grade pulse rifles. Grenade launchers. Flamethrowers.

We're being reinforced.

An officer approaches. Same cold face, same Directorate insignia. He looks at us—blood-soaked convicts lying in the dirt—and his expression doesn't change.

"Conscripts. You've located the primary nest site?"

"Processing facility," I say, getting to my feet. "Half a klick south. Spores everywhere. And whatever is making them."

"Confirmed." He checks a datapad. "Satellite imaging shows significant bio-mass concentration at that location. We're here to neutralize it." He looks at me. "You'll be coming with us."

"To do what?"

"To finish what you started." He gestures, and one of the soldiers steps forward, holding something.

A weapon. But not like anything I've seen before.

It's bigger than the handheld lasers. Rifle-sized, with a stock and a foregrip and a barrel that glows faintly blue. The power cell is the size of my fist, and it hums with a sound I can feel in my teeth.

"Stabilized laser rifle," the officer says. "Thirty-second burst capacity. Sixty-millimeter penetration. Accurate to five hundred meters." He almost smiles. "You’re more useful to me alive."

I take the weapon. It's heavier than I expected. Solid. Real.

Thirty seconds. That's almost four times what we had before. Four times the killing power.

"What's the catch?"

"No catch. Just results." He turns to the other convicts. "Anyone still capable of fighting, gear up. We're moving on the nest in ten minutes."

They gear up. Fresh cells, fresh weapons, the good stuff that the Directorate kept for themselves while we were dying with melting hands. Forty-two convicts still on their feet. Plus the soldiers—maybe thirty of them, professionals with training and armor and weapons that actually work.

Seventy guns against a nest full of spores and a queen.

Better odds than we've had all day.

We move.

The processing facility looks different with an army at your back. Still dark, still ominous, still full of things that want to kill us—but now we've got the firepower to kill them back.

"Breach team, move up." The officer—his name is Kovac, I've learned—directs his soldiers with crisp efficiency. "Conscripts, you're second wave. Follow the breach, clear the stragglers."

We follow.

The soldiers hit the main entrance hard, pulse rifles blazing. Hanbiri come at them out of the shadows and they cut them down, one after another, not even slowing. These aren't the panicked firefights we've been fighting—this is controlled, methodical, professional.

We push through the processing floor, through the corridor, into the control room where the spores wait.

They've hatched. All of them. The swarmers are gone—either fled or died—and the spores are empty, just leathery husks stuck to the floor.

"Where did they go?" someone asks.

"Doesn't matter." Kovac points to a doorway on the far side of the room. "Bio-mass is concentrated below. The queen's in the sublevel."

We go down.

The sublevel is a nightmare.

Tunnels, carved into Titan's crust, lined with that same resin the pods were glued with. Hanbiri everywhere—not attacking, just watching from the shadows, too many to count. And at the center of it all—

It’s true. A queen.

She's massive. Fifteen feet tall, twenty feet long, a bloated abdomen pulsing with spores. Her carapace is thicker than the warriors', covered in spines and ridges, and her head—

Her head turns toward us.

Hello, Felix.

The hive-scream hits like a physical blow. Far more powerful than before. I stagger, nearly fall. Around me, everyone's feeling it—that weight, that pressure, the attention of something vast and ancient and hungry.

You've come to destroy my children. But you can't. You're just meat. You're all just meat.

"Light it up!" Kovac's voice, cutting through the noise. "Everything you've got!"

We fire.

Seventy guns, all at once, pouring fire into the queen. She screams—out loud and in our heads—and her warriors charge, throwing themselves between us and her, dying by the dozen. They get to within feet of us, relentless.

But we've got the firepower now. The stabilized rifles cut through them. The military weapons tear them apart. We push forward, step by step, killing everything in our path.

I raise my new rifle. Sight on the queen. Squeeze the trigger.

The beam hits her in the throat. Sustained fire, burning through that thick carapace, and she screams again, thrashing, luminescent spore pods spilling from her abdomen.

"Grenades!" Kovac pulls one, throws. "Burn the nest!"

Explosions. Fire.

The smoke swirls, but the Queen isn't dead. Her carapace is scorched, bleeding black ichor, but she rears up, shaking the very foundation of the chamber.

Then the voice slides into my mind, no longer a scream, but a terrifying, intimate whisper.

I will bring this mountain down upon us, Felix.

The ground lurches violently. She isn’t attacking us anymore—she’s attacking the tunnel itself. Thrashing against the support struts, smashing her massive bulk against the walls.

"She's bringing it down!" Remo screams, stumbling as a chunk of ceiling the size of a drop-pod crashes inches from him. "The crazy bitch is burying us!"

Panic ripples through the squad. The soldiers waver, looking for an exit that’s rapidly disappearing behind a curtain of falling rock. We’re trapped. We’re dead.

"Felix!"

Ghost's voice cuts through the chaos like a razor. She’s not looking at the Queen. She's pointing up—past the thrashing monster, into the shadows of the vaulted ceiling.

"The pillar!" she shouts, leveling her rifle. "Above her head! The main support is cracked! Finish it!"

I look up. A massive stone column, already weakened by the grenades, hangs precariously over the Queen’s skull.

"All units!" I scream, raising my rifle. "Target the pillar! Bring it down!"

I lock on. Ghost locks on.

"Now!"

We fire together. My beam and hers merge into a single, blinding lance of energy that strikes the cracked stone.

The pillar shatters.

It falls like the hand of God. A thousand tons of rock and reinforced metal crashes down, driving straight through the Queen's skull, impaling her against the floor.

She doesn't have time to scream. One moment she is a terrifying force of nature, and the next she is just meat pinned under a mountain. The massive body spasms once, then goes still.

The hive-scream cuts out instantly.

But the ceiling is still coming down.

"Move!" Kovac is shouting, dragging a fallen soldier to his feet. "Run! Go, go, go!"

We run. Scrambling over shifting ground, dodging falling rocks, sprinting for the exit as the sublevel collapses behind us. Dust chokes the air, turning the world into a gray nightmare. I can hear the roar of the tunnel folding in on itself, chasing us, nipping at our heels.

We dive through the control room doorway just as the ceiling meets the floor with a sound like the end of the world.

A cloud of dust blows us across the floor, and then—

Silence.

"We did it," Remo says. He sounds surprised. "Shit, we actually fucking did it. Motherfucking lovely."

"This sector," Kovac says. "There are others. Far more. The infestation goes deeper than we thought."

"So we keep fighting."

"You keep fighting. That's what you're for." He looks at me. "Nice shooting in there, Conscript. You handle that rifle like you've used one before."

"First time."

"Then you're a natural." He almost smiles. "We could use more naturals. The war's just getting started."

The war. He says it like it's a thing, a defined conflict with sides and objectives and an end.

It's not. It's just death. Endless, grinding death.

But we're still alive. That's something.

"What's next?" I ask.

Kovac checks his datapad. "Sector Seven. Another nest, bigger than this one. We move in two hours."

Two hours. Then back into it.

I nod. "We'll be ready."

"You'd better be." He moves off, starts organizing his soldiers.

I find Remo, Chen, Doc, Ghost, Priest. The survivors.

"Two hours," I tell them. "Get some rest. Eat something. Check your gear."

"And then?"

"And then we do it again."

Remo grins. That same grin. "Hell of a fucking shit life, Zero."

"It's the only one we've got."

I find a spot against a wrecked vehicle, slide down to the ground. My ribs are still broken. My wounds are still bleeding. Everything still hurts.

But the hive-scream is quiet. The queen is dead. And I've got a weapon that might actually keep me alive.


CHAPTER TEN

Sector Seven is worse.

I knew it would be. Kovac said the nest was bigger, and Kovac doesn't strike me as the type to exaggerate. But knowing something and seeing it are different things, and when we crest the ridge line and look down into the valley below, I feel my stomach drop.

The nest isn't in a facility this time. It is the facility.

An entire mining complex, half a kilometer across, transformed into a hive. The buildings are coated in that black resin, structures melted and reformed into organic shapes that hurt to look at. Spires rise from the rooftops like twisted fingers clawing at the sky. And moving across every surface, in and out of every doorway, through every shadow—

Hanbiri. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands. The human thing to do would be to blow the entire area from the sky. But there’s still money down there. The corporations would never allow it.

"Holy fuck," Remo breathes.

Kovac raises his binoculars, scans the complex. His face doesn't change—same cold mask—but I can see the tension in his shoulders. Even for him, this is bad.

"Primary bio-mass concentration is in the central structure," he says. "Probably another queen. Maybe more than one."

"Shit. More than one?"

"It's possible. We don't know how they reproduce, how they organize. This could be a single hive with multiple breeders, or multiple hives that have merged." He lowers the binoculars. "Either way, we need to take it out."

"With what?" I gesture at our forces. Forty-one convicts—we lost one on the way here, a kid who stepped on unstable ground and went through into a crevasse—plus Kovac's thirty soldiers. "We barely took out one queen. You're talking about walking into that and killing—what, two? Three?"

"However many there are."

"That's suicide."

"That's the mission." He looks at me. "You have a better fucking idea, Conscript?"

I don't. I never do. I just keep pointing out the obvious and hoping someone else has an answer.

"We'll need a distraction," I say. "Something to draw them out, thin the numbers before we go in."

"Agreed. I'm sending First Squad around to the west, heavy barrel. They'll hit the perimeter, make noise, pull as many bugs as possible away from the center. When the swarm responds, we go in the back."

"And if they don't respond?"

"Then we improvise." He starts giving orders, soldiers moving out, and I'm left standing on the ridge with my rifle in my hands and that familiar feeling in my gut.

The feeling that says this is going to go wrong. That people are going to die. That I'm going to have to make choices I don't want to make.

Again.

"Felix." Chen's beside me, checking her weapon. "You okay?"

"No."

"Me neither." She looks down at the hive. "You know what I keep thinking about? The spores. All those we saw in the first facility. Larval swarmers everywhere, ready to latch onto anything with a pulse." She shakes her head. "What happens when they latch on? What do they do?"

"I don't want to know."

"Neither do I. But I think we're going to find out."

She's right. I can feel it. This nest is different—older, more established. Whatever's in there, it's had time to grow. Time to change.

Time to make more of itself.

"First Squad's in position." Kovac's voice, cutting through my thoughts. "We move in five."

Five minutes. Then into the meat-grinder.

I find Remo, Priest, the others. The leader of Pod Twenty-Three. Ghost. The survivors from the other pods, faces I'm starting to recognize. My people, for whatever that's worth.

"Same as fucking before," I tell them. "Stay together, watch each other's backs, concentrate fire. The rifles are better but they're not magic—you still need to pick your targets, still need to make every burst count." I look at them. "Any questions.”

No one says anything.

"Okay. Let's go kill some bugs."

We move down the ridge.

The distraction starts before we're halfway there. Gunfire from the west, explosions, the sound of First Squad hitting the perimeter hard. The hive responds—I can feel it in the scream, that shift of attention, the swarm turning to face the threat.

"They're pulling them out," Kovac says. "Move faster."

We move faster. Down the slope, across the frozen ground, toward the back of the complex where the resin coating is thinner, the structures less transformed. There's an entrance here—a loading dock, big industrial doors half-covered in that black organic growth.

"Breach it."

The soldiers hit the doors with cutting charges. The resin burns, the metal shrieks, and then we're through, pouring into the complex.

It's dark inside. Darker than the other facility, the walls so thick with resin that no light penetrates. We switch on helmet lamps, rifle lights, and the beams cut through the black, illuminating—

Bodies.

Not fucking Hanbiri. Human.

Dozens of them. Cocooned against the walls, wrapped in resin, faces visible through the organic casing. Some of them are clearly dead—decomposed, desiccated, just husks. But others—

Others are moving.

"Fuck." Remo's voice is strangled. "They're alive."

They are. I can see it now—chests rising and falling, eyes moving behind closed lids. The cocooned people are alive, trapped in the resin, preserved.

Saved like meals in a pantry for later.

"Keep moving." Kovac's voice, hard and flat. "We're not here for them."

"We can't just leave them—"

"We don't have time. The mission is the queen. That’s what the intel says. We kill the queen, the soldiers, then we extract survivors. That's the only way any of them make it out."

He's right. I know he's right. But looking at those faces, those people trapped in the walls—

Chen grabs my arm. "Felix. Come on."

We push deeper. Through corridors that used to be hallways, rooms that used to be offices, everything transformed, everything wrong. The hive-scream is building now, that pressure in my skull, and I know we're getting close.

Close to the queen. Close to the heart of this thing.

"Contact!"

The first Hanbiri comes out of the dark fast and low. I fire on instinct, thirty-second burst that catches it in the head and drops it. Another one behind it, and Remo gets that one, and then they're coming from everywhere—

"Defensive formation! Circle up!"

We form a ring, backs to each other, rifles out. The Hanbiri hit us from all sides, and we fire, and they die, and more take their place.

"Grenade!" Someone throws one, and the explosion tears through a cluster of bugs, buys us a few seconds. We push forward, into a larger chamber.

The queen is there.

Not one queen.

Three.

They're arranged in a triangle, massive, bloated forms pulsing with spores, connected to each other by tendrils of resin. A unified organism. Some kind of fucking super-hive.

And around them, protecting them—

Warriors. Dozens of warriors, bigger than the ones we've been fighting, armor thicker, limbs longer. An elite guard, bred to protect the breeders.

"Oh, shit, we are fucked!" Remo says.

For once, he's not grinning.

"Concentrate fire on the queens!" Kovac's already shooting, his rifle blazing. "Ignore the warriors—kill the breeders!"

Ignore the warriors trying to decapitate us. Great idea. We try. We pour fire into the queens, beams cutting through the air, and they scream—all three of them, a psychic shriek that nearly drives me to my knees. But the warriors are in the way, throwing themselves into our line of fire, taking hits meant for the queens.

They're sacrificing themselves. Trading their lives for the breeders.

Adapting.

"They're blocking us!" Chen's rifle runs dry, she swaps cells, keeps firing. "We can't get through!"

"Flank them! Go around!"

I break from the formation, sprint left, trying to get an angle on the queens. A warrior comes at me and I drop it with a burst to the thorax. Another one, same thing. I'm burning through my cell, but I'm getting closer, getting a clear shot—

A warrior hits me from the side.

I don't see it coming. One second I'm running, the next I'm flying, the impact driving the air from my lungs. I hit the ground hard, rifle spinning away, and the warrior is on top of me, scythes raised—

I grab its arm. Both hands, holding on, keeping the blade from coming down. It's strong—impossibly strong—and I'm wounded and exhausted and running on fumes. The scythe inches closer. Closer.

"Felix!"

Priest's shotgun blast takes the warrior in the side, knocks it off me. I roll, grab my rifle, put a burst through its skull before it can recover.

"Thanks," I gasp.

"Don't mention it."

We push forward. The warriors are thinning now—we've killed enough that the queens are exposed, their protection crumbling. I can see them clearly now, those three massive forms, and I raise my rifle—

The closest queen looks at me. Motherfucker.

Not with eyes. But I feel it—that attention, that focus, a mind vast and cold and ancient settling on me like a weight.

You again, Felix. You keep coming back.

"Yeah." I sight on her body, "I keep coming back."

Why? We are everywhere. We have always been everywhere.

"Then I'll kill all of you."

You can't. You're just one man. One small, broken, angry man.

"Maybe." I squeeze the trigger. "But I'm the one with the gun."

Before I can fire, the air turns into a physical weight.

It starts as a hum, low and vibrating in my teeth, then snaps into a deafening, oscillating thrum. The three Queens are moving in perfect unison—not attacking, but vibrating their carapace plates and vestigial wings at a speed that blurs the air around them. It sounds like a million locusts screaming at once.

The sonic pressure hits us like a solid wall.

My equilibrium vanishes. The world tilts forty-five degrees, and I hit the ground hard, my rifle skittering out of my grip. Around me, the rest of the squad goes down—Kovac clutching his ears, another vomiting from the sudden vertigo, soldiers crumbling as their inner ears overload. We can’t stand. We can’t aim. We’re helpless meat on a shaking floor.

The queens loom over us, the vibration intensifying, rattling the fillings in my teeth. They’re going to liquefy our brains right here in the dirt.

I crawl. My vision is swimming, the world spinning in nauseating circles, but I spot a dead heavy trooper three meters away. A grenade belt is still strapped to his chest.

I drag myself forward, fighting the sonic waves that try to push me back. Grab the belt. Yank the pin on the lead grenade.

I don’t have the strength to throw it properly. I don’t have the balance to aim. I just swing the heavy belt like a bolo and let it fly toward the center of the vibrating nightmare.

It lands right between them.

Krump.

The explosion isn't enough to kill them—their armor is too thick—but the concussion wave disrupts the frequency. The perfect unison breaks. The sonic pressure vanishes instantly, replaced by the ringing in my ears and the roar of the blast.

The queens stagger, confused, their rhythm shattered.

I scramble back to my rifle. Raise it.

I fire.

Thirty seconds of sustained beam, burning through her carapace, into the soft tissue beneath. She screams—out loud and in my skull—and thrashes, sporepods spilling from her abdomen, but I don't stop. I keep firing until my cell runs dry and she stops moving.

One fucker down.

The others are going too. Kovac's soldiers hitting them with everything they've got, grenades and pulse rifles and flamethrowers. The second queen goes down, then the third, and the hive-scream spikes—

And cuts off.

Silence.

I stand there, breathing hard, rifle empty. Around me, the chamber is a charnel house—dead warriors everywhere, the queens' corpses leaking black ichor, resin burning and melting.

We did it.

Barely.

"Survivors." I'm moving before I realize it, back toward the corridor, toward those cocooned people we passed on the way in. "We need to get the survivors out."

"Felix—" Priest's voice.

"They're still alive. We can save them."

"Felix, stop."

I stop. Turn.

He's standing by one of the spore pod formations, his rifle light illuminating the face inside. A woman, middle-aged, eyes closed. Chest rising and falling.

And on her chest—

Something moving.

Something under her skin.

"They're not survivors," Priest says quietly. "They're hosts."

I stare at her. At the thing moving beneath the woman's skin. A shape, growing, feeding.

Incubating.

"The swarmers," I say. "From the first facility. They didn't flee. They—"

"They found hosts. Implanted them." Priest's voice is flat. Dead. "These people aren't alive. They're incubators. When the larva is ready, it'll—"

He doesn't finish. He doesn't have to.

I look down the corridor. All those cocoons. All those faces.

All those things growing inside them.

"Burn it." Kovac's voice, behind us. "Burn all of it."

His soldiers move forward, flamethrowers up. I watch them work, watch the fire spread, watch the cocoons blacken and shrivel.

Watch the hosts die. Poor bastards.

Some of them wake up. At the end, some of them wake up. I see their eyes open, see their mouths move, see them try to scream through the resin clogging their throats.

Then the fire takes them.

I turn away. Can't watch anymore.

Chen's beside me. She doesn't say anything. Just stands there, close enough that I can feel her presence.

"This is what they do," I say. My voice sounds strange. Hollow. "They don't just kill us. They use us. Turn us into—into factories. Into things."

"Yes."

"How do we fight that? How do we beat something that can do that?"

"I don't know." She looks at me. "But we keep fighting anyway. Because the alternative is far more terrifying."

"Yeah," I say. "Yeah, we keep fighting."

The fire spreads. The screaming—in my head, out loud, everywhere—finally stops.

We extract from the complex. Back through the corridors, back through the loading dock, back out into Titan's frozen air. The distraction team links up with us—First Squad took casualties, four dead, six wounded, but they held the perimeter.

Kovac calls it in. Mission successful. Primary targets neutralized. Sector Seven is clear.

Clear.

That's what he calls it. Like we cleaned a room, swept up some dust. Not like we burned people alive to keep the things inside them from hatching.

I find a spot away from the others, sit down on a frozen rock, stare at nothing. My rifle's across my knees, cell at zero. I should reload. Should get ready for the next mission, the next sector, the next nest.

I don't move.

"Felix." Ghost’s voice. She drops down beside me, doesn't say anything else. Just sits there.

After a while, I say: "Does it get easier?"

"What?"

"This. The killing. The choices. Watching people die because you couldn't save them." I look at her. "Does it get easier?"

She's quiet for a long moment. Then: "No. It doesn't get easier. You just get more used to it." She shrugs. "That's not the same thing, but it's all we've got."

"What's next?" I ask.

Ghost looks up. "Kovac's saying Sector Twelve. Another nest, smaller than this one. Said it should be a milk run."

"There's no such thing as a milk run."

"No. There isn't." She stands up, offers me a hand. "But we say it anyway. Makes us feel better."

I take her hand.

"Okay," I say. "Sector Twelve. Let's go."


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Kovac is giving orders when the ceiling opens up and takes his spine.

One second he's standing in the middle of the command post, jabbing his finger at a holographic map of Sector Twelve, telling us how we're going to push through the eastern tunnels and link up with conscript survivors. The next second there's a Hanbiri dropping from a dark hole we didn't know existed, and its scythe punches through his back and out his chest in a spray of red that paints the map display.

He doesn't even scream. Just looks down at the blade sticking out of his sternum, opens his mouth like he's going to say something important, and then the Hanbiri rips upward and Kovac comes apart in two pieces.

"Shit. Contact!"

"Contact!"

I'm already firing. Three-second burst into the thing's thorax while it's still holding half of Kovac. The beam punches through chitin, cooks whatever's inside, and it drops—but there's another one coming through the vent behind it, and another behind that.

I keep the trigger down for a full eight seconds on the next one — eight goddamn seconds — and the cell still reads seventy-nine percent.

“Fall back! Defensive positions!"

We scramble. The command post is a prefab shelter we set up six hours ago in the ruins of a processing facility—not much more than four walls and a roof, but it's got a door and it's got cover. The nine of us who are still alive from the Sector Seven push form up around the entrance, rifles out, laying down fire as the Hanbiri pour in from above.

Three. Five. Seven.

We kill them all. Takes maybe ninety seconds and burns through half our cells, but we kill them all.

When the last one drops, the command post is a charnel house. Black ichor everywhere, mixed with Kovac's blood, mixed with the torn remains of Kovac's soldiers who were standing too close when the breach happened. Three dead. The lieutenant commander and two of his officers.

"Fuck." Remo lowers his rifle, stares at what's left of Kovac. "Fuck, fuck, fuck."

"Check the vents," I say. "All of them. I want to know if there are more coming."

"Who put you in charge?"

I turn. It's one of Kovac's surviving soldiers—Dietrich, hard-faced woman with stripes. She's got her rifle pointed at the floor, but her stance says she's thinking about pointing it somewhere else.

"No one put me in charge. I'm telling you to check the vents because if you don't, more of those things are going to drop in here and kill us."

"Kovac was the ranking officer. Now it's me."

"Then check the fucking vents, Corporal."

She stares at me. I stare back.

Ghost steps between us. "We don't have time for this. Dietrich, take your people and secure the room. Felix, help Doc and I with the wounded."

Dietrich doesn't move for a long moment. Then she jerks her head at her two remaining soldiers and they spread out, checking the vents, the walls, anywhere else the bugs might come through.

I've seen that look before. Not loyalty. Calculation. She's figuring out how to spin this when we're done—if we're done. Corporal Dietrich, sole surviving military presence, who led the convict rabble to victory. I can already hear her writing the after-action report.

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.

"Thanks," I tell Ghost.

"Don't thank me. She's right—someone needs to be in charge." She looks at me. "And right now, that someone is you."

"I'm a fucking convict. I don't give orders to real soldiers."

"Almost all the real soldiers are dead. You're what's left."

She moves off to check on the wounded—a kid from Batch 002 who took a scythe across the arm, and one of Dietrich's soldiers who's got acid burns on his leg. I stand there, looking at the bodies, at the blood, at the nine people who are waiting for someone to tell them what to do next.

Sector Twelve was supposed to be a milk run. Smaller nest, fewer bugs, a chance to catch our breath after the nightmare of Sector Seven. Kovac said we'd be in and out in six hours.

That was eighteen hours ago.

The nest wasn't smaller. It was deeper. Tunnels going down into Titan's crust for kilometers, Hanbiri breeding in the dark, adapting to our tactics faster than we could change them.

And the commander is in two pieces on the floor.

"Felix." Remo's at my shoulder, voice low. "We need to fucking move. We stay here, they're going to mass the fuck up and hit us again."

"Move to where? We don't know the tunnels, we don't have a map, and every time we push in a direction we hit another swarm."

"Then we pick a direction and push until we break through. That's what we've been doing."

"That's what's been getting us killed."

"So what's your plan?"

I don't have a plan. I never have a plan. I just keep reacting, keep fighting, keep surviving until the next thing tries to kill me. That's not leadership. That's just not dying.

But these people are looking at me. Waiting.

"The main force went east," I say. "Kovac was pushing toward a central structure—some kind of hub in the tunnel network. If they're still alive, that's where they'll be."

"That's ten klicks through bug-infested tunnels."

"Then we'd better move fast."

I turn to the others. Dietrich and her soldiers. The wounded kid from Batch 002. Remo, Chen, Priest. Doc. Ghost, who hasn't said a word, just watches everything with those pale eyes that see too much.

"We're moving out. East, toward the central hub. If the rest of the force is still operational, we link up with them. If they're not—" I pause. "If they're not, we find another way out."

"And if there is no other way out?" Dietrich asks.

"Then we die trying. Same as always."

“Maybe for you.” She resigns and checks her weapon.

We gear up. Check weapons, check cells, check each other. The wounded kid—his name is Torres—he can walk, but his arm is useless. Chen wraps it tight against his chest so it won't flop around and get him killed. Dietrich's soldier with the acid burns—Yuen—he's limping bad, but he says he can keep up.

I look at Kovac's body. At the pulse rifle still clutched in what's left of his hand.

"Take his weapon," I tell Dietrich. “He doesn't need it anymore."

She hesitates. Then she moves forward, pries the rifle from his grip. No pleasantries for a dead officer.

Fucking cold.

That's what we're becoming. Cold. Every death just another thing that happened, another body to loot, another step toward the end.

I don't know if that's survival or surrender.

"Move out," I say.

We move.

***

The tunnels are worse than before.

I don't know how that's possible. We've been fighting through Hanbiri-infested nightmares for two days now. I thought I'd seen the worst of what they could do.

I was wrong.

The tunnels in Sector Twelve aren't just infested. They're transformed. The walls are covered in that black resin, thick and glistening, pulsing with some kind of bioluminescence that makes everything look like we're walking through the veins of something alive. The air is thick with a smell I can't describe—organic, wet, wrong. Like the inside of a stomach.

And everywhere—everywhere—there are bodies.

Not Hanbiri. Human.

Cocooned against the walls, same as before. But these aren't fresh. These have been here for a while. Some of them are just husks, desiccated, whatever was inside them long gone. Others—

Others are moving.

"Jesus Christ." Torres stops, staring at a cocoon with a man's face visible through the resin. The man's eyes are open. Looking at us. His mouth is moving, but no sound comes out.

"Keep moving," I say.

"We can't just leave them—"

“Yes, we can.”

He moves. But I can feel him looking back. Looking at all those faces in the walls.

I don't look. Can't afford to. Somehow, I’m getting used to letting these people die and walking away. I fucking hate it.

We push east. Through tunnels that twist and branch, through chambers that might have been mining facilities before the bugs got to them. The resin gets thicker the deeper we go, the bioluminescence brighter. We're getting closer to something. The hub, maybe. Or something worse.

The hive-scream is constant now. That pressure at the edge of my skull, whispering.

You're walking into our heart, Felix. Do you know what happens when you reach it?

I know. The same thing that always happens. We fight. We die. Some of us, anyway. And then we fight some more.

"Contact!"

Dietrich's voice. She's on point—insisted on it, since she's real military and I'm just a convict—and she's firing now, her rifle lighting up the tunnel ahead. I push forward, add my fire to hers, and I see them.

Hanbiri. A dozen of them, skittering toward us through the resin-covered tunnel. But these are different. Their carapaces are darker, thicker. The bioluminescence reflects off them like oil on water.

"Aim for the joints!" I'm firing, bursts punching into the lead bug's chest. It staggers but doesn't drop. "The main armor's too thick—go for the joints!"

We adjust. Target the gaps where limbs meet body, the thinner sections of chitin. The Hanbiri start dropping—but slowly, too slowly. They're almost on us.

"Fall back!"

We retreat, firing as we go. The tunnel behind us is clear—for now—and we need distance. Need room to maneuver.

A motherfucker lunges at Yuen. He tries to dodge, but his burned leg gives out and he goes down. The arm comes down—

Ghost's rifle punches through its skull before the blade can fall.

It's the first time I've seen her shoot for some time. She’d barely spoken, just followed along like a ghost. But she's firing, precise and deadly, dropping bugs with single bursts to the head while the rest of us are burning through cells. She’s been doing it the whole time, just out of the limelight.

"Get him up!" I grab Yuen, haul him to his feet. "Keep moving!"

We move. The Hanbiri press behind us, but we're faster—barely. The tunnel opens up ahead, widens into a larger chamber, and I see—

"Holy shit."

The hub.

It's massive. A cavern carved into Titan's crust, big enough to hold a starship, and every surface is covered in that black resin. Structures rise from the floor—towers, pillars, things that might have been machines before the bugs got to them—and between them, across every open space, there are spore pods.

Thousands.

Tens of thousands. It’s the most terrifying sight I’ve seen yet. An army of monsters being bred to take over everything.

And in the center, rising above it all like a nightmare made flesh—

Queens. Four of them. Bigger than the ones we killed in Sector Seven, connected by resin tendrils, a single unified organism that pulses with life.

"We need to go back." Torres is shaking, his voice high. "We need to go back right now."

"There is no going back." I'm staring at those queens, at the army of warriors arrayed around them, at the spores that are going to hatch into more warriors and more larvae and more death. "This is it. This is the heart of the Sector Twelve infestation."

"Then we call it in.”

"Comms are dead. No signal can reach out from here. " I turn to look at him. At all of them. "There's no one coming. There's no support. There's just us."

Silence. The hive-scream pulses, stronger here, closer to the queens.

Welcome, Felix. We've been waiting for you.

"So what do we do?" Chen asks. She's scanning the chamber, eyes cataloging details—support pillars, structural weak points, the way the resin concentrates around certain areas. "Because I'm counting six load-bearing columns, and if those queens weigh what I think they weigh, the floor under them is stressed to about eighty percent of its tolerance."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning if someone dropped a few plasma charges in the right spots, this whole chamber becomes a very expensive coffin."

"We find another way in," I say. "A back route, a service tunnel, something. We get close to the queens and we hit them with everything we've got."

"That's suicide," Dietrich says.

"Maybe. But it's the only play we've got."

"You're not an officer. You're not even a soldier. You're a fucking convict with a death sentence." She steps toward me, gets in my face. "What gives you the right to lead us into a suicide mission?"

"Nothing." I meet her eyes. "Nothing gives me the right. I'm just the asshole who's still alive and still stupid enough to think we can win this thing. You want to take over, go ahead. Tell me your plan."

She doesn't say anything.

"That's what I thought."

I turn away from her, scan the chamber. There—on the far side, half-hidden behind a resin-covered pillar—there's a tunnel entrance. Smaller than the main passages. Service access, maybe.

"There. That tunnel. We go around, come in from behind." I look at the group. "If the queens are anything like the ones in Sector Seven, they're going to have warriors protecting them. We draw off the guard, hit the queens while they're exposed. Surprise them before they come up with any defense mechanisms."

"Draw them off with fucking what?" Remo asks.

"With us. Two teams. One makes noise, gets their attention. The other goes for the queens."

"The distraction team dies."

"Probably."

He grins. That fucking grin. "Dibs."

"Remo—"

"I'm serious. You need someone to make noise and piss off some bugs? That's me. That's what I do." He claps me on the shoulder. "You go kill the queens, Zero. I'll keep them busy."

I want to argue. Want to tell him no, want to find another way. But there isn't another way. And he knows it.

"Take Dietrich and her soldiers. You'll need the firepower."

"No." Dietrich steps forward. "If you're leading the assault on the queens, I'm going with you. Yuen and Park can handle the distraction."

I stare at her. "I thought you didn't trust my leadership."

“I don't. But you're the one who keeps not dying, so maybe there's something to it." She almost smiles. "Besides, someone needs to watch your back. Might as well be me."

Someone needs to be present when the convicts pull off another miracle, she means. Someone with stripes to sign the report. I don't say that. I just nod.

"Okay. Chen, Priest, Ghost, Doc—you're with me and Dietrich. Remo, Torres, Yuen, Park—you're the distraction team. Give us five minutes to get in position, then make as much noise as you can."

"Five minutes to get into position and not die. No problem." Remo checks his rifle. "See you on the other side, Zero."

"Yeah. See you."

We split up.

***

The service tunnel is tight. Barely wide enough for one person, resin dripping from the ceiling, that organic stink so thick I can taste it. We move single file—me, Dietrich, Chen, Priest, Ghost—rifles up, fingers on triggers, every shadow a potential threat.

The hive-scream is constant. The queens know we're here. They know we're coming.

You can't stop us, Felix. You can't save anyone.

I keep moving.

The tunnel curves, descends, opens into a smaller chamber that looks like it was a maintenance bay before the transformation. Equipment covered in resin, consoles melted into organic shapes. And on the far side—an opening into the main cavern, right behind the queens.

"There." I point. "That's our entry point. We go through, hit the queens from behind while Remo's team has their attention."

"And the warriors?" Dietrich asks.

"We kill as many as we can. Concentrate fire on the queens—they're the target. Everything else is just obstacles."

"Obstacles that want to tear us apart."

"Yeah. Those kind."

We move to the edge of the opening. From here I can see the main cavern—the spores, the warriors, the queens pulsing at the center of it all. And beyond them, on the far side, the main tunnel entrance where Remo's team is supposed to appear.

One minute. Maybe less.

"Remember," I say. "The queens are connected. Some kind of unified entity. We kill one, the others might be able to compensate. We need to hit all four at once. Maximum damage, maximum speed."

"How do we do that with five guns?"

"We get close. Point-blank. No misses."

Dietrich shakes her head. "You really are crazy."

"Probably."

"Well." She checks her rifle. "Crazy's gotten us this far."

The distraction starts.

I hear it before I see it—gunfire, explosions, Remo's voice screaming profanity over a channel I didn't know was still working. The warriors in the cavern turn, all of them, orienting toward the threat. The queens shift, their attention drawn to the assault on the main entrance.

"Now!"

We pour through the opening.

It's chaos. We're running, firing, the cavern erupting around us. Warriors turn to face the new threat, but we're already past the first rank, already pushing toward the queens. Chen drops one with a burst to the head. Dietrich takes another at the knees, sends it tumbling. Priest's shotgun booms, clearing a path.

I reach the first queen.

She's even bigger up close. Fifteen feet of bloated, pulsing horror, eyes that aren't eyes fixed on me, the hive-scream spiking in my skull—

You think you can kill me? You're nothing. A transient microbe.

My brain pulses with pain. The scream up close is an attack on every nerve in my body. I convulse, gritting my teeth, trying to fight it. I scream with anger, summoning every ounce of willpower I can get.

I jam my rifle against her thorax and hold the trigger.

Thirty seconds of sustained fire. The stabilized cell holds, the beam burning through carapace, through tissue, through whatever organs keep her alive. She screams—all of them scream, that psychic wail that nearly drives me to my knees—but I don't stop. Don't let up.

"The others!" I'm shouting. "Hit the others!"

Dietrich's on the second queen, Chen on the third. Ghost—where's Ghost?

I turn. She's standing in front of the fourth queen, rifle raised, not firing. Just standing there.

"Ghost! Take the shot!"

She doesn't move. Doesn't respond.

A warrior comes at me from the side. I spin, fire, drop it—but my cell's running dry, the beam weakening. The queen I've been hitting is still alive, still thrashing, still connected to the others.

"Ghost! NOW!"

She fires.

The beam catches the fourth queen in the head, burns through, keeps going. The queen screams and collapses—and the others go with her, all of them, their unified consciousness shattering. Dietrich's target drops. Chen's target drops. And mine—mine finally stops moving, stops screaming, stops being anything but dead meat.

"Clear!" Dietrich's voice. "Queens are down!"

But the warriors aren't. They're everywhere, hundreds of them, and the death of the queens has driven them into a frenzy. They hit us from all sides, scythes flashing, and suddenly we're fighting for our lives again—

"Fall back! Get to the tunnel!"

We run. Back the way we came, through the maintenance bay, into the service tunnel. The warriors follow, but the tunnel's too narrow—they can only come one at a time, and we kill them as they come, Priest's shotgun tearing them apart in the confined space.

We make it out. Somehow. Back into the tunnels we came from, back into the darkness and the resin and the distant sound of Remo's team still fighting on the other side of the cavern.

"Remo!" I key the comm—it's working again, the queens' interference wasn’t helping. "Remo, we got them! All four queens down!"

Static. Then: "Good timing, Zero. We're about to be very fucking dead over here."

"Fall back to Rally Point Three. We'll meet you there."

"If we can make it that far." More gunfire, an explosion. "See you there. Or see you never. Either way, hell of a ride."

The channel cuts out.

We move.

***

Rally Point Three is a chamber we passed on the way in—a natural cavern with only one entrance, defensible. When we get there, Remo's team is already inside.

What's left of them.

Park is dead. Yuen is dead. Torres took a scythe through the gut and he's fading fast, Doc working on him but it's bad, it's really bad.

Remo's alive. Cut up, bleeding from a dozen wounds, but alive. He's sitting against the wall, rifle across his lap, that grin on his face.

"You look like shit," I tell him.

"You should see the other guys." He laughs, then coughs, spits blood. "We got maybe fifty of them. Maybe more. Lost count after Yuen went down."

"You did good."

"We did necessary." He looks at Torres, at Doc trying to hold his guts in. "He's not going to make it, is he?"

"No."

"Fuck." He leans his head back against the wall. "Always liked that kid. Didn't complain as much as the rest of us."

Torres dies ten minutes later. Doc closes his eyes, pulls a blanket over his face. We don't have time for anything else.

Seven left. Me, Remo, Chen, Dietrich, Ghost, Doc, Priest.

"Now what?" Dietrich asks.

Now what. The queens are dead, but the sector is still full of warriors. We're low on cells, low on supplies, low on people. And we still don't know where the main forces are—if they're even still alive.

"We keep moving," I say. "East, toward the original objective. If the others are anywhere, that's where they'll be."

"And if they're not?"

"Then we find a way to the surface and signal for extraction."

"With what? Comms were down—"

"Comms were down because of the queens. Some sort of electromagnetic interference we don’t understand. At least that’s a theory. Queens are dead now. Maybe the signal gets through."

"Maybe."

"It's what we've got."

We move.

We find the rest of the force three hours later. What's left of them.

They're barricaded in a supply depot near the original objective—twenty-three soldiers out of the thirty he started with, plus a handful of conscripts. The lieutenant, Harley, himself is wounded, a Hanbiri blade having opened up his thigh, but he's still on his feet. Still giving orders.

His face changes when he sees us.

"Conscript." He limps toward me. "The queens?"

"Dead. All four of them."

"How?"

"The usual way. We pointed guns at them and pulled triggers until they stopped moving."

He stares at me for a long moment. Then he nods.

"Command's been trying to reach us for the last hour. I think I fixed the comms finally.” He gestures to a soldier at a comm station. "Now we've got a channel to orbit."

"Extraction?"

"Shuttles are inbound. We've got a window—forty minutes—to reach the primary landing zone. After that—" He doesn't finish.

After that we're on our own. Standard Directorate bullshit. They'll risk ships for exactly as long as it doesn't inconvenience them.

"Can you make it?" I ask, looking at his leg.

"I can make it." He looks at my squad—my squad, that's what they are now—and at the bodies we left behind. "How many did you lose?"

"Three. Park, Yuen, Torres."

"Good men?"

"Yes. All died bravely."

He doesn't say anything to that. Just nods again and turns to his soldiers.

"Move out! Everyone who can walk, walks. We're heading for the LZ. Forty minutes."

We move.

The surface of Titan is waiting for us when we come up. That orange-brown hellscape, the methane fog, Saturn hanging overhead like a bloated corpse. But this time there are shuttles—three of them, touching down on the ice, ramps lowering.

Extraction. We're actually getting out of here.

The soldiers and convicts stream toward the shuttles. Thirty-one people out of—I don't even know how many started this operation. Hundreds, probably. All those batches, all those drops. And thirty-one are walking out.

I'm almost at the ramp when Harley grabs my arm.

"Conscript."

I turn.

"The queens. You led that assault?"

"Yes, sir."

"Dietrich told me. With both of your leadership. Handful of you against four queens and their guard. You split your force, ran a distraction, hit them from behind." He's looking at me with something I can't quite read. "That's not convict thinking. That's tactics."

"I didn't have a choice. It was that or let the nest keep growing."

"There's always a choice. Most people choose to run." He releases my arm. "Kovac is dead. We have a gap in tactical leadership. It’s time for desperate measures."

"Sir—"

"Don't argue with me. I've got a hole in my leg and people who need to get off this rock. I didn’t want to assume command of this shit show. You're the ranking conscript, and after what you did down there, you're the closest thing to a company level leader I've got." He reaches into his pocket, pulls something out. Holds it up.

A patch. Zero-Alpha.

"It's not a real rank," he says. "It's not even a real insignia. It's something we made up for convicts who end up leading other convicts because everyone else is dead. It means you're in charge. It means when I give orders, you make sure your people follow them. And it means—" He presses the patch into my hand. "It means you don't get to pretend you're just another number anymore."

I look at the patch. At the zero with the alpha symbol beneath it.

"I didn't ask for this."

"No one ever does." He turns toward the shuttle. "Get your people on board, Zero-Alpha. We're leaving."

I get my people on board. Five of us, out of—I don't even know. Eighteen in my original pod. Two thousand in Batch 001. How many in Batch 002? Doesn't matter. We're what's left.

Remo drops into the seat beside me, wincing as his wounds pull.

"So," he says. "You're the fucking boss of this shit now."

"Apparently."

"How's it feel?"

I look at the patch in my hand. At the collar still blinking around my neck.

"Same as everything else. Like I'm just waiting for the next thing to kill me."

He grins. "That's the motherfucking spirit, Zero-Alpha."

The shuttle lifts off. Titan falls away beneath us—the ice, the fog, the tunnels we fought and died in. All of it shrinking until it's just a brown-orange ball hanging in the black.

And in my skull, at the edge of my thoughts, the hive-scream whispers one last time.

You're in charge now, Felix. But you can't save them. You never could.

I close my eyes.

Try not to think about the dead. About the choices I made, the people I lost, the things I did to survive.

Try not to think about what comes next.

I fail.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. The ramp opens. Soldiers pour out, medics rushing to meet them.

I'm the last one off. Standing at the top of the ramp, looking out at the chaos of the docking bay.

An officer approaches. Looks at my collar, my wounds, the patch in my hand.

"You Zero-Seven-Nine?"

"Yeah."

"Report to Command for debrief. They want to hear about the queens."

"They always want to hear about the queens. Then they take credit for it and throw us back in."

The officer shrugs. "That's above my pay grade, conscript. Just report to Command."

He moves off.

I look at the patch again. Zero-Alpha. Squad leader. Responsible for whatever convicts they put under me.

Responsible for keeping them alive.

I put the patch in my pocket and walk into the station.

There's paperwork to fill out. Reports to file. Bodies to account for.

And after that—another sector. Another drop. Another meat-grinder.

I sign my name on the first report they put in front of me: Conscript Zero-79.

Not Zero-Alpha. Not squad leader. Just another convict with a number.

That's all I am.

But somewhere in the back of my mind, I know it's changing. I can feel it—the weight of responsibility settling on my shoulders, the knowledge that next time, the decisions will be mine. The deaths will be mine.

"You're in fucking charge now, Zero," Remo said.

Yeah.

In charge of perpetual suicide missions.

And they tell me my team is going right back down into the grinder.


CHAPTER TWELVE

The geyser erupts sixty meters to my left and I'm already diving before the spray hits.

Liquid methane—minus one-eighty-two Celsius—blasts into the air in a column of blue-white fury. The droplets catch the dim light from Saturn and scatter it into a thousand frozen rainbows. Beautiful, in a way. If you forget that a single splash will freeze your suit solid and turn your blood to ice crystals in under three seconds.

The relay station is our objective—a communications array that went dark six hours ago, cutting off this entire sector from orbital command. We're supposed to find out what happened and get it back online. Standard recon mission.

Nothing is ever standard.

I hit the ground rolling, come up behind a ridge of hydrocarbon ice, rifle tracking. The geyser subsides, leaving a cloud of vapor that drifts across the frozen plain like fog.

And through that fog, something moves.

"Contact! Bearing two-seven-zero!"

Remo's voice on comms. He's fifty meters to my right, hunkered down behind a broken piece of mining equipment. The rest of the squad is spread across the geyser field in a ragged line—Chen, Priest, Dietrich, Doc, Ghost, and new convicts from Batch 003 whose names I haven't bothered to learn yet.

Because they'll probably be dead by nightfall.

That's the thinking now. That's what three weeks of this has done to me. New faces show up, I nod at them, and I wait to see if they survive long enough to matter.

Most of them don't.

"I see them." I'm scanning through my visor's magnification, trying to pick out shapes in the methane fog. "Multiple contacts. They're using the vapor for cover."

"Since when do they use cover?"

"Since they started learning."

That's the thing about the Hanbiri. Every engagement, every tactic we use, they adapt. The first week, we could ambush them in the tunnels and they'd charge straight into our kill zones. Now they flank. They probe. They retreat and regroup.

They're getting smarter. And we're running out of tricks.

"Ghost, what do you see?"

Silence on the channel. Ghost still doesn't talk much. She just watches, waits, and kills things with a precision that borders on mechanical. But she's got the best eyes in the squad, and if anyone can pick out targets in this soup, it's her.

"Six contacts." Her voice is flat. Emotionless. "Moving in a spread formation. They're waiting for the next geyser."

"Waiting for it? Why would they—"

The ground rumbles.

"MOVE!"

I'm up and running before the geyser blows. This one's closer—maybe forty meters—and the blast wave hits me like a fist, sends me tumbling across the ice. Liquid methane sprays everywhere, flash-freezing on contact, and I feel my suit's heating elements spike as they fight to keep me alive.

Then I see them.

The Hanbiri aren't running from the geyser. They're riding it.

They come through the spray like surfers on a wave, using the blast to launch themselves across the field. Six black shapes hurtling through the air, scythe-limbs extended, closing the distance in seconds.

"They're using the geysers for mobility!" I'm firing from my back, three-second bursts that catch the first one mid-flight and send it tumbling. "They're fucking surfing!"

"Fucking language, Zero." Remo's laughing even as he shoots. "There might be children listening."

There's just us, nine people on a frozen hellscape, fighting things that have turned the environment into a weapon.

The second Hanbiri lands ten meters from my position and charges. I roll left, fire, miss. Fire again—hit, but it doesn't drop. The carapace is thicker here, adapted to the cold, and my beam just scores a groove across its thorax.

It reaches me. Arm comes down.

I catch it on my rifle, shove it aside, jam the muzzle against the thing's throat and hold the trigger. Five seconds of point-blank fire and it finally drops, black ichor spraying across my visor.

"Zero, on your six!"

I spin. Another one, right behind me, blade already swinging—

A rifle crack. The Hanbiri's head snaps back, a hole punched clean through its skull, and it collapses at my feet.

I look up. Ghost is on a ridge two hundred meters out, rifle braced against a rock, scope to her eye. At this distance, through the fog and the geyser spray, that shot should have been impossible.

She doesn't acknowledge me. Just shifts her aim and fires again. Another Hanbiri drops.

"Push forward!" I'm moving, rallying the squad. "Get to the relay station! We can't stay in the open!"

We push across the geyser field, fighting for every meter. The Hanbiri keep coming, using the eruptions for cover and mobility, and we keep killing them. Chen takes one in the flank that gets too close—burns it down with sustained fire until it stops twitching. Priest's shotgun booms, clearing a path through a cluster that tries to cut us off.

One of the new convicts goes down. I don't see how—just hear the scream on comms, cut short. I don't look back. Can't afford to.

The relay station rises out of the fog like a metal skeleton. Three towers, a central hub, dish arrays pointed at the sky. The outer fence is torn open—something came through here, and it wasn't gentle.

"Perimeter!" I signal the squad to spread out, cover the approaches. "Chen, Dietrich—check the hub. Everyone else, hold position."

They move. I take a knee behind a support strut, rifle up, scanning the fog. The geysers are quieter here—we're between eruption zones—but that just means the Hanbiri will have to come at us the old-fashioned way.

"Hub is clear." Chen's voice on comms. "But Felix, you need to see this."

I head inside.

The relay station hub is a single room, maybe ten meters across, packed with communications equipment. Most of it is smashed. Consoles torn apart, cables ripped from walls, that black resin coating everything.

And in the center of the room, cocooned to the main transmitter array—

Bodies. Three of them. The maintenance crew that was supposed to be here, wrapped in resin, faces visible through the organic casing.

They're not moving. Not breathing.

"They're dead," Chen says. "All three. Whatever was inside them already hatched."

"Which means there are Hanbiri in here that we haven't accounted for."

"At least three. Probably more—they might have used other hosts we haven't found."

Three more. On top of the ones outside. On top of the ones that are still coming.

"Can we get the array back online?"

Dietrich's at one of the surviving consoles, fingers moving over the controls. "Maybe. The main transmitter's intact—they wanted to use it for the cocoons, not destroy it. If I can bypass the damaged systems..."

"Do it. Chen, Priest—watch the door. Everyone else—"

The ceiling explodes.

Not a geyser this time. A Hanbiri, punching through the roof, dropping into the middle of the room. Then another. And another.

"Contact!"

I fire. The first one takes the burst in the chest and staggers. Chen's rifle joins mine, and it drops—but the second one is already on Dietrich, scythe-limb raised—

Priest's shotgun blast catches it in the side, knocks it away from her. She rolls, comes up with her sidearm, puts three rounds into its skull.

The third one comes at me.

I don't have time to aim. Just shove my rifle forward, catch it in the throat, hold it back. We're face to face—or face to carapace—and I can feel its strength, feel it pushing me back, the scythes reaching around to find flesh.

"Little help!"

Someone fires. The Hanbiri jerks, goes limp, and I shove it off me. Remo's standing in the doorway, rifle smoking.

"You're welcome."

"Watch the fucking ceiling next time."

"Watch your own ceiling."

Another crash. More Hanbiri coming through the roof, and this time there's a lot of them. Six, seven—I lose count. They're pouring in, and we're trapped in a metal box with nowhere to go.

"Fall back! Get outside!"

We run. Through the door, out into the frozen air, and the Hanbiri follow. The geyser field is ahead of us—eruptions going off in sequence now, like the planet itself is trying to kill us—and we're caught between the bugs and the blasts.

"We can't go back through that!" One of the new convicts—I still don't know his name—is pointing at the geysers. "We'll be frozen solid!"

"We'll be dead solid if we stay here. Move!"

We move. Into the geyser field, running between eruptions, trying to time our sprints to the gaps. The Hanbiri follow—and they're faster than us, more agile, better adapted to this environment. They're gaining.

"They're herding us." Ghost's voice on comms. "They're pushing us toward the central caldera."

I look ahead. She's right—the geysers are funneling us toward a depression in the ice, a basin where the eruptions converge. If we go in there, we'll be caught in a crossfire of liquid methane.

"Change direction! Go left!"

"There's no cover to the left—"

"I said LEFT!"

We veer. The squad follows—what's left of it. I don't know how many we've lost. Don't have time to count. Just run, and shoot, and try not to die.

A geyser erupts directly in front of me.

I throw myself sideways, but the spray catches my leg. Instant cold—so cold it burns—and my suit's heating elements scream as they try to compensate.  Some internal sensors beep with caution, like I don’t know I’m in fucking mortal danger. I hit the ground, roll, try to get up.

My leg won't move.

The joint's frozen. The knee actuator in my suit has seized up, locked solid by the methane. I'm down, I'm stuck, and there's a Hanbiri coming right at me.

I raise my rifle. One-handed, barely able to aim. The Hanbiri is twenty meters out, fifteen, ten—

A shot. Clean, precise. The Hanbiri's head snaps back and it drops, skidding across the ice to stop a meter from my face.

Ghost slides down the ridge and lands beside me. She doesn't say anything—just grabs my arm, hauls me up, and drapes my weight across her shoulders.

"Your leg."

"Frozen. Actuator's locked."

"Can you walk?"

"Not well."

"Then lean on me."

She half-carries me across the ice, moving fast despite my weight. Behind us, the rest of the squad is laying down covering fire, buying us time. Ahead, there's an outcropping—a ridge of solid ice that might give us cover.

We make it. Ghost drops me behind the ridge and takes up position beside me, rifle up, picking off Hanbiri as they come. Her shots are methodical, unhurried. One round, one kill. Again and again.

"You're a hell of a shot," I manage.

"Yes."

"Where'd you learn?"

"Trained sniper. Marines."

"Shouldn’t you be with your military folks?"

"No. Never again." Always a woman of few words.

The rest of the squad reaches us. Remo's bleeding from a cut on his forehead—blood running into his eyes—but he's still grinning. Chen's limping, favoring her right side. Dietrich and Priest are intact.

The new convicts—I don't see them. Any of them.

"We need to get off this field," Dietrich says. "My suit's down to forty percent heating capacity. Another ten minutes out here and I'm going hypothermic."

"There's a service bunker half a klick north." I pull up the map on my visor display, such as it is. "Underground, heated. If we can make it there—"

"Half a klick through that?" She points at the geyser field, still erupting, still full of Hanbiri.

"You have a better idea?"

She doesn't.

"Then we move. Ghost, you're on point. Everyone else, stay close and watch the sky."

We move.

The bunker is exactly where the map said it would be—a squat concrete structure built into the ice, half-buried by decades of hydrocarbon deposits. The door is sealed but not locked, and we cycle through the airlock into warmth and light and air that doesn't smell like methane.

I collapse against the wall. My leg is thawing—painfully, needles of sensation stabbing through the joint as the actuator frees up—but I'll be able to walk. Eventually.

"Perimeter check," I say. "Make sure we're alone in here."

They spread out. I stay where I am, trying to catch my breath, trying to process what just happened.

"Clear." Chen's voice. "Bunker's empty. Looks like it's been abandoned for months—maybe longer."

"Good. We hold here until my leg's functional, then we push back to the relay station."

"The relay station's overrun."

"We still need to get it back online. Command needs comms in this sector."

"Command needs a lot of things. Doesn't mean we can give them."

She's right. I know she's right. But if we don't get that array working, every other squad operating in this sector is blind. No coordination, no support, no extraction.

They'll die the way we almost died.

"We go back," I say. "That's the mission."

Chen doesn't argue. She just nods and moves off to check her gear.

I sit there, staring at nothing, feeling the weight of it all. Four more dead. Four more names I never learned, faces I'll never remember. Just numbers now. Just statistics in someone's after-action report.

Conscript Zero-Alpha, casualties: four. Mission status: incomplete.

That's what they'll write. That's all any of us are to them.

"Your leg."

Ghost's voice. She's standing in front of me, that same flat expression, those pale eyes that never seem to blink.

"What about it?"

"You need to move it. Work the joint. If you let it stiffen, you'll lose mobility."

"I know how frozen joints work."

"Then why aren't you moving it?"

Because I'm tired. Because I'm thinking about the dead. Because I'm wondering how many more I'm going to lose before this is over.

I don't say any of that. I just start working my leg, bending and flexing, feeling the pain as the joint loosens up.

Ghost watches me for a moment. Then she sits down across from me, back against the wall, rifle across her lap.

"The new ones," she says. "You didn't learn their names."

"No."

"Why?"

"Because they died. They always die. The new ones come in, and they don't know how to move, don't know how to fight, and they die. Learning their names doesn't change that."

"It might change how you feel about it."

"I don't want to feel about it. Feeling about it doesn't help anyone."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "You feel about other things. The decisions. The mistakes. I see it in you—after every engagement, you go somewhere in your head. Somewhere dark."

"You're imagining things."

"I'm not." She looks at me. "You think you could have saved them. The new ones. You think if you'd made different choices, seen the ambush sooner, they'd still be alive."

"Couldn't I?"

"No. I know."

The word hits me like a slap. I stare at her.

"You couldn't have saved them," she says. "The Hanbiri were waiting for us. They knew we were coming, they knew our route, they knew exactly where to hit us. You could have been the best commander in the system and they still would have died." She pauses. "But you would have died too. And the rest of us with you. Instead, you got us out. Seven people who would be dead if you hadn't made the calls you made."

"I lost four."

"You saved seven. That's what matters."

I don't know what to say. I've never heard Ghost say this many words at once. I've never heard her say anything that wasn't tactical, operational, necessary.

"Why are you telling me this?"

She's quiet for a long time. Long enough that I think she's not going to answer.

Then: "Because I've seen that look before. In the mirror. And I know where it leads."

"Where?"

"Nowhere good."

She gets up, moves to the other side of the bunker, starts checking her rifle. Conversation over.

I sit there, working my leg, thinking about what she said.

You saved seven. That's what matters.

I don't know. I don't know anything anymore except that people keep dying and I keep living and I don't understand why.

"Zero." Remo's voice. "Fucking leg working?"

"Getting there."

"Good. Because I've been thinking about the relay station."

"And?"

"And I think we can take it back. But we're going to need a distraction."

I look at him. "Another distraction? Your last one cost us three people."

"Wasn't my fault they couldn't keep up." He grins, but there's something hard behind it. "I'm serious, Zero. The bugs are using those geysers for mobility—but we can use them too. We time it right, blow through on an eruption cycle, we can catch them off guard."

"Ride the geysers. Like they do."

"Why the fuck not? They're not the only ones who can adapt."

I think about it. It's insane. Suicidal, probably. But Remo's right—we can't just walk up to that station and knock on the door. We need surprise. We need speed.

We need to be as crazy as the things we're fighting.

"Alright," I say. "Let's talk it through."

We talk it through. The whole squad gathers around, and we hash out a plan—timing, routes, fallback positions. It's rough, it's ugly, and it's probably going to get someone killed.

But it's what we've got.

"One more thing." I look at them. At these five people who are trusting me to get them through this. "The new ones—the ones we lost today. I didn't learn their names. That was wrong. They deserved better than that."

Silence.

"From now on, I learn every name. Every face. Everyone who fights beside me, I know who they are." I pause. "And if they die, I remember them. That's the least we can do."

Remo nods slowly. "Danner. One of them was named Danner. Young kid, scared shitless, but he didn't run. He was right next to me when they came through the fucking roof."

"Kowalski." Chen's voice. "Another one. She was from some hellhole—talked about it every chance she got. Said the ice was prettier there."

"Yong." Dietrich. "Quiet. Didn't say much. But he held his position until the end."

"Mbeki," Priest said. "He asked me to pray with him before we dropped. I said I would. Then I didn't."

I look at Ghost. She looks back.

"I didn't know them," she says. "But I'll remember they were here."

Danner. Kowalski. Yong. Mbeki.

Four names. Four people.

I won't forget.

"Alright." I push myself to my feet. The leg holds—stiff, sore, but functional. "Let's go take back that relay station."

We gear up and head out.

***

The plan is simple: ride the geysers.

We time the eruption cycles—they're regular, predictable, every ninety seconds like clockwork—and we use them for cover and speed. Sprint between blasts, let the spray hide our approach, hit the station before the Hanbiri know we're coming.

Simple. Insane. Probably fatal.

But we are team fucking geyser riders and we take risks.

The first eruption goes off and we run. Across the ice, through the vapor, faster than we've ever moved. The cold is brutal—even with suits at full heating, I can feel it trying to get in—but we push through. Second eruption, we're halfway there. Third, we can see the station.

The Hanbiri see us too.

They come out of the fog like nightmares, that same adapted carapace, those same serrated arms. But this time we're not running from them.

We're running at them.

"NOW!"

We hit them on the fourth eruption. The geyser goes off right in the middle of their formation, scattering them, and we pour through the gap. Rifles blazing, no hesitation, no mercy. I drop two before they can recover. Remo gets another. Chen and Dietrich cut down a cluster trying to regroup.

Ghost doesn't miss.

We're inside the station before the fifth eruption. The hub is still full of bugs—the ones that came through the ceiling, plus more that arrived while we were gone—but we've got momentum now. We've got surprise.

We've got rage.

I don't know when it happened. When the fear turned into anger, when the desperation became fury. But it's there now—hot and clean and pure—and I let it drive me. Into the hub, rifle up, killing everything that moves.

The Hanbiri fight back. Of course they do. One of them gets close, opens a gash across my arm that I barely feel. Another nearly takes Remo's head off before Priest's shotgun saves him. Chen goes down—leg wound, bad but not fatal—and Dietrich drags her to cover while Ghost picks off the bugs trying to finish her.

Then it's done.

The hub is clear. Black ichor everywhere, bodies on the floor, that sharp stink of burned chitin and spent cells. But the Hanbiri are dead.

All of them.

"Dietrich." I'm breathing hard, arm bleeding, running on adrenaline. "The array."

She limps to the console. Fingers moving, bypassing, rerouting. Thirty seconds. A minute. Chen follows to assist. They repatch cables and bypass circuits that I don’t understand.

"Recalibrating transmit and receive. Boosting low noise amplifier fifty percent." She looks up. "Got it. We're back online."

I key the comm. "Command, this is Conscript Zero-Alpha. Relay Station Sigma-Seven is secure. Repeat, Sigma-Seven is back online."

Static. Then: "Zero-Alpha, Command copies. Good. Extraction inbound, ETA thirty minutes. Hold your position."

Hold position. Like we're going anywhere.

I lean against the wall, let myself breathe. The arm hurts now—the adrenaline's fading and the pain's coming through. Chen's got her leg wrapped, Priest applying pressure. Remo's sitting on a console, grinning despite the blood running down his face.

"That," he says, "was fucking insane."

"That was the mission."

"Same thing."

Maybe it is. Maybe that's all any of this is—insane missions that we somehow survive, one after another, until we don't.

Doc appears beside me. Doesn't say anything. Just stands there, looking at the arm.

"It's fine," I say.

"It's not fine. It needs to be closed."

"It'll wait for extraction."

"It'll wait for infection if you don't let me clean it."

He pulls out a field kit, starts working on the wound. His hands are steady, precise—the same precision he brings to everything. I watch him work with the little he has in his kit.

"Ghost."

"What?"

"Thanks. For the shot. On the field, when my leg was frozen."

"You would have died."

"Yeah."

"So I shot the thing that was trying to kill you."

"Still. Thanks."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "You're welcome."

The extraction shuttle arrives thirty minutes later. We load up—five of us, wounded but alive—and lift off from Titan's surface. The geyser field falls away beneath us, those eruptions still going off like clockwork, the Hanbiri still down there somewhere, waiting for the next batch of meat.

But not us. Not today.

I lean back in my seat, let my eyes close.

You saved seven.

Maybe that's enough.

My eyes close.

***

Medical smells like antiseptic and failure.

I'm on a cot in the recovery bay, staring at the ceiling while a machine pumps fluids into my arm. The geyser field took more out of me than I realized—frostbite across my left leg, hairline fractures in three ribs, and something wrong with my kidney that Doc says will "probably heal on its own."

Probably.

The bay holds maybe thirty cots. Half are empty. The other half hold what's left of Batch 002—convicts in various stages of broken, waiting to be patched up enough to send back down. The woman two cots over lost her arm at the elbow. The guy across from me hasn't opened his eyes since they brought him in.

A wall-mounted screen flickers to life. News feed. Someone in the corner must have a remote.

"—accusations from Mars Confederacy spokesperson Liang, who claims Earth Directorate forces are deliberately deploying Martian-born prisoners in high-casualty operations—"

I sit up. Pain shoots through my ribs. I ignore it.

The screen shows a woman in a crisp suit, standing behind a podium stamped with the Confederacy seal. Her voice is ice.

"Seventy-three percent of conscript casualties in the Titan theater are Mars-born citizens. While Earth-born prisoners are assigned to support and logistics roles, our people are being fed into the meat grinder. This is not defense. This is extermination by proxy."

The feed cuts to an Earth Directorate response. A general I don't recognize, jaw set, eyes hard.

"The Confederacy's claims are baseless propaganda designed to undermine humanity's unified response to the Hanbiri threat. Conscript deployment is randomized and equitable. The Directorate could not possibly anticipate this Hanbiri invasion. Logistically, conscripts were transported to address threats based on proximity. All prisoners serve with honor, regardless of origin."

Honor. He actually says the word without choking on it.

"Furthermore," the general continues, "we're proud to announce that  with military supervision, Conscript Unit Seven-Seven successfully neutralized a queen-class organism in Sector Seven, marking a significant victory in our ongoing campaign—"

I stop breathing.

Unit Seven-Seven.

That's not us. That's not anyone. I've never heard of Unit Seven-Seven.

But the footage they're showing—the tunnels, the queen's chamber, the bodies—that's Sector Seven. That's our mission. That's our dead.

"What the fuck," Remo says. He's three cots down, arm in a sling, staring at the screen. "What the actual fuck."

"They're taking credit." My voice sounds far away. "They made up a unit and they're taking credit for what we did."

"They can't—we were there. We have the collar data, the footage—"

"Which they control. Which they can edit, delete, reassign." I watch the general smile for the cameras. "We don't exist, Remo. We never did."

A man on a cot near the door laughs. Harsh, bitter. He's got the red dust tattoo of a Mars mining colony on his neck, and he's looking at me like I'm the punchline to a joke I don't understand.

"You're surprised by any of this shit? Middle of a world war with fucking alien insects and the Earth and Mars still can’t get along. We might put the Hanbiri in charge of the government and be better off."

"They're both full of shit. I know that. Long before the Hanbiri."

"You know it. But you don't believe it." He sits up, wincing. "Here's what you need to understand, young man. When this war ends—if it ends—they're going to need someone to blame. Someone to put on trial, someone to execute for the cameras. And it's not going to be the generals or the politicians or the corporate fucks who sent us here." He points at his tattoo. "It's going to be us. The Mars-born. Worse, the rim-worlders. The expendable."

"We are expendable."

"Some of us more than others." He lies back down, closes his eyes. "A Mars sponsored conscript is the lowest scum on the solar system right now. When they're done using you, you'll find out which side you're really on."

The feed switches to sports coverage. Scores from a league I've never heard of, played in stadiums that might as well be on another planet.

I stare at the screen and think about Unit Seven-Seven. About a war that's being fought in press rooms as much as tunnels.

And I think about Danny, somewhere back in civilization, watching these same feeds. Wondering if his brother is still alive.

Wondering if his brother is going to survive the next suicidal mission.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The new guy's name is Parsons and he's going to get us all killed.

I know it the moment he steps off the transport. Something in his eyes—that wild, unfocused look that says he's already somewhere else in his head. Somewhere the Hanbiri can't reach him. Somewhere safe.

There's no somewhere safe. Not anymore. And the ones who can't accept that are the ones who panic.

The ones who panic are the ones who die.

"Zero-Alpha," a deep military voice on comms. "Your replacements are here. Four bodies. Try to keep these ones alive longer than the last batch."

Four bodies. That's what we are to them. Not people. Not soldiers. Just bodies to throw at the bugs until the bugs stop coming.

We’ve been back for very little time. Just enough time to get patched up, injected, and even new jumpsuits. I laid my body down for what felt like ten minutes before getting called back out to the next mission. The Hanbiri wait for no one.

I watch the new meat walk off the transport into the staging area—a pressurized dome on Titan's surface that serves as a forward operating base for this sector. Four new convicts, fresh from processing, shiny collars blinking, weapons clutched in hands that don't know how to hold them.

Parsons is the worst. He's maybe twenty-two, twenty-three—hard to tell with the fear carved into his face. Thin build, shaking hands, eyes that keep darting to the airlock like he's calculating how fast he can run.

He won't make it. I know that already. The question is how many of us he takes with him.

"Names," I say.

They stare at me. At my scars, my weathered face, the Zero-Alpha patch on my shoulder. I probably look like death to them. I probably look like what they're going to become.

"I said names. I want to know who I'm fighting with."

"Okafor." The first one—a woman, tall, steady hands. She's got a look I recognize. Prison look. She's killed before. "Mira Okafor."

"Tanaka." The second—a man, compact, watchful. Doesn't say anything else.

"Reeves." The third—another woman, younger than Okafor but with that same steadiness. "Bella Reeves."

And then Parsons. He opens his mouth, closes it. Opens it again.

"P-Parsons. David Parsons."

His voice cracks on his own name. Christ.

"Alright. I'm Zero-Alpha. That's Remo, Chen, Dietrich, Doc, Ghost, Priest." I point to each of them in turn. "We've been fighting in this sector since the beginning. We know how the Hanbiri move, how they think, how they die. You do what we say, when we say it, and you might live long enough to learn it too."

"And if we don't?" Tanaka asks.

"Then you die. And you probably take some of us with you." I look at Parsons when I say it. He flinches. "We drop in two hours. Use the time to check your gear, check your weapons, and check each other. Any questions?"

Okafor raises her hand. "Rules of engagement?"

"Kill everything with more than four limbs. Don't get killed yourself. Don't panic." I pause. "That last one's the most important. You panic, your weapon overheats. You panic, you freeze at the wrong moment. You panic, you get the person next to you killed." Another look at Parsons. "Understood?"

Nods all around. Even Parsons manages a jerky head-bob that might be acknowledgment.

"Dismissed. Gear up."

I’m still besides myself when I issue orders. Like I’m a trained soldier. But somehow it works.

They scatter. I watch them go, trying to gauge which ones will make it.

Okafor—maybe. She's got the look.

Tanaka—hard to read. Could go either way.

Reeves—too early to tell. Steady now, but steady in a staging area isn't the same as steady when the bugs are coming through the walls.

Parsons—no. No chance. He's already dead. He just doesn't know it yet.

"You're hard on them." Chen's beside me, voice low so the new ones won't hear.

"I'm realistic."

"Parsons is terrified."

"Parsons is a liability. He's going to break, and when he does, people are going to die."

"You don't know that."

"Yes I do." I turn to look at her. "You've seen it as many times as I have. The ones who come in shaking, the ones who can't look you in the eye—they're the ones who freeze. Or worse, they're the ones who do something stupid because their brain shuts off and instinct takes over."

"So what do you want to do? Send him back?"

"I want to put him somewhere he can't hurt anyone. Rear guard. Supply duty. Anything that keeps him away from the fighting."

"Command won't allow that. They need bodies on the line."

"Command needs a lot of things. Doesn't mean they're right."

But she's right, and I know it. We don't get to choose who fights beside us. We just get to deal with the consequences when they break.

Remo appears at my shoulder. "You see the fucking kid? Parsons?"

"I saw him."

"He's not going to make it through this shit."

"I know."

"So what do we do?"

I don't answer. Because there's nothing to do. We drop in two hours, we fight whatever's down there, and we see who comes back.

"Keep an eye on him," I say finally. "If he starts to crack, get him out of the line before he takes anyone with him."

"And if I can't?"

"Just make sure he doesn’t hurt anybody else.”

Remo nods slowly. He understands. We all understand.

The drop zone is a mining complex on the edge of the northern polar region. According to Command, a Hanbiri raiding party hit it six hours ago—killed the workers, destroyed the equipment, and fell back into the tunnels beneath the ice.

Our job is to pursue. Track them to their nest, kill everything we find, and secure the complex for reoccupation.

Standard bug hunt. Nothing we haven't done a dozen times before.

"Contacts on scope." Dietrich's voice on comms. She's on point, twenty meters ahead, rifle up. "Multiple signatures, bearing zero-four-five. They're in the tunnels."

"How many?"

"Hard to say. At least twenty. Maybe more."

Twenty. That's manageable. We've got plenty of guns now—me, Remo, Chen, Dietrich, Ghost, Doc, Priest, plus the four new ones. If we're smart, if we're careful, we can handle twenty.

"Formation," I say. "Dietrich on point, Remo and Chen on the flanks, Ghost in overwatch. Priest, you're with the new ones—keep them in the center, keep them steady. I'll take rear."

"You sure about that?" Remo asks. "Rear's where they like to hit."

"That's why I'm taking it. Move out."

We move. Into the mining complex, through shattered corridors and ruined equipment, toward the tunnel entrance at the far end. The Hanbiri came through here—I can see the signs. Claw marks on the walls. Acid scoring on the floor. Bodies of the workers, torn apart and left to rot.

Parsons makes a sound when he sees the bodies. A small sound, high in his throat, like a wounded animal.

"Eyes forward," Priest tells him. "Don't look."

"I can't—there's so many—"

"I said eyes forward. Look at my back. Follow my steps. Nothing else exists."

Good advice. Standard advice for the new ones. Focus on the person in front of you, follow their lead, don't think about anything else.

It works for most people. It won't work for Parsons. I can already see him coming apart, the panic building behind his eyes.

We reach the tunnel entrance. A gaping hole in the floor of the complex, ragged edges where something tore through from below. The darkness down there is absolute—no lights, no markers, nothing but black.

"Ghost, what do you see?"

"Movement. Deep. They're waiting for us."

Of course they are. They always wait. They're getting smarter, more patient, learning to draw us in before they spring the trap.

"Dietrich, take us down. Slow and steady. Everyone watch your sectors."

We descend.

The tunnel is worse than the surface. Tight, claustrophobic, the walls pressing in on all sides. The resin is here too—that black organic coating that means the Hanbiri have been nesting—and the smell is thick enough to taste. Blood and methane and that wrong organic stink. I’ve seen this before. But the new guys haven’t.

"Contact!" Dietrich's rifle lights up the tunnel ahead. "They're coming!"

I push forward, trying to see past the others. Hanbiri—a lot of them, more than twenty—pouring out of side passages and cracks in the walls. They hit our line like a wave, that hive-scream spiking in our skulls.

"Hold the line! Concentrate fire!"

We fire. Beams cutting through the dark, punching into chitin, dropping bugs. Okafor's doing well—steady hands, controlled bursts, exactly like she's supposed to. Tanaka too. Reeves is shooting wild but she's shooting, which is more than some new ones manage.

And Parsons—

Parsons isn't shooting at all.

He's standing in the middle of the formation, rifle pointed at the floor, shaking so hard I can see it from five meters away. His mouth is open, but no sound is coming out. His eyes are locked on something I can't see—something in his head, some nightmare that's swallowed him whole.

"Parsons!" Priest grabs his shoulder, shakes him. "Parsons, you need to shoot!"

Nothing. He's gone. Checked out. The lights are on but there's nobody home.

"Get him out of the way!" I'm still firing, still trying to hold the line, but our formation is falling apart. The new ones don't know where to stand, don't know how to cover each other, and Parsons is right in the middle of it, a statue where a soldier should be.

A Hanbiri breaks through. Gets past Tanaka, past Reeves, heading straight for the gap that Parsons has created. Priest swings his shotgun around, but he's not going to make it—the bug is too fast, too close—

Parsons screams.

It's not a word. Not a call for help. Just a sound—raw, primal, the noise a human makes when their brain finally snaps and there's nothing left but animal terror.

And he fires.

Full auto. Finger jammed on the trigger, beam spraying across the tunnel in a wild arc that hits rock and resin and anything else in its path. The laser carves through the Hanbiri that was coming for him—cuts it in half—but it doesn't stop there. It keeps going, sweeping across our formation, and I see Chen dive out of the way and Remo hit the deck and—

The cell overloads.

I see it happen. The power indicator on Parsons's rifle spikes into the red, the housing starts to glow, and then—

The explosion takes Parsons's arm off at the elbow.

That's not the worst part.

The worst part is the shrapnel. Superheated fragments of the cell casing, blasting outward in every direction, turning the confined tunnel into a kill zone. I feel something hit my chest plate—hard enough to stagger me but not hard enough to penetrate. Others aren't so lucky.

Reeves goes down. I see her fall, see the blood spraying from her throat where a piece of shrapnel opened her up. A fountain comes out of her instantly. Her eyes are dead before she hits the ground.

Tanaka goes down. Chest wound, bad, but he's still moving—still trying to crawl toward cover.

And Parsons—Parsons is on his knees, staring at the stump where his arm used to be, screaming and screaming and screaming.

"Covering fire!" I'm up, moving, rifle blazing. The Hanbiri are still coming—the explosion didn't stop them, just confused them for a second—and we need to buy time. "Get the wounded! MOVE!"

Remo grabs Tanaka, starts dragging him back. Priest gets to Parsons, tries to pull him up, but Parsons is thrashing, flailing with his remaining arm, completely gone.

Doc dives in to help him.

"Leave him!" I'm still firing, cell dropping fast. "He's done! Get the ones who can make it!"

"We can't just—"

"He's DEAD! You try to save him, we all die! Get Tanaka and GO!"

Doc hesitates. Too much triage around him. One second. Two.

Then he lets go of Parsons and grabs Tanaka's other arm, helps Remo haul him toward the tunnel exit.

Parsons is still screaming. Still kneeling in the middle of the tunnel, blood pumping from his stump, surrounded by Hanbiri that are closing in from all sides.

I could save him. Maybe. If I pushed forward, grabbed him, dragged him back. If I was fast enough, lucky enough.

I'd probably die trying. And so would everyone else.

I fall back.

We all fall back, firing as we go, leaving Parsons behind. His screams follow us—high and wild and inhuman—and then they stop. Our eyes meet for an instant. Another split second that feels like an eternity. Another ghost forever in my nightmares.

The Hanbiri finish him.

It was the only way. So I tell myself. So I justify.

"Exit! I see the exit!" Dietrich's voice. She's at the front now, leading us up, and there's light ahead—the gray-orange light of Titan's surface, the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

We pour out of the tunnel and into the mining complex. Keep moving, keep running, don't stop until we're clear of the structure and out in the open where we can see them coming.

Then we stop.

Doc does a headcount. "We're down two. Reeves and Parsons."

"Tanaka?"

"Alive. Barely." He’s working on Tanaka, hands covered in blood, trying to stop the bleeding from his chest wound. "Shrapnel missed his heart by maybe two centimeters. If we get him to medical in the next twenty minutes, he might make it."

Twenty minutes. Extraction is at least thirty away.

"Call it in," I tell Dietrich. "Priority medevac. We've got a critical."

She calls. I stand there, looking back at the mining complex, at the tunnel entrance we just came out of. The Hanbiri aren't following—they got what they wanted, or maybe they're just waiting for us to come back.

We're not coming back. Not today. Mission's scrubbed. The nest will have to wait for another batch.

Another batch of bodies.

"Shit Zero." Remo's beside me. "The fucking kid. Parsons."

"What about him?"

"You left him."

"He was gone. You saw him—arm blown off, shock, blood loss. He was dead the second that cell blew."

"Maybe. But we left him."

I turn to look at him. "What did you want me to do? Carry him out while the bugs tore us apart? Lose more people trying to save one who was already gone?"

"I don't know. I just—" He stops. Shakes his head. "I just keep thinking about the sound he made. At the end. Before they got him."

I heard it too. I'll hear it for the rest of my life.

"He panicked," I say. "He held the trigger too long and the cell blew. That's what happens when you panic."

"He was scared."

"We're all scared. That's not an excuse."

"It's not an excuse. It's a reason." He looks at me. "He was just a kid, Zero. A scared kid who should never have been down there in the first place."

"None of us should be down here. That's not the point."

"Then what is the point?"

I don't answer. Because I don't know. Because the point used to be survival, used to be getting through the next mission and the next and the next until maybe, somehow, we got out. But now—

Now I don't know if there is a point. Now I think we're just killing time until the time kills us.

The medevac shuttle arrives. They load Tanaka on board, Doc going with him to keep pressure on the wound.

I find a seat, lean back, close my eyes. The shuttle lifts off, and I feel Titan's gravity fall away, feel the weight come off my chest.

But not all of it. Some of it stays.

Some of it always stays.

"The new ones." Ghost's voice, quiet, beside me. I didn't hear her sit down. "Okafor will make it. She's solid."

"I know."

"Tanaka—if he survives the surgery, he'll be out for weeks. Maybe months."

"I know."

"Reeves and Parsons are dead."

"I know."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "You made the right call. Leaving him. There was nothing you could do."

"There's never anything I can do. That's the fucking problem." I open my eyes, look at her. "I keep making the right call and people keep dying. When does it end? When do we get to stop making the right call and start making the one that actually saves everyone?"

"Never."

The word hangs in the air between us.

"That's war," she says. "That's what it is. You don't save everyone. You save who you can and you live with the rest."

"I don't want to live with the rest."

"Then you die. Your ledger gets heavier with blood everyday. Carry it or die. Those are the options. "

I know she's right. But knowing it doesn't make it easier. Knowing it doesn't quiet the voices in my head—Parsons screaming, Reeves choking on her own blood, all the others I've lost since this started.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. We file out—me, Remo, Dietrich, Chen. Ghost, Priest, Okafor. That's all that's left.

I stop at the bottom of the ramp. Look back at the shuttle, at Titan through the viewport, at everything we're fighting for and everything we've lost.

Then I turn and walk into the station.

There's paperwork to fill out. Reports to file. Deaths to account for.

Reeves, Bella. Conscript. Cause of death: shrapnel wound to throat. Killed in action.

Parsons, David. Conscript. Cause of death: weapons malfunction and subsequent enemy action. Killed in action.

I sign the reports. Conscript Zero-79.

Just another day. Just another stack of bodies.

I head to the barracks. Find my rack. Lie down.

And I don't sleep.

I just lie there, staring at the ceiling, listening to Parsons scream inside my head.

He was just a kid. A scared kid.

They're all just kids. Scared kids and tired adults and broken people who ended up in the wrong place at the wrong time.

And I'm supposed to keep them alive.

I'm supposed to keep it all together.

Somewhere in the station, an alarm goes off. Another drop. Another mission. Another chance to get people killed.

I get up. Grab my gear.

And I go.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The refinery is burning when we arrive.

Not fire—you can't have fire in Titan's atmosphere, not enough oxygen—but something close. Plasma vents ruptured across the main processing tower, spewing superheated gas into the orange sky. Emergency beacons flashing from a dozen points across the complex. And beneath it all, that familiar black tide flowing through the outer perimeter.

Hanbiri. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.

"Jesus Christ." Okafor's voice on comms, barely a whisper. "There's so many."

She's not wrong. I've seen swarms before—Sector Seven, Sector Twelve, all the nightmares we've crawled through over the past month—but this is something else. The bugs aren't just attacking the refinery. They're surrounding it. Cutting it off. Settling in for a siege.

"Command, this is Zero-Alpha." I key my comm, staring at the tactical display in the shuttle's bay. "We have visual on Refinery Kappa-Nine. Confirm massive Hanbiri presence—estimate eight hundred to one thousand hostiles. What's our mission profile?"

Static. Then a voice I don't recognize—some staff officer in orbit, safe and warm while we're about to drop into hell.

"Zero-Alpha, Command copies. Mission is unchanged. Secure the refinery and extract civilian personnel. Four thousand workers are trapped inside the main processing hub. You will hold the outer perimeter until evacuation shuttles arrive."

"Hold the perimeter? Against a thousand bugs?”

"Reinforcements are en route. ETA ninety minutes. If weather holds. Under 30%. Hold the perimeter until they arrive."

"And the evacuation shuttles?"

"Six hours. Maybe less. Depends on how the situation develops."

"Command, that's not possible. We need immediate support—air strikes, orbital bombardment, something to thin their numbers before we engage."

"Negative, Zero-Alpha. The refinery's methane reserves make orbital strikes too risky. Collateral damage would be catastrophic. Equity expense loss deemed too great."

"Collateral damage is going to be catastrophic anyway if those bugs get inside. There are four thousand people in there. Said so yourself."

"Which is why you need to hold the perimeter. Command out."

The channel cuts. I stare at the speaker like I can will it to say something else, something that isn't a death sentence wrapped in military jargon.

"Well. Shit." Remo's beside me, checking his rifle. "That's fucked."

"Yeah."

"So what the fuck do we do?"

"We hold," I say. "As long as we can, as hard as we can. We buy those people time."

"Time for what? You heard Command—evacuation's six hours out. We won't last six minutes against that swarm."

"Then we last five. And we make those five minutes count." I turn to face the squad—Remo, Dietrich, Ghost, Chen, Priest, Okafor. Seven guns. Seven people. And no Doc on this one. Detailed to augment patching up real soldiers. "I'm not going to lie to you. This is bad. This is probably the worst drop we've had since this whole thing started. But those people in that refinery—they don't have anyone else. We're it. So we go down there, we find a chokepoint, and we hold it until we can't hold it anymore. And if we're lucky, maybe reinforcements actually show up and we get out of this alive."

"And if we're not lucky?" Okafor asks.

"Then we die doing something that matters. Which is more than most people get."

Silence. I can see them processing it—the fear, the anger, the grim acceptance that comes when you realize the people giving orders don't give a shit whether you live or die.

Then Remo grins. That fucking grin.

"Hell of a speech, Zero. Very inspirational. Really makes me want to run into a thousand aliens with a rifle that might explode in my hands."

"Shut up, Remo."

"I'm serious. That was good shit. You should write greeting cards. 'Sorry you're going to die horribly, but at least it matters.'"

"I said shut up."

But I'm almost smiling. Almost.

"Drop in two minutes." The pilot's voice over the intercom. "Better strap in. It's going to be rough."

We strap in. The shuttle banks, descends, punches through Titan's upper atmosphere. Through the viewport I can see the refinery getting closer—those burning plasma vents, those flashing beacons, that black tide of chitin surrounding it like a noose.

Ninety seconds.

I check my rifle. Full cell, one hundred percent. I've got two spares on my belt—that's ninety seconds of sustained fire if I'm careful, maybe sixty if I'm not. Far less than I need.

But it's what I've got.

Sixty seconds.

"Listen up." I raise my voice over the shuttle's engines. "We're landing on the north side, near the main processing hub. That's where the civilians are—that's what we're protecting. We set up a defensive line at the primary entrance, use the structure for cover, and we make them come to us. No heroics, no pushing out. We hold what we can hold and we don't give an inch."

"What about the other approaches?" Dietrich asks. "They'll flank us."

"We barely have enough guns for one location. Ghost, you're on overwatch. Find high ground, cover our flanks, call out any imminent movement. Everyone else, you're on the line with me."

Thirty seconds.

"Remember—controlled bursts, watch your cells, and for fuck's sake, don't panic. We've seen what panic does." An image flashes through my mind—Parsons on his knees, arm gone, screaming. "Stay calm, stay focused, and we'll get through this."

I don't believe it. None of them believe it. But we say it anyway, because that's what you do. That's all you can do.

Ten seconds.

The shuttle hits the ground hard. The ramp drops and we're out, boots on Titan's frozen surface, rifles up. The refinery looms ahead of us—a massive structure of pipes and towers and processing units, all of it built to turn Titan's methane into fuel for the inner system.

Worth four thousand lives, apparently.

"Move! Get to the main entrance!"

We run. Across the landing pad, through the outer fence—already torn open by the Hanbiri—and toward the hulking shape of the main processing hub. I can hear them behind us, that skittering sound of thousands of legs on ice, but I don't look back.

The main entrance is a massive cargo door, big enough to drive a hauler through. It's sealed—the workers inside must have locked it down when the attack started—but there's a personnel airlock beside it, and that's where we make our stand.

"Set up here! Dietrich, Remo—cover the left flank. Priest, Chen, Okafor—right side. I've got center. Ghost, find your perch."

Ghost disappears. One second she's beside me, the next she's gone—scaling the side of the hub, finding some vantage point where she can see everything and kill anything that moves. I don't know how she does it. I don't ask.

The others take position. Crates and equipment for cover, fields of fire overlapping, the entrance at our backs. It's not much of a line—people spread across maybe thirty meters—but it's what we've got.

And here they come.

The first wave hits us like a black tide. Hanbiri pouring across the landing pad, skittering over the wreckage of the outer fence, scythes flashing in the dim light. They're not subtle about it—no flanking, no probing. Just a straight charge, overwhelming numbers meant to wash over us and keep going.

"FIRE!"

We open up. Rifles blazing, beams cutting through the swarm, bugs dropping. I'm firing controlled bursts—three seconds on, two seconds off—trying to make every shot count. A Hanbiri drops. Another. A third takes a hit to the thorax and keeps coming, so I give it another burst and it finally falls.

But they just keep coming.

"Contact left!" Dietrich's voice. "They're trying to flank!"

"Ghost, do you have them?"

A rifle crack from somewhere above. Then another. Two Hanbiri on the left flank drop, skulls blown open.

"I have them."

We hold. The first wave breaks against us, bodies piling up twenty meters from our line, and for a moment—just a moment—it feels like we might actually do this.

Then the second wave hits.

These are different. Bigger, thicker armor—the adapted ones we've been seeing more and more. They don't go down as easy. Two bursts to drop one, sometimes three. My cell's draining fast—eighty percent, seventy, sixty—and they're still coming.

"They're fucking pushing through!" Remo's firing full auto now, burning through his cell, desperation creeping into his voice. "There's too many!"

"Hold the line! Don't fall back!"

"If we don't fall back, we're dead!"

He's right. We're about to be overrun. A few guns against hundreds of bugs—and no amount of holding is going to change that.

But if we fall back, we lose the entrance. And if we lose the entrance, the Hanbiri get inside. Four thousand people.

We hold.

My cell hits forty percent. A Hanbiri gets close—too close—and I put a burst through its skull at point-blank range, ichor spraying across my visor. Another one right behind it. I fire, miss, fire again. This time it drops.

"Zero, we've got a problem!" Priest's voice. "The personnel airlock—it's opening!"

I spin. He's right—the airlock beside the main entrance is cycling, the outer door sliding open. Someone inside is coming out.

"What the fuck are they doing? Get back inside!"

The door opens fully and a man steps out. Civilian—refinery coveralls, no armor, no weapon. He's waving his arms, shouting something I can't hear over the gunfire.

"Cover him! Don't let the bugs get him!"

We shift fire, trying to create a safe zone around the airlock. The man runs toward us—trips, stumbles, gets back up—and I grab him as he reaches our line, haul him behind cover.

"What the hell are you doing out here? You should be inside!"

"We need help!" He's shouting, terrified, barely coherent. "The Hanbiri—they're not just outside. They're inside too. They came up through the methane pipes—broke through the lower levels. They're in the hub!"

"How many?"

"I don't know. Dozens. Maybe more. They're tearing through the workers—we've got barricades on the upper levels, but they won't hold. You have to help us!"

I look at the swarm outside. At my squad, barely holding the line. At the nightmare we're already fighting.

And now there's another nightmare inside.

"Command." I key my comm. "Command, this is Zero-Alpha. We have a situation. The Hanbiri have breached the main hub from below—repeat, they are inside the structure. Civilians are under direct attack. We cannot hold the exterior perimeter and defend the interior simultaneously. Request immediate—"

"Zero-Alpha, Command copies." That same staff officer, that same calm voice. "Your orders are unchanged. Hold the perimeter. Reinforcements are still ninety minutes out."

"Ninety minutes? These people will be dead in ten! We need support now!"

"Negative. Hold the perimeter. Command out."

The channel cuts.

I stare at the comm unit. Then I make a decision.

"Dietrich, you're in charge here. Leave a narrow opening at the airlock and kill them as the bodies pile on top of each other."

"What? Where are you going?"

"Inside. Someone has to deal with the breach."

"You can't—there's not enough of us! We need you on the line!"

"There are four thousand people in there. If the bugs get to them, it doesn't matter if we hold this line. We'll have failed anyway."

She wants to argue. I can see it in her face. But she doesn't, because she knows I'm right.

"Remo, Ghost—you're with me. Priest, Okafor—stay with Dietrich. Hold as long as you can."

"And if we can't?" Okafor asks.

"Then you fall back and you survive. That's an order."

She nods. Doesn't like it, but nods.

I turn to the civilian. "What's your name?"

"Harlan. Shift supervisor."

"Okay, Harlan. You're going to take us to the breach. Where are they coming from?"

"Lower processing level. The main methane intake pipes—they broke through the seals, came up into the facility. We've got people trapped down there."

"Then that's where we're going."

"Wait." Harlan grabs my arm. He points to a monitor on the wall, flashing a jagged red line. "You can't go down there hot. The Hanbiri ruptured the primary intake. The air down there is ninety percent methane. It’s a bomb waiting for a fuse."

I look at the readout. Saturation levels are critical.

"One laser blast," Harlan says, his voice shaking. "One spark from a pulse rifle, and you vaporize the lower levels. And everyone in them."

I look at Remo. Then Ghost.

"Safeties on," I say. "Mag-lock your rifles. We do this the hard way."

Remo lets out a short, dark laugh. He slings his rifle and looks around the room, eyes scanning the debris with the practiced efficiency of a man who spent twenty years in a cage. "No guns. Just like the yard. I missed this."

He walks over to a smashed railing, grabs a loose rebar strut, and twists. Metal shrieks, then snaps. He weighs the jagged iron bar in his hand, then rips a strip of thermal fabric from a dead worker’s uniform and starts wrapping the handle.

"What are you doing?" I ask.

"Making a shiv, Zero. Big one." He tosses me a heavy length of lead pipe he scrounged from the floor. "Heavy end does the work. Don't swing with your shoulders, swing with your hips. Use the torque."

I grip the cold metal. It feels primitive. Brutal.

Ghost is already ready. She doesn't need to scrounge; she draws a serrated combat knife from her boot and unspools a length of monofilament wire from her wrist gauntlet.

"Lead pipe and bad intentions," Remo says, testing the balance of his rebar spear. "Let's go say hello."

We move. Through the airlock, into the refinery—a maze of pipes and catwalks and processing equipment that stretches up for fifty meters. The air is thick with the smell of methane and something else—blood, smoke, fear.

And beneath it all, that sound. Skittering. Hive-screaming. The Hanbiri, inside the walls.

"Which way?"

Harlan points. Down a corridor, toward a set of stairs that descend into the lower levels. "The intake pipes are two levels down. That's where they're coming from."

"How many workers down there?"

"Maybe two hundred when the attack started. I don't know how many are left."

"And if we don't seal that breach," I ask, looking at the ceiling, "what happens to the people upstairs?"

"Then the bugs come up from below," Harlan says. "And the main hub becomes a slaughterhouse."

Two hundred people. Trapped below in a gas chamber with an unknown number of monsters. And four thousand more at risk if we don’t succeed.

We go down.

The lower processing level is a silent tomb.

Bodies everywhere. Workers in refinery coveralls, torn apart, left where they fell. The silence is heavy, broken only by the hum of the air scrubbers trying and failing to cycle the gas.

"Contacts." Ghost's voice is a whisper over the local comms.

She's pointing ahead, into the shadows where the main pipes run. Movement. Multiple signatures.

"How many?"

"At least thirty. Probably more."

Thirty. And we have a pipe, a metal spike, and a knife.

"Harlan," I whisper. "Is there another way to the intake pipes? A way around?"

"There's a maintenance access tunnel. Runs parallel to the main corridor. It's tight, but it'll get you there."

"Show me."

He leads us to a hatch in the wall—barely big enough to crawl through. Inside, I can see a narrow tunnel lined with conduits and cables, disappearing into darkness.

"This will take you to the intake chamber. That's where they broke through."

"What about the workers?"

"If any of them are still alive, they'll be in the emergency shelters. There are three of them on this level—sealed rooms designed to survive a methane leak. The Hanbiri won't be able to get through the doors."

"But we can?"

"There's an override code. I can give it to you."

"Give it to me. Then get back upstairs. If we blow this place up, don't be here."

He nods, recites the code, and disappears back toward the stairs.

"Alright." I turn to Remo and Ghost. I heft the lead pipe. It’s heavy, ugly. "We go through the maintenance tunnel, we hit the intake chamber, we seal the breach. Quietly."

"And the thirty Hanbiri?"

"We ambush them. We break them. We don't stop until the pipe is sealed."

"Up close and personal," Remo grins. The gold tooth glints in the low light. "I’ll take point."

We go in.

Tight enough that we have to crouch, dark enough that we're navigating by helmet light alone, and hot—God, it's hot, the pipes around us carrying superheated sludge that turns the tunnel into an oven. My suit's cooling is maxed out and I'm still sweating.

But we're moving silent. No magnetic whine of charging rifles. Just the soft scrape of boots on grating.

"Fifty meters to the intake chamber," Ghost says. "I can hear them."

"How many?"

"A lot."

"That's not a number."

We reach the end of the tunnel. A hatch, sealed. I can hear the chittering on the other side. It sounds wet, close.

"On my mark, we breach," I whisper. "Ghost, you go high—use the pipes for leverage. Drop on them. Remo, you're with me. We push straight for the intake valve. Whatever's in our way, we smash it."

"Ready to crack some skulls," Remo says.

"Mark."

Ghost pops the hatch.

We pour through, not with a roar of gunfire, but with the silence of assassins.

The intake chamber is huge—a cavernous space dominated by the massive pipes. And it's full of Hanbiri. Fifty, maybe sixty, clustered around the breach.

They turn when we enter.

"Move!"

I lunge at the nearest bug. It screeches, mandibles opening, but I don't give it time. I swing the lead pipe with everything I have. It connects with the side of its head—a sickening crunch of shattering chitin. The bug drops, twitching.

Remo is a blur of violence. He moves like a dancer, ducking a scythe and driving that jagged rebar spear up under a Hanbiri’s chin, into the soft brain-matter. He rips it out in a spray of ichor and spins to catch the next one.

Ghost is above us, dropping from the overhead pipes onto a bug's back, driving her knife into the neck joint, riding it down as it dies, then springing to the next.

It’s brutal. It’s exhausting. There’s no easy trigger pull here—every kill takes muscle, sweat, and leverage.

"Cover me!" I shout, bashing a drone aside with the pipe. It jars my shoulder, shocks my arm bone. "I'm going for the valve!"

Remo steps in front of me, swinging his makeshift spear like a bat, keeping the swarm back. I sprint for the breach. The manual seal is right there, beside the jagged hole where the methane is hissing in.

I grab the wheel. Yank.

It won't move. Frozen.

"Remo! Help me!"

He drives his spear into a bug’s chest, leaves it there, and rushes to me. We both grab the wheel, grunting, boots slipping on the slick floor.

"Pull!"

Metal screams against metal. The wheel turns. Slowly, agonizingly, the iris valve begins to grind shut. The hissing fades. The flow of fresh bugs stops.

We’re sealing them out.

The last bug through the breach comes right at me.

I have no weapon—I dropped the pipe to grab the wheel. It hits me like a freight train, knocking me flat. I get a hand on its jaw, pushing back, but the claws are scrabbling at my chest plate, tearing through the outer layer.

I can’t shoot. I can’t breathe.

Then—thwip.

A blade sprouts from the bug's mouth. Ghost’s combat knife, thrown from twenty feet away.

The creature goes limp, collapsing on top of me.

"You're welcome," Ghost says, walking over and retrieving her blade with a wet squelch.

I shove the dead bug off me, gasping for air. My arms are shaking from the effort. It feels different than a gunfight. More earned.

"Breach sealed," I wheeze. "Now the shelters."

The emergency shelters are where Harlan said they'd be. We find the first one and I punch in the override code. The door hisses, slides open.

Inside, forty people huddle against the walls. They look at us—blood-splattered, holding lead pipes and knives—like we’re monsters.

"We're here to get you out," I say, trying to sound like a soldier and not a convict. "Move. Now."

We clear the second shelter. Thirty more.

Third shelter.

The door won't open. I punch the code. Nothing.

"Mechanism's jammed," Remo says, examining the acid burns on the keypad. "Bugs tried to chew their way in."

"Can we pry it?"

"Not without a torch. And we use a torch down here, we all burn."

I hit the comms. "Command, this is Zero-Alpha. Breach sealed. Survivors secured. We have a jammed door on shelter three. We need extraction and engineering support immediately."

"They're safe inside. Focus on the evac."

I look at the door. I can hear them pounding on the inside. Screaming.

"We'll come back," I whisper, placing a hand on the cold metal. "We'll come back for you."

We fall back.

The upper levels are chaos, but the air is clear. As soon as we cross the threshold out of the methane zone, I rip the mag-lock off my rifle.

"Weapons free," I tell them. "Loud and fast."

Remo drops the bent rebar and racks the slide on his rifle. "Music to my ears."

We burst out of the airlock, rifles raised, expecting to walk back into the meat grinder. But the grinder has stopped.

The sky above the refinery is filled with thrust plumes. Ships. A dozen of them, hovering over the perimeter, their rotary cannons tearing the remaining Hanbiri swarms to shreds. The landing pad is already secure, covered by a wall of heavy infantry in yellow exo-suits pushing the bug line back.

Dietrich and the others are still there, slumped behind their crates, alive. Exhausted, but alive.

“Took you long enough!” Dietrich says.

"Shit Zero." Remo says, looking up at the rain of tracer fire from the ships. He's bloody and battered. "We did it. We actually fucking did it."

"Yeah."

"You know Command's going to take credit. Put some admiral's face on the news, talk about the 'heroic defense' like we weren't out here dying while they sat on their asses."

"Probably."

"Doesn't that piss you off?"

"Yeah." I watch the last of the workers board the shuttles. Watch the ramps close. "But those people are alive. That's what matters."

"Since when do you care about what matters?"

"Since always, Remo. Since always."

He doesn't say anything to that. Just claps me on the shoulder and heads for our shuttle.

I don't follow him immediately. Instead, I scan the stream of workers boarding the transports. I’m looking for grey maintenance coveralls. I’m looking for the thirty faces from Shelter Three.

I wait until the last worker is aboard. The ramp starts to close.

I don't see them.

"Zero!" Remo shouts from the shuttle hatch. "Move your ass! We're lifting!"

I look back at the refinery one last time. Heavy gunships are pounding the structure now, collapsing the outer walkways to bury the remaining bugs. The lower levels are probably already gone. Sealed under tons of burning debris.

"We'll come back," I whispered to that door.

I lied.

I turn and board the shuttle.

Inside, I get a good look at the survivors for the first time. They aren't the usual grime-streaked roughnecks I’m used to seeing in the deep mines. Their thermal layers are high-grade, clean.

Officers are moving among them, checking IDs with a deference I’ve never seen before. I spot the patches on their shoulders. Gold and blue. Earth Directorate Citizen.

It hits me. Most of these are the senior engineers. The planetary specialists. The elite. These people probably make a hundred times what a blue-collar miner pulls in.

That’s why the gunships came. That’s why we got air support. Command didn't send the cavalry to save four thousand human beings. They sent it to recover high-value assets. If this had been a standard labor hab, they would have let us rot.

The rest of the people—the ones on the perimeter, the ones in the basement—were just collateral.

As the shuttle lifts off, leaving the burning refinery behind, I don't feel like a hero. I feel a heavy, cold knot in my stomach.

Because I’m thinking about the thirty maintenance workers who are still waiting for me to open that door.

***

I don't remember falling asleep.

One moment I'm staring at the ceiling of the barracks, counting the thirty faces I left behind. The next, hands are on me—rough, efficient, yanking me out of my rack before my eyes are even open.

"What the—"

A hood comes down over my head. Rough fabric, smelling of sweat and something chemical. I can't see. Can't breathe right. My arms are wrenched behind my back, zip-ties biting into my wrists.

"What the fuck is this? I'm a conscript—I'm—"

"Shut the fuck up, hotshot."

The voice is a whisper. Close to my ear. No anger in it. No emotion at all. Just a statement of fact.

They drag me. I try to count the steps, try to track the turns—left, right, through a door, down what feels like a ladder—but the hood is disorienting and my heart is hammering so loud I can barely think. This isn't Hanbiri. This is human. This is something else.

Another door. The sound of it is different—heavy, mechanical. A seal breaking.

They shove me forward. I stumble, hit a wall, slide down to my knees. The floor is cold. Metal grating. The air tastes different here. Recycled. Thin.

The hood comes off.

I'm in an airlock.

I know it immediately—the yellow warning stripes on the walls, the small viewport showing nothing but black, the inner door behind me and the outer door in front. The outer door that leads to vacuum. To nothing. To death.

Two figures stand at the inner door. Military uniforms, no insignia I can see. Faces blank. One of them has his hand on a control panel.

"Wait." My voice comes out wrong. Cracked. "Wait, what is this? What did I—"

The outer door starts to open.

Not all the way. Just a crack. Just enough.

The air goes first.

It doesn't rush out—it screams out, a hurricane of pressure differential that slams me against the wall and tears the breath from my lungs. I try to inhale and there's nothing there, nothing to breathe, just the void reaching in and taking everything.

Cold hits next. Not cold like Titan. Not cold like anything I've ever felt. This is the cold of absolute nothing, the cold of space itself reaching through that gap and touching my skin with fingers that burn like fire. Frost forms on my arms, my face, my eyelashes. I can feel my eyes starting to freeze, the moisture crystallizing, my vision going white at the edges.

I try to scream. No air. No sound. Just my mouth open and my lungs collapsing and my chest feeling like it's being crushed by a giant fist.

Danny.

The name comes from somewhere deep, somewhere I keep locked away. My brother's face. The last time I saw him, sitting in that wheelchair at the trial, looking at me like I was already dead.

Danny, I'm sorry.

My heartbeat is slowing. I can feel it—each beat further apart than the last, my blood thickening, my body shutting down. The edges of my vision are going dark. Not the black of unconsciousness—the black of endings. The black of never waking up.

This is it. This is how it ends. Not fighting bugs. Not saving anyone. Just choking in a metal box because someone with stripes decided I needed to learn a lesson.

Three seconds. Four. Five.

It feels like forever. It feels like my whole life compressed into the space between heartbeats.

Danny. The foreman. The drill going through his chest. The thirty faces in Shelter Three. All the people I couldn't save. All the people I—

The outer door slams shut.

Air floods back in. My lungs expand so fast it feels like they're tearing, and I'm gasping, choking, coughing up something that might be blood or might be frozen saliva or might be pieces of my throat. I'm on the floor—when did I fall?—curled into a fetal position, shaking so hard my teeth are rattling.

Warm air. Pressure. Oxygen.

I'm alive.

I'm alive and I don't understand why.

Footsteps. One of the figures crouches beside me. I can't see his face—my vision is still blurred, still recovering from the freeze—but I can hear his voice. Calm. Conversational. Like we're discussing the weather.

"You made us look bad today, Zero-Seven-Nine."

I try to speak. Can't. Just wheeze.

"Command gives an order. You follow it. That's how this works. That's how it's always worked." A pause. "But you—you decided you knew better. Decided to run your own little operation inside that refinery. Decided to be a hero."

He leans closer. I can smell coffee on his breath. Coffee and something minty, like he popped a breath freshener before coming to kill me.

"Heroes make the brass look incompetent. Heroes make people ask questions. 'Why did the convict have to go off-script to save those people? Why wasn't Command's plan good enough?'" He sighs, almost regretfully. "You see the problem."

I manage one word. It comes out as a croak: "...Survived..."

"What?"

"They... survived." I'm shaking, my body still in shock, but I force the words out. "Four thousand... people..."

"Three thousand, nine hundred and seventy." His voice hardens. "Thirty didn't make it. The ones in Shelter Three. The ones you promised to save and then left to die." He lets that sit for a moment. "But you know what's interesting? In the official report, those thirty casualties are attributed to the initial Hanbiri breach. Unavoidable losses. Nothing to do with Command's response time or resource allocation. Nothing to do with the seventy minutes it took for reinforcements to arrive."

He stands up. I hear his knees crack.

"Clean narrative. No questions. That's how it should have stayed. But you—" He clicks his tongue. "You went off-script. You made decisions above your pay grade. And some analyst somewhere is going to look at the timeline and wonder why a convict squad leader had to seal that breach himself instead of waiting for proper support."

I'm starting to breathe normally now. Starting to think. The fear is still there—Christ, it's everywhere, flooding my system, making my hands shake—but underneath it, something else is rising.

Anger.

"They would have died." My voice is stronger now. Raw, but stronger. "If I'd waited... everyone in that hub..."

"Maybe. Probably." He shrugs. "That's not your concern. Your concern is following orders. Holding the perimeter. Dying if that's what's required." He pauses. "Do you understand?"

I don't answer.

"I said: do you understand?"

I look up at him. My eyes have cleared enough to see his face now—middle-aged, unremarkable, the kind of face you'd forget five minutes after seeing it. A bureaucrat. A functionary. A man who murders people in airlocks and then goes home to his family.

"I understand," I say.

He nods. Seems satisfied.

"Good. Because next time—" He gestures at the outer door, at the viewport showing all that hungry black. "Next time, we don't close it."

He turns. Walks to the inner door. His partner is already cycling it open.

"Get him back to his rack. He's got a drop in six hours."

They leave me there. On the floor of the airlock, shaking, bleeding from somewhere I can't identify, my collar still blinking its steady red pulse around my throat.

I lie there for a long time.

I think about Danny. About the way he looked at me after I killed the foreman. Not grateful. Not relieved. Just... sad. Like he knew something I didn't. Like he could see where this road was going to end.

I think about Shelter Three. Thirty people pounding on a door that would never open. Thirty people who trusted that someone would come back for them. Thirty people who are now buried under a collapsed refinery on a frozen moon, and nobody will ever know their names.

I think about the man with the coffee breath and the forgettable face. About the machine I'm trapped inside. About orders and obedience and what happens when you try to be human in a system designed to use you up and throw you away.

I should be broken. That's what this was supposed to do—break me. Make me compliant. Make me afraid.

And I am afraid. God, I'm so fucking afraid. My hands won't stop shaking and my chest feels like it's still collapsing and every time I close my eyes I see that crack of black nothing reaching in to take me.

But underneath the fear, in some deep place I didn't know I had, something else is burning.

They can put me in an airlock. They can freeze me, choke me, show me exactly how small and disposable I am. They can make me understand, in my bones, that they own me.

But they can't make me believe it.

I get up. Slowly. Every muscle screaming.

I walk out of the airlock, past the guards who don't look at me, down the corridor to my rack.

I lie down.

And I don't sleep.

I just wait for the next drop. The next mission. The next chance to survive in a system that wants me dead.

Next time, we don't close it.

Maybe not.

But next time, I'll be ready.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The motion tracker won't stop screaming.

I've turned the volume down twice and it's still drilling into my skull—that high-pitched pulse that means contacts, contacts everywhere, too many to count. The display is a mess of red signatures, blurring together, filling every corridor and vent shaft and maintenance crawlway in this godforsaken facility.

"How fucking many?" Remo asks.

"All of them."

We're in the bowels of Processing Station Theta-Four, three levels below the surface, and we are completely fucked.

The mission was supposed to be simple. A distress beacon from a methane processing station on Titan's southern pole—forty workers trapped when the Hanbiri hit, barricaded in the control room, waiting for rescue. Command sent us in with a twelve-person squad: me, Remo, Chen, Dietrich, Ghost, Doc, Priest, plus five new convicts from Batch 004.

We landed four hours ago. We've been fighting our way down ever since.

Now we're twelve hundred meters underground, separated from our extraction point by three levels of Hanbiri-infested corridors, and my motion tracker is telling me there are more bugs between us and the surface than we have ammo to kill them.

"We need another route." Chen's at the wall console, pulling up schematics. "The main corridors are structurally compromised. If we try to go back the way we came—"

"We die. Yeah, I got that." I move to look at the schematics with her. "What about the service tunnels? Maintenance access?"

"Too narrow. We'd have to go single file—if they hit us in there, we couldn't bring enough guns to bear."

"Cargo elevator?"

"Offline. They cut the power to the lower levels when they infested the station."

"Then we restore power."

"The generator room is two levels up. Right through the middle of—" She gestures at the motion tracker, at all those red bio-signatures pulsing in the dark.

Right through the middle of hell.

"Options," I say. "Give me options."

"I'm trying, Felix. There aren't a lot of good ones."

There never are.

We're in a storage room—one of the few spaces on this level that isn't coated in resin or crawling with bugs. The squad is spread across the room, checking weapons, checking wounds. The five new convicts are holding it together, mostly. One of them—Lima—is praying quietly in the corner. Another—Kimbo—is just staring at the wall, that thousand-yard stare that says he's about two minutes from breaking.

Priest is with him, talking low, trying to keep him steady. Same thing he did for Parsons before Parsons got us all killed. I don't know if it'll work any better this time.

"Felix." Ghost's voice. She's at the door, rifle up, watching the corridor outside. "Movement. They're getting closer."

"How many?"

"Does it matter?"

"Alright." I turn to face the squad. "Here's the situation. We've got hostiles on all sides, we're three levels below our extraction point, and the main routes are blocked. We need to find another way up."

"What other way?" Dietrich asks. "Chen said—"

"I know what Chen said. We're going to make a new way." I point to the schematics. "The cargo elevator shaft. It's offline, but the shaft itself is still intact. We can climb it."

"Climb three levels? With bugs on every floor?"

"The shaft is enclosed. Reinforced. If we can get inside and seal the doors behind us, we'll be protected from the main swarm. We climb, we exit at the surface level, we make for the extraction point."

"And if they're in the shaft?"

"Then we kill them. Same as always."

Silence. They're looking at me, waiting for something better. A real plan, a safe option, a guarantee that we're all going to make it out alive.

I don't have any of those things. I just have the shaft.

"It's two hundred meters to the elevator," Chen says. "Down Corridor Seven, through the processing bay, then down Corridor Twelve to the shaft access."

"What's between us and there?"

"According to the tracker—" She checks. "Everything."

"Then we go through everything. Formation. Dietrich on point, Ghost on rear. Everyone else in the middle, tight spacing. We move fast, we don't stop, and we don't engage unless we have to. Questions?"

No questions. Just scared faces and tight grips on rifles.

"Move out."

***

Corridor Seven is a mess.

It's fifty meters of metal walkway suspended over a methane processing tank, the fumes so thick I can taste them through my suit's filters. The walls are coated in that black resin—inches thick in places—and I can see shapes moving beneath it. Hanbiri, cocooned or hibernating or just waiting.

The motion tracker is useless here. Too many signatures, too close together. The whole corridor is one solid block of red.

"Keep moving," I say. "Don't look at the walls."

We move. Single file, weapons up, boots ringing on the metal walkway. The shapes in the resin shift as we pass—I can feel them watching us, feel that hive-scream building at the edge of my skull—but they don't attack.

Not yet.

"Why aren't they coming?" Lima whispers. "They're right there."

"They're waiting."

"For what?"

I don't answer. Because I don't know. Because the Hanbiri don't do anything without a reason, and if they're letting us pass, it's because they want us to go somewhere.

Somewhere worse.

We reach the end of Corridor Seven. The processing bay is ahead—a large open space full of machinery and catwalks, multiple levels connected by ladders and stairs. Good sight lines, lots of cover.

Also a perfect ambush site.

"Hold." I raise my fist, stop the squad. "Ghost, what do you see?"

"Movement on the upper levels. At least twenty signatures, maybe more. They're on the catwalks."

"Ceiling?"

Silence. Then: "Yes. The ceiling too."

The ceiling. Of course. They're always on the goddamn ceiling.

"Alright. Same plan—we move fast, don't stop, don't engage unless we have to. The shaft access is on the far side of the bay. Fifty meters, maybe less."

"Fifty meters through that?" Dietrich gestures at the bay, at the shadows moving above us.

"You have a better idea?"

She doesn't.

"Then let's go."

We enter the processing bay.

For the first ten meters, nothing happens. We move between the machinery, rifles tracking the shadows above, waiting for the attack that doesn't come. The motion tracker is screaming, contacts everywhere, but the Hanbiri aren't moving.

Twenty meters. The shaft access is ahead—I can see the doors, heavy industrial steel, still sealed. If we can reach them, if we can get inside—

Something drips on my shoulder.

I look up.

The Hanbiri is right above me, clinging to a pipe, its head turned down toward my face. Its mandible  moves  slowly, almost gently, glistening with saliva.

Then it opens its mouth and screams.

"CONTACT!"

They come from everywhere.

The ceiling erupts—Hanbiri dropping down all around us, scythes flashing. The catwalks above fill with movement, bugs pouring down the ladders and stairs. The walls—Christ, the walls are moving, more of them tearing through the resin, bursting out of cocoons I thought were empty.

"Circle up! Defensive formation!"

We form a ring, backs to each other, rifles out. Start firing—three-second bursts into the swarm, dropping bugs as they come. But there's too many. Way too many.

"Push for the doors!" I'm shooting, moving, trying to keep the squad together. "Don't stop moving!"

We push. Step by step, killing as we go. A Hanbiri drops from above and I catch it with a burst to the head. Another one comes from the left and Dietrich cuts it down. Remo's rifle is blazing, Chen's, everyone's—the bay is lit up with beam-fire and muzzle flash and the strobing of the motion tracker.

Thirty meters to the doors.

"I'm hit!" One of the new convicts—Leckey, he's down, a scythe through his leg. Kim grabs him, tries to drag him, but a Hanbiri is on them before I can react, and then Leckey isn't screaming anymore.

Kimbo is, though. Kimbo is screaming and firing wild, beam spraying across the bay, and I'm about to shout at him to control his fire when—

His cell overloads.

The explosion takes a big chunk of his arm, but the shrapnel doesn't kill anyone. He's down, bleeding out like a firehose. Doc doesn’t even make it to him before it’s too late.

"Keep moving! Leave them!"

Twenty meters.

The swarm is pressing harder now, sensing blood. They're not just attacking—they're herding us, driving us toward the doors like they want us to go there. Like they're—

"It's a trap." Ghost's voice, flat and certain. "They're pushing us into something."

"I know."

"Then why are we still going?"

"Because the alternative is dying here."

She doesn't argue. None of them do.

Ten meters.

The doors are right there. Right fucking there. I can see the access panel, see the emergency release. We just need to—

The floor gives way.

Not all of it. Just a section, maybe three meters across, right between us and the doors. The metal shrieks, buckles, and then it's falling—and so are we.

Chen goes first. Then Lima, then Priest, then one of the new convicts whose name I never learned. They're falling into the darkness below, and I'm reaching for them, trying to grab something, anything—

I fall too.

The drop is maybe ten meters. Enough to hurt. Enough to kill, if you land wrong.

I land hard on grated metal, but the grate gives way under the impact. I plunge through, hitting the liquid beneath like a stone dropped in a well.

It’s not water. It’s thick, oily, freezing cold.

I go under. My helmet floods with the sound of rushing fluid, muffled and heavy. I kick, thrashing, but my combat suit is a dead weight, dragging me down into the muck. I’m drowning in sludge.

Then I hear it. Not the splash of water, but a sound like a thousand wet stones grinding together. Click-click-scrape.

My boots find the bottom—it’s only waist-deep—and I surge up, breaking the surface, gasping for air that smells of sulfur and rot. Emergency strobes kick on, bathing the pit in a sickly, strobing red light.

We’re in a sump pit—a containment tank for waste runoff. And it is alive.

The black water is boiling. Thousands of pale, segmented larvae the length of my forearm are thrashing just under the surface, a churning carpet of white flesh and snapping jaws. They sense the heat of our suits. They sense the vibration of our panic.

This is a fish tank and we’re the food.

"Get up!" I scream, but the water is fighting me, thick as molasses. "Get to the edge!"

Lima screams first. A high, jagged sound that cuts through the comms.

She’s thrashing, trying to backpedal, but the water around her is foaming red. One of the things has punched straight through her calf greave, its circular mouth grinding through the armor like a diamond drill. She fires wild into the water, the muzzle flash lighting up the horror—rows of spinning teeth, eyeless heads, frenzy. She vaporizes a dozen of them, blowing them into wet chunks, but a hundred more latch on.

They aren't biting. They're burrowing.

Logan’s shouting—he stumbles, goes to one knee, and the water explodes around him. He tries to stand, but the weight of the swarm pins him down. Larvae swarm his torso plate, finding the seams, the joints, the soft spots. I hear the crunch of his chest plate giving way, the hiss of acid eating through seals.

He looks at me, face pressed against his visor, eyes wide with a terror that I will never unsee. Then a pale shape lunges out of the slime and latches onto his helmet seal.

His scream cuts off in a wet gurgle as the thing drills into his throat.

“Out of the water! Move!”

It’s a nightmare of slow motion. We are wading through glue, every step a battle against the fluid and the things trying to drag us down. I can feel them banging against my boots, their jaws scraping against my suit, trying to find the right angle to bite into it. To get at the delicate flesh inside.

We scramble onto the maintenance catwalks ringing the pit, boots slipping on slime, hauling our heavy frames up out of the muck.

The larvae can’t climb yet—but they’re leaping. Arcing two meters out of the water like trout snapping at flies, their acid-dripping maws snapping inches from our boots. The sound is deafening—a wet, slapping frenzy of hunger.

Lima is on the catwalk, but she isn't safe. She's hopping on one leg, screaming.

The larva on her leg is gone, but another one has latched onto her shoulder pauldron and crawled up. She drops her rifle, grabs the thing with both hands, trying to rip it off. Smoke hisses from her palms as the creature's acid blood eats through her gloves.

It’s writhing, strong as steel cable, inching toward her helmet seal. She looks at me, eyes wide, pleading.

“Zero—”

I raise my rifle. My hands are shaking. The catwalk is vibrating.

"Hold still!"

I take a deep breath, force the adrenaline down, and take the shot.

Crack.

The beam sears the air. I blast the larva inches away from her neck. Too close. Way too close. The creature explodes in a spray of yellow ichor, its back half blown clear, the front half twitching uselessly.

She breathes heavy, staring at me, chest heaving. She nods, once.

Priest is retching behind me, the sound wet and jagged over the comms, but there’s no time for sickness. The water level is rising—or they are piling up on top of each other to reach us.

The far bulkhead has a pressure door—our only exit.

"Run!”

We sprint for it, boots clanging on the metal, while the sump boils beneath us, the sound of gnashing teeth chasing us into the dark.

We reach the door. It's jammed—of course it's jammed—sealed by rust or grime or bad luck.

"Open it!" I scream, spinning around, rifle raised, watching the tide of white worms surging against the catwalk supports.

Dietrich hits the release. Nothing. She roars, slamming her armored shoulder into the metal, bashing it again—

The door groans, the seal breaks, and it slides open.

We pour through into a corridor, and I spin, grab the manual release, and slam the door shut behind us. Through the window the sump is boiling—hundreds of larvae hurling themselves at the glass, mouths spinning, acid teeth sparking off the transparisteel.

The glass holds.

For now.

"Sound off." I'm breathing hard, trying to count heads. "Everyone sound off."

"Remo."

"Chen."

"Dietrich."

"Ghost."

"Priest."

“Doc.”

"Lima."

"Lee." One of the new convicts.

Nine. Nine out of twelve. We lost Logan in the water. Leckey and Kimbo died upstairs. Three kids dead in less than twenty minutes.

"Where the fuck are we?" Remo asks.

Chen's at a wall console, pulling up schematics. "Sublevel Four. Below the main processing levels." She stops, stares at the display. "Felix, we have a problem."

"Another one?"

"The cargo elevator shaft. It doesn't come down this far. We can't access it from here."

"Then we find another way."

"There isn't another way. This level is—it's not even on the main schematics. It's some kind of auxiliary space, maybe storage or—" She stops again. "Oh no."

"What?"

"This is where they've been nesting. This whole sublevel—it's the hive. The nursery we fell into, it's just one chamber. There are more. A lot more."

The hive. We're in the center of the fucking kiddie pool.

"Motion tracker," I say. "How many contacts?"

She checks. Doesn't answer.

"Chen. How many?"

"All of them, Zero." She looks at me. "All of them."

I stare at the display. It’s a solid wall of red signals surrounding us. And somewhere on the other side of that red ocean is the Control Room. The forty workers we came here to save.

I look at the squad. Nine people left. Battered, terrified, bleeding. We couldn't even cross one room without losing men. Crossing the entire hive is suicide.

"Zero?" Dietrich says, watching my face. "The mission... the workers..."

"It's done," I say. "We can't get to them."

"But they're—"

"They're on the other side of the hive, Dietrich. Look at the screen. If we try to push through that, we don't just fail. We die."

Silence. Heavy and cold.

"We're aborting," I say, and the words taste like ash. "New objective is survival. We get to the surface. We leave this place."

Command wanted us to reach those workers. Hold position. Complete the mission.

I think about the airlock. The crack of black nothing. The cold that burned. Next time, we don't close it.

Fuck them.

I'm not leading nine people into a slaughter so some staff officer can check a box. If they want to space me for it, they can space me. But I'm getting my squad out alive.

No one argues. Because they all saw the larvae eating Logan. They all know I'm right.

***

We move because staying still means dying.

The corridors down here are worse than anything above. The resin is everywhere—floor, walls, ceiling—so thick that we're walking on it, our boots sticking with every step. The air is thick with that organic stink, that wrong smell of the hive, and the temperature is higher than it should be. They're warming it. Making it comfortable for the spore pods.

The motion tracker shows contacts in every direction. Behind us, ahead of us, above us. We're surrounded, and the only reason we're still alive is that they haven't decided to kill us yet.

"They're herding us again," Ghost says.

"Yeah."

"Toward what?"

"I don't know."

The corridor opens into another chamber. Smaller than the nursery, but the same basic layout—pods everywhere, that pulsing bioluminescence, the faint sound of the hive breathing around us. And at the far end, barely visible in the dim light—

A door. Heavy, industrial. The kind they use for pressure locks and emergency seals.

"That's our way out," I say. "Has to be."

"Or it's what they want us to think."

"Only one way to find out."

We cross the chamber. Carefully, stepping between pods, trying not to stimulate them. It's slow, agonizing work—every second I expect the pods to open, expect the swarmers to come boiling out—but nothing happens. We reach the door.

It's locked.

"Override code?" Dietrich asks.

"Trying." Chen's at the access panel, fingers flying. "It's not a standard lock. It's—I think it's quarantine protocol. Someone sealed this level off from the inside."

"Why would they do that?"

"To contain the infestation. Trap the bugs down here, keep them from spreading to the rest of the station." She shakes her head. "It didn't work."

"Can you get through?"

"I'm trying."

We wait. The motion tracker pulses, contacts getting closer. The pods around us are starting to move—not opening yet, but shifting, responding to our presence. We're running out of time.

"Chen."

"I know, I know—" She opens a dozen  terminal windows on the screen. She hits a final command. The panel beeps. "Got it!"

The door opens.

We push through into—

Another corridor. But different. Cleaner. The resin is thinner here, the air less foul. We're at the edge of the hive, close to the perimeter.

Close to a way out.

"There." Ghost is pointing. Ahead of us, at the end of the corridor—stairs. Going up.

"Move. Everyone move."

We run. Down the corridor, toward the stairs, and the motion tracker is going crazy now, contacts converging from all directions. They know we're leaving. They know we're about to escape.

They're not going to let us.

The first one comes through the wall.

It tears through the resin like it's paper, scythes leading, that hive-scream spiking in my skull. I fire—three-second burst, catch it in the thorax—but there's another one right behind it, and another, and another.

"They're coming through the walls! Fall back to the stairs!"

We fall back, firing as we go. The corridor behind us is filling with Hanbiri, pouring out of the walls and the ceiling and every crack and crevice. Remo's rifle runs dry and he swaps cells without breaking stride. Dietrich takes a hit—scythe across the shoulder—but she keeps moving, keeps shooting.

The stairs are right there. Ten meters. Five.

We hit them running, start to climb. The Hanbiri follow—but the stairwell is narrow, a chokepoint we can actually defend. Ghost takes position at the top of the first flight, picking off bugs as they come up. The rest of us keep climbing.

"How far?" I shout.

"Three levels!" Chen's checking as she runs. "Three levels to the surface!"

Three levels. We can do three levels.

First flight. Second. The Hanbiri are pressing hard, but we're holding them at the chokepoints, keeping them from overwhelming us. Ghost is doing most of the work, that methodical precision, one shot one kill.

Third flight. My lungs are burning, my legs are screaming, but we're almost there. One more level. One more—

The ceiling explodes.

Not the stairs—the ceiling of the stairwell, two flights above us. Hanbiri pouring through, dropping down into the stairwell ahead of us, cutting off our escape.

We're trapped. Bugs below, bugs above, nowhere to go.

"The door!" Dietrich's pointing at an access hatch on the landing we're standing on. "We can exit here!"

"That's only level two! We need to get to the surface!"

"We need to get out of this stairwell or we're dead!"

She's right. I know she's right.

"Go! Everyone through the door!"

We pile through the hatch into—

Another fucking processing bay. Smaller than the one above, but the same basic layout. Machinery, catwalks, multiple levels. And Hanbiri. Not as many as before, but enough.

"The elevator shaft." Chen's pointing across the bay. "It runs past this level. If we can get to it—"

"Then we can climb out. Go."

We go. Across the bay, through the machinery, killing bugs as they come. Lee goes down—scythe through the chest—and we leave him because we can't stop, can't slow down, can't do anything but run.

The shaft access is ahead. The doors are closed, but they're not locked—Dietrich hits the release and they slide open, revealing the dark vertical tunnel of the cargo elevator shaft.

"Inside! Everyone inside!"

We pile into the shaft. There's a maintenance ladder running up the wall—that's our way out. I grab the first rung, start to climb, and the others follow.

Below us, the Hanbiri pour through the access doors. They start climbing too—but we've got a head start, and the shaft is narrow enough that Ghost can slow them down from above.

One level. Two. The surface is above us, I can see the access hatch—

We make it.

Out of the shaft, onto the surface level, and we seal the hatch behind us just as the first Hanbiri reaches it. I can hear them on the other side, clawing at the metal, but it holds.

"Sound off." I'm bent over, hands on knees, trying to breathe. "Everyone sound off."

"Remo."

"Chen."

"Dietrich."

“Doc.”

"Ghost."

"Priest."

"Lima."

Eight. Eight out of twelve.

"Extraction point's three hundred meters north." Chen's checking the schematics. "Shuttle's still waiting."

Three hundred meters. We can do three hundred meters.

"Move," I say. "Before they find another way up."

We move.

The extraction shuttle is exactly where it's supposed to be.

We pile in, wounded and exhausted and covered in resin and ichor—and the ramp closes behind us. The shuttle lifts off, and I watch Titan's surface fall away through the viewport.

"We made it." Lima's voice is shaking. "We actually made it."

"Shit. Some of us," Remo says.

I look at the empty seats.

Leckey, Kimbo, Logan, Lee—gone.

And the mission? The forty workers barricaded in that control room?

They’re still down there. Waiting for a rescue that isn’t coming.

I watch the station shrink into a pinprick of light against the grey surface of the moon. The hive is down there, growing, feeding. And we just left forty people on the dinner plate.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. We file out—eight ghosts, eight survivors.

Command will call it a failed drop. They'll scrub the logs, write off the forty civilians as "casualties of engagement," and throw us back into the rotation.

There'll be another mission. Another drop. Another chance to die in the dark.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Priest won't shoot.

We're pinned down in a residential hab on the edge of Sector Fifteen, Hanbiri pouring through the breached walls, and Priest is standing in the middle of the corridor with his shotgun pointed at the floor. And no Doc on this one. We won’t need his support on such a short mission, so said the brass.

"Priest! Take the shot!"

He doesn't move. Doesn't respond. Just stands there, staring at the Hanbiri that's three meters away and closing fast.

I put it down myself. Three-second burst to the skull, and it drops at his feet, ichor splashing across his boots. He flinches but doesn't raise the weapon.

"What the fuck is wrong with you?"

"I can't." His voice is barely a whisper. "I can't do it anymore."

"You can't—there are civilians in this hab! They're going to die if we don't—"

"I know." He looks at me, and his eyes are empty. Hollow. "I know they're going to die. But I can't be the one who kills anymore. I can't."

Another Hanbiri comes through the breach. Remo drops it before I can react, his rifle blazing.

"Zero, we don't have time for this!"

He's right. We don't. The hab is crawling with bugs, there are maybe sixty civilians barricaded in the community center two corridors over, and we're down to five guns—me, Remo, Chen, Dietrich, and Ghost. Priest was supposed to be the sixth.

Now he's nothing.

"Chen, take him to the rear. Keep him out of the way."

"Zero—"

"Do it!"

She grabs Priest's arm, pulls him back behind the line. He goes without resistance, without protest. Just a hollow man in convict armor, holding a weapon he won't use.

I don't have time to think about it. Don't have time to figure out what broke inside him or how to fix it. I just need to get those civilians out.

"Push forward! We need to reach the community center!"

We push. Down the corridor, through the residential section, killing bugs as they come. The hab is a maze of living quarters and common areas, all of it coated in that black resin, all of it crawling with Hanbiri. They hit us from the front, the sides, the ceiling—and we keep pushing, keep killing, because there's no other option.

The community center is ahead. I can see the doors—heavy security barriers, sealed from the inside. There are people behind those doors. Families. Kids.

Sixty civilians who are going to die if we don't get to them.

"Dietrich, on the door! Everyone else, cover!"

Dietrich moves to the access panel, starts working on the override. The rest of us form a perimeter, rifles out, waiting for the next wave.

It comes fast.

Hanbiri flooding out of a side corridor, a dozen of them at least, hitting our line before we can set. I fire, drop two, but they're too close, too fast. One of them gets past me, heading straight for Dietrich—

Ghost's rifle cracks. The bug drops a meter from Dietrich's back.

"Door's open!" Dietrich shouts.

"Inside! Everyone inside!"

We pour through the doors into the community center. It's a large space—maybe thirty meters across—with tables and chairs shoved against the walls to make room for the civilians huddled in the center. Sixty people, give or take. Men, women, children. All of them staring at us with that same expression I've seen a hundred times now.

Hope.

They think we're here to save them.

Maybe we are. Maybe this time things work out and everyone goes home.

"Seal the doors!" I'm moving through the room, checking the perimeter. "Get those barriers locked down!"

Dietrich seals the main entrance. There are two other doors—side exits, smaller—and Remo and Chen cover those. Ghost finds a position near the ceiling, some kind of maintenance alcove that gives her a view of all three entrances.

"We need to call for extraction," Chen says. "Get these people out of here."

"Working on it." I key my comm. "Command, this is Zero-Alpha. We have reached the civilian population at Habitat Fifteen. Sixty souls, requesting immediate evacuation."

Static. Then: "Zero-Alpha, Command copies. Evacuation shuttle is en route. ETA forty-five minutes. Hold your position."

Forty-five minutes. That's a long time to hold against a swarm that knows exactly where we are.

"Copy that, Command. We'll hold."

"Acknowledged. Command out."

I turn to face the civilians. They're still staring at me—at my scars, my battered armor, my collar. I probably look like a monster to them. Another kind of nightmare, just shaped like a man.

"Listen up." I raise my voice so everyone can hear. "Extraction is forty-five minutes out. We're going to hold this room until they arrive. I need everyone to stay calm, stay quiet, and stay in the center of the room. If the bugs breach the doors, you hit the floor and you don't move until we tell you it's clear. Understood?"

Nods. Scared faces. A few people crying. A kid, maybe six years old, clinging to her mother's leg.

"What about the other habs?" A man steps forward—older, gray beard, some kind of authority figure. "There are people in the other sections. Hundreds of them. We sealed ourselves in here when the attack started, but they're still out there."

"We can't get to them. Not with five guns."

"But they'll die!"

"They're probably already dead." I say it flat, hard, because soft won't help anyone. "I'm sorry. But right now, the people in this room are the ones we can save. That's what we're going to do."

He wants to argue. I can see it building behind his eyes—the anger, the grief, the need to do something. But he doesn't. Just nods and steps back into the crowd.

"Contacts." Ghost's voice from above. "They're massing outside the main entrance."

I move to the door, check the scanner Dietrich rigged to the security system. She's right. Dozens of signatures on the other side, clustering, waiting.

"They're not attacking," Dietrich says. "Why aren't they attacking?"

"They're learning. Figuring out the best way in." I watch the signatures move, spread out. "Or they're waiting for something."

"For what?"

I don't answer. Because I don't know. And because I don't like any of the possibilities.

Twenty minutes pass.

The Hanbiri don't attack. They just sit there, outside the doors, that pressure in my skull telling me they're watching, waiting, planning. The civilians are getting restless—kids crying, adults pacing, everyone's nerves stretching thinner and thinner.

Priest is sitting against the wall, staring at nothing. Chen tried talking to him, but he didn't respond. Just sat there with that empty expression, that hollowed-out look.

He's broken. Whatever was keeping him together finally snapped, and now there's nothing left.

I should feel sorry for him. Should try to help, try to bring him back.

I don't have time. I don't have the luxury.

"Shit Zero." Remo's at my shoulder, voice low. "The side entrances. The bugs are fucking moving to them."

I check the scanner. He's right—the signatures are shifting, spreading out around the community center. They're not just massing at the main door anymore. They're surrounding us.

"They're going to hit all three at once."

"Can we hold?"

"With five guns?" I do the math. "Maybe. If we're lucky."

"When are we ever lucky?"

"There's a first time for everything."

The attack comes five minutes later.

All three doors at once, just like I predicted. The main entrance buckles first—something big hitting it from the outside, the security barriers groaning under the impact. Then the side doors, smaller bugs squeezing through gaps, testing for weaknesses.

"Here they come! Everyone to positions!"

We spread out. Me at the main entrance, Remo and Chen on the sides, Dietrich floating between them. Ghost stays high, covering all three.

The main door gives way.

They pour through—not a flood, but a stream, one after another, squeezing through the gap in the broken barrier. I open fire, controlled bursts, dropping them as they come. It's like target practice at first—they're bunched up in the doorway, easy kills.

Then they wise up.

They start spreading out the moment they get through, using the tables and chairs for cover, flanking left and right. I'm tracking them, firing, but there's too many angles, too many targets.

"They're flanking! Watch your sides!"

Remo's rifle blazes on the left. Chen's on the right. I can hear Ghost's precise shots from above, picking off the ones trying to climb the walls.

A Hanbiri gets close—too close—and I drop it at point-blank range, ichor spraying across my visor. Another one right behind it. I fire, miss, fire again. This time it goes down.

"Side door's breaching!" Chen's voice. "I need support!"

"Ghost, cover Chen!"

Ghost shifts her fire. The pressure on the main entrance increases immediately—more bugs getting through, spreading wider. I'm burning through my cell.

"Dietrich, status!"

"Holding! Barely!"

The civilians are screaming now. Huddled in the center of the room, watching the nightmare unfold around them, and there's nothing they can do but scream.

"Stay down!" I'm shouting at them between bursts. "Stay down and don't move!"

A Hanbiri breaks through the line.

It happens fast—one moment we've got them contained, the next there's a black shape bounding toward the civilians, scythe-limbs raised. I spin, try to track it, but I'm out of position, too far away—

"PRIEST!"

He's right there. Standing at the edge of the civilian cluster, shotgun in his hands. The Hanbiri is five meters from him, four, three—heading for the woman and the little girl right behind him.

Priest raises the shotgun.

He fires.

The blast catches the Hanbiri full in the chest, blows it backward, drops it twitching on the floor. Priest racks the slide, fires again—finishes it. Then he just stands there, smoke curling from the barrel, staring at what he's done.

"Priest! Get back in the fight!"

He doesn't move.

Another Hanbiri comes through, heading for the same gap. I drop it before it can reach him, but there's more behind it, always more.

"Priest!"

He turns toward me. And his face—

I've seen that look before. On the faces of men who've finally hit the wall, who've done the thing they swore they'd never do. The look of someone watching their own soul die.

"Get him out of here!" I'm screaming to Chen. "Get him away from the line!"

She grabs him, pulls him back toward the center of the room. He goes without resistance, still holding the shotgun, still staring at the dead bug on the floor.

We hold. I don't know how—but we hold. The Hanbiri keep coming and we keep killing them, and finally, the wave breaks. They pull back, retreat through the breached doors, and the screaming stops.

Silence. Just the sound of breathing and moaning and a child crying somewhere in the crowd.

"Sound off." My voice is ragged. "Everyone sound off."

"Remo."

"Chen."

"Dietrich."

"Ghost."

"Priest." Chen's voice, not his. "He's... he's here."

Four guns. Four guns held that line. Somehow.

I do a quick check of the room. The civilians are shaken but alive—all sixty of them, as far as I can tell. A few minor injuries, nothing serious. We did it.

We actually did it.

Then I see Priest.

He's on his knees in the corner of the room, shotgun on the floor beside him, and he's vomiting. Harsh, racking heaves that shake his whole body, over and over, like he's trying to expel something that won't come out.

I move toward him. Crouch beside him.

"Priest."

He doesn't respond. Just keeps heaving, nothing coming up anymore, just dry convulsions.

"Priest, look at me."

He looks. His eyes are red, wet, and that emptiness I saw before is gone. Replaced by something worse.

Despair.

"I killed it," he whispers. "I killed it."

"You saved that little girl. You saved her mother. You did what you had to do."

"I swore I'd never—" He chokes, coughs. "After the accident. After I killed those people on the bus. I swore I'd never take another life. I'd find another way. I'd be better."

"Priest—"

"I was a pacifist. I believed in the sanctity of life. All life. I thought—I thought if I could just get through this without killing, maybe God would forgive me. Maybe I could forgive myself."

"You didn't have a choice. It was going to kill them."

"There's always a choice!" He's shaking now, tears running down his face. "That's what I believed. That's what kept me going. And now—" He looks at his hands. "Now I'm just like everyone else. Just another killer. Like you."

I don't know what to say. Don't know how to fix what's broken inside him.

So I say the only thing I can.

"You're not a killer, Priest. You're a man who did what he had to do to protect innocent people. That little girl is alive because of you. Her mother is alive. Sixty people in this room are alive because you stood up when it mattered."

"But my soul—"

"Fuck your soul." I grab his shoulder, force him to look at me. "Your soul doesn't matter right now. What matters is that you're here, you're alive, and there are people counting on you. You can fall apart later. You can pray and repent and do whatever you need to do. But right now, I need you to hold it together. Can you do that?"

He stares at me. For a long moment, I think he's going to say no. Think he's going to curl up and disappear inside himself and never come back.

Then he nods.

"Okay." His voice is small, broken. "Okay. But maybe we can find a way to save both of our souls. Later. Now I need to focus on helping these people."

"Good." I help him to his feet. "Stay in the center with the civilians. Watch over them. That's your job now."

"I can still fight—"

"No. You can't." I look at him. "Not today. Maybe not ever again. And that's fine. But right now, those people need someone to keep them calm. Someone to tell them it's going to be okay. Can you do that?"

Another nod. Steadier this time.

"Then do it."

He picks up his shotgun—hands shaking, but he picks it up—and moves toward the civilians. The little girl he saved is there, still clinging to her mother. Priest kneels beside them, says something I can't hear.

The girl looks at him. And she smiles.

Something in my chest loosens. Just a little.

"Zero." Ghost's voice from above. "Contacts are massing again. They're coming back."

Of course they are.

"Extraction?"

"Twenty minutes."

Twenty minutes. We can hold twenty minutes.

"Everyone to positions. Here they come again."

We take our positions. The doors are breached now, harder to defend, but we form up anyway. Four guns, twenty minutes, sixty civilians. Laughable odds.

But we hold anyway.

***

The extraction shuttle arrives eighteen minutes later.

We load the civilians first—all sixty of them, alive and whole, pouring into the shuttle like it's the gates of heaven. The little girl is one of the last to board. She stops at the ramp, looks back at Priest.

"Thank you," she says.

He doesn't answer. Just nods.

She disappears inside, and the ramp closes.

We board the second shuttle—what's left of us. Five convicts and Dietrich, battered and bleeding and running on fumes. Priest is in the corner, staring at his hands.

"He's not going to recover from this shit," Remo says quietly. "You know that, right?"

"I know."

"So what do we do with him?"

"We keep him alive. That's all we can do."

The shuttle lifts off. Titan falls away beneath us, that frozen hellscape, that endless nightmare.

And in the corner, Priest starts to pray.

I don't know if anyone's listening. I don't know if it matters. But he prays anyway—quiet words, whispered into his hands—and maybe that's enough.

Maybe that's all any of us have.

I lean back in my seat and close my eyes.

Sixty people saved. One man broken.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

We're going to die in this refinery and Remo won't stop laughing.

"What's so fucking funny?"

"Nothing." He's reloading behind a bank of processing equipment, hands moving fast. "Everything. I don't know. Does it matter?"

It doesn't. Nothing matters except the fifty-plus Hanbiri that have us pinned down in the central processing hub of Refinery Lambda-Three, with no extraction, no reinforcements, and about six minutes of cell charge between the five of us.

Six minutes. That's what we've got left. Then it's serrated limbs and acid blood and whatever comes after.

"Contact left!" Dietrich's rifle blazes, dropping a bug that was trying to flank us through the pipe junction. "They're spreading out!"

"I see them." I'm tracking movement on three sides—left, right, and above. The hub is a nightmare of catwalks and machinery, perfect terrain for things that can climb walls and don't give a shit about gravity. "Ghost, what's your count?"

"Fifty-three." Her voice is flat, clinical. "Fifty-two now."

Another one down. Fifty-two to go.

We're not going to make it.

This was supposed to be a hit-and-run. Get in, blow the methane reserves to deny the Hanbiri a nesting site, get out. Simple. Clean. The kind of mission that looks great on paper and turns into a massacre the moment boots hit the ground.

The charges are set—Chen rigged them twenty minutes ago, enough explosive to turn this whole refinery into a crater. But the detonator is across the hub, a hundred meters of open ground between us and the control station, and the Hanbiri figured out what we were doing before we could reach it.

Now we're pinned. Surrounded. Dying by inches while the bugs close in.

"We need to reach that detonator," Chen says. "If we don't blow the charges—"

"I know."

"The whole mission—"

"I know, Chen." I check my cell. Twenty-two percent. Maybe seven seconds of fire. "Ghost, can you cover a push to the control station?"

"Negative. Too many angles. They'd cut you down before you made it halfway."

"Remo?"

"I've got maybe four seconds left in this cell." He slaps it, like that'll help. "After that I'm throwing rocks."

Four seconds. Seven seconds. Whatever Dietrich and Chen have left. It's not enough to fight through fifty-two bugs and cross a hundred meters of open ground.

"Then we make a break for it," I say. "All of us. Sprint for the control station, blow the charges, and hope we make it to the exit before the whole place goes up."

"That's suicide," Dietrich says.

"We're dead anyway. At least this way we complete the mission."

"And if we don't make it to the exit?"

"Then we don't make it." I look at them—at these four people who've been fighting beside me for days nonstop, who've bled and killed and survived against every odd. "But those charges go off. Whatever happens to us, those charges go off. It’s the only way."

Silence. The hive-scream pulses at the edge of my skull, that constant pressure, that whisper of death.

Then Remo laughs again.

"What?" I snap.

"Nothing. Just—" He shakes his head. "All this time, all these missions, all the shit we've been through. And this is how it ends. Sprinting across a refinery floor hoping we blow up before the bugs eat us."

"You have a better idea?"

"No. That's what's funny." He checks his weapon. "This is the best idea we've got, and it's complete shit. Just like every other idea we've ever had."

"Remo—"

"I'm not complaining, Zero. I'm just—" He stops. Looks at me. "I'm glad it's you. If I'm going to die following someone's complete shit idea, I'm glad it's yours."

I don't know what to say to that. So I don't say anything.

"On my mark," I tell them. "We go hard, we go fast, and we don't stop for anything. Ghost, you lead—you're the fastest. Chen, you're on the detonator. Everyone else, we cover them until they reach the station."

"And then?"

"Then we run like hell and hope the blast doesn't catch us."

Nods all around. Scared faces, tight grips on rifles. The same look I've seen before every bad drop, every impossible mission.

The look of people who know they're probably going to die and have decided to do it anyway.

"Mark."

We move.

Out from behind the processing equipment, into the open, rifles blazing. Ghost is in the lead, sprinting for the control station, and I'm right behind her, firing at anything that moves. The Hanbiri respond instantly—that coordinated hive-mind reaction, all of them turning toward us at once.

They come from everywhere.

Left side, right side, dropping from the catwalks above. I'm firing on the run, three-second bursts, trying to clear a path. A bug drops in front of Ghost and she hurdles it without breaking stride. Another one comes at her from the side and I put it down before it can reach her.

Fifty meters to the station. Forty.

"Contact above!" Dietrich's voice. I look up—Hanbiri on the catwalk directly over our path, lining up to drop on us like black rain.

"I've fucking  got them!" Remo peels off, angling his fire upward, catching them before they can jump. Two drop, three—but there's more behind them, always more.

Thirty meters.

Chen's beside me now, running flat out, the detonator remote clutched in her hand. If she goes down, we're done. The mission's done.

"Keep her covered!"

I'm burning through my cell—fifteen percent, ten, five. A Hanbiri lunges at Chen and I drop it at point-blank range, the last of my charge emptying into its skull.

Cell's dead. I'm out.

I draw my sidearm—a pulse pistol, barely enough stopping power to annoy them—and keep moving. Twenty meters now. I can see the control station, the panel where Chen needs to input the detonation sequence.

A Hanbiri hits me from the side.

I don't see it coming—just the impact, the ground rushing up, the weight of the thing on top of me. Scythes, coming down—

Gunfire. The bug jerks, goes limp. Remo's standing over me, rifle smoking.

"You're welcome, motherfucker."

"Thanks."

He hauls me up. We keep moving.

Ten meters. Ghost reaches the station first, takes position to cover Chen. Chen slides in behind her, fingers flying over the panel.

"I need thirty seconds!"

"You've got ten!"

The Hanbiri are converging now, all of them, a black tide rolling toward the control station. We form a semicircle around Chen—me, Remo, Dietrich, Ghost—four guns against fifty-plus bugs.

This is it. This is where we die.

Remo starts laughing again.

"Will you stop that?" Dietrich snaps.

"Can't fucking help it." He's firing, dropping bugs, still laughing. "This is just—this is too perfect. It’s motherfucking lovely. All of us, last stand, probably about to die. It's like something out of a bad action vid."

"We're not in a vid—"

"I know. That's what makes it funny." He drops another Hanbiri, turns to look at us. "You know what? Fuck it."

He keys his comm. Not the squad channel—the open channel. The one that broadcasts to everyone in range. Every convict, every soldier, every civilian with a receiver.

"Hey, bugs!"

I stare at him. "Remo, what the fuck are you—"

"He, bug motherfuckers!" He's shouting into the comm now, loud enough to make me wince. "Yeah, you! The ones with the faces like squashed assholes! I've got something to say to you!"

The Hanbiri keep coming. They don't understand words, don't care about broadcasts.

But Remo doesn't care either.

"You've been chasing us across this frozen shitheap for a month now! Killing our friends, eating our squads, making our lives a living fucking nightmare! And you know what? I’m still fucking here!"

He fires, drops two more. Keeps talking.

"I'm still here, you chitin motherfuckers! You threw everything you had at us and I’m still standing! You know why? Because you're ugly, you're stupid, and you smell like shit!"

Dietrich is staring at him. Ghost is staring at him. Even Chen looks up from the detonation panel.

"Remo," I say. "What are you doing?"

"What's it look like? I'm giving a fucking speech." He grins at me—that full, unhinged Remo grin. "Figure if I'm going to die, I might as well say something memorable. Give people something to quote at my shit funeral."

"You're insane."

"Probably." He turns back to the swarm, keys the comm again. "Hey, I’m not done! You hear me, you black-shelled pieces of shit? I said I’m not fucking done!”

He fires again. And again. Dropping bugs with every shot, screaming into the comm between bursts.

"I THINK YOU'RE THE SORRIEST EXCUSE FOR AN ALIEN INVASION I'VE EVER SEEN! I'VE TAKEN SHITS THAT WERE SCARIER THAN YOU! MY GRANDMOTHER COULD KICK YOUR ASS AND SHE'S BEEN DEAD FOR THIRTY YEARS!"

A Hanbiri gets close—too close—and he shoots it in the face at point-blank range, ichor spraying across his visor.

"Smile, you chitin motherfuckers!"

And then—

I laugh.

I don't mean to. It just happens. This burst of sound that forces its way out of my chest, and suddenly I'm laughing, really laughing, for the first time since I can remember.

Dietrich's laughing too. And Ghost—Ghost, who never smiles, never reacts to anything—she's making a sound that might be a laugh, or might be a cough, but her shoulders are shaking.

Even Chen is laughing, hunched over the detonation panel, trying to input the sequence while tears run down her face.

We're going to die. We're surrounded, outgunned, outnumbered, and we're probably going to die in the next sixty seconds.

And we're laughing.

Because Remo's right. Because it's too perfect, too absurd, too much like something out of a bad action vid. Because after everything we've been through—all the death, all the fear, all the impossible missions and impossible odds—the only sane response is to laugh.

So we laugh.

"Got it!" Chen's voice. "Charges are armed! Sixty-second countdown!"

"Then let's get the fuck out of here!" Remo's still grinning, still firing. "Unless you want to stick around and see the fireworks up close!"

We run.

Back across the hub, toward the exit on the far side. The Hanbiri are still coming, still chasing, but something's different now. They're hesitating. Just a fraction, just a moment—like they don't know what to make of us.

Like they've never seen anyone laugh before.

Forty meters to the exit. Thirty. The countdown in my head—fifty seconds, forty-five—measuring our lives in the time it takes to run and the time it takes to burn.

"Contact right!" Ghost's rifle cracks, drops a bug trying to cut us off. Another one behind it—Dietrich gets that one.

Twenty meters. The exit's right there—a heavy door leading to the outer corridor, to the surface, to the shuttles.

A Hanbiri drops from above, lands directly in front of me.

I don't have time to stop. Don't have time to shoot. I just lower my shoulder and hit it, two hundred pounds of desperate convict slamming into chitin, and we go down in a tangle of limbs and blades.

Scythe-limb coming for my throat—

A shot. The bug's head snaps back. Ghost, still running, rifle still smoking.

"Move!"

I'm up, running, and we hit the door at full sprint. Remo hits the release, it slides open, and we pour through into the corridor beyond.

"Seal it! Seal the door!"

Dietrich hits the emergency lock. The door slams shut just as the first Hanbiri reaches it. I can hear them on the other side, pounding, clawing.

Thirty seconds on the countdown. Maybe less.

"Run!"

We run. Down the corridor, toward the surface, legs pumping, lungs burning. The countdown in my head—twenty seconds, fifteen—and we're almost there, almost—

The explosion hits.

Even through the corridor, even with all that metal and rock between us and the hub, I feel it. A shockwave that picks me up and throws me forward, heat washing over me, the sound of the world tearing itself apart.

I hit the ground, roll, come up against a wall. Everything's ringing—my ears, my skull, my whole body. Smoke everywhere, dust, the acrid smell of burning methane.

"Sound off!" My voice is hoarse, barely audible. "Everyone sound off!"

"Remo."

"Chen."

"Dietrich."

“Doc.”

"Ghost."

All six.

"Exit. Where's the exit?"

"Twenty meters." Chen's pointing, coughing. "Straight ahead."

We stumble forward. Through the smoke, through the dust, toward the faint light at the end of the corridor. The refinery is collapsing behind us—I can hear it, feel it, the whole structure coming apart—but we keep moving.

Ten meters. Five.

We hit the exit. Out into Titan's frozen air, onto the surface, and the shuttle is right there, ramp down, engines hot.

"Go! Everyone on board!"

We pile in. The ramp closes, the shuttle lifts off, and I watch through the viewport as Refinery Lambda-Three disappears in a pillar of fire and smoke.

Gone. The whole refinery, gone. The Hanbiri nesting site, gone.

Mission complete.

I slump back in my seat, breathing hard, covered in dust and ichor and God knows what else. Every part of me hurts. Every part of me is alive.

Remo drops into the seat beside me. He's still grinning.

"You know," he says, "I think that might be my best speech yet."

"It was insane."

"Yeah." He leans back, closes his eyes. "But it worked."

I think about it. About all of us laughing in the middle of a firefight, about Remo screaming at the bugs while we were surrounded and dying.

"Yeah," I say. "It worked."

"You think anyone heard it? The broadcast?"

"Probably. Open channel reaches pretty far."

"Good." He grins again, eyes still closed. "Then they'll have something to remember us by. When we're gone."

When we're gone. Not if. When.

"Remo."

"Yeah?"

"Thanks."

He opens one eye, looks at me. "For what?"

"For—" I stop. Try to find the words. "For making us laugh. When we were about to die. For giving us that."

He's quiet for a moment. Then he shrugs.

"We were already dead, Zero. We've been dead since the first drop. The only question is what we do with the time we've got left." He closes the eye again. "Might as well laugh."

Might as well laugh.

I lean back, let my eyes close too. The shuttle hums around us, carrying us away from the burning refinery, away from the swarm, away from death.

For now.

There'll be another mission. Another drop. Another chance to die in the dark.

But right now, we're alive. All of us.

And I'm still smiling.

***

The comm is buzzing when we dock with the orbital station.

"Zero-Alpha." A voice I don't recognize—some officer, some bureaucrat. "Your broadcast on the open channel has been flagged for review. Command wants to discuss your squad's... communication protocols."

"Tell Command to take it up with Remo."

"Who's Remo?"

"The guy who just called the Hanbiri chitin motherfuckers in front of the whole sector." I look at Remo. He's still grinning. "I'm sure they'll have a lovely conversation."

The channel cuts out.

"You're going to get us in deep shit with the brass," Dietrich says.

Remo shrugs. "Deeper than this shit? Bring it on."

We file off the shuttle, into the station. There are people in the docking bay—soldiers, civilians, support staff—and they're looking at us. Staring.

Then someone starts clapping.

It spreads. One person, two, a dozen. Applause rippling through the bay, and I realize—they heard it. The broadcast. They heard Remo's speech.

"Smile, you chitin motherfuckers!," someone yells.

Laughter. More applause.

Remo takes a bow.

"I hate you," I tell him.

"No you don't."

He's right. I don't.

We walk through the bay, through the applause, and for the first time since this whole thing started, I feel something that isn't fear or despair or grim determination.

I feel hope.

It won't last. It never does. There'll be another mission tomorrow, more bugs, more death. The war isn't over. It's barely begun.

But right now, in this moment, we're alive.

And the whole sector is laughing.

That's something.

It's enough.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The infirmary smells like antiseptic and unwashed bodies. It’s a small, partitioned corner of the hangar, the only place on the station where the noise of the refitting shuttles is muffled to a dull roar.

“Sit still,” Doc murmurs.

I flinch as the bio-stapler clicks, driving a metal suture into the gash on my shoulder. It’s the third time that specific wound has been reopened. The skin around it is angry, purple and yellow, refusing to knit properly.

“You’re running out of real estate, Zero.” Doc sets the stapler down on a metal tray stained with dried fluids. He peels off his gloves, his hands shaking slightly. It’s the only time I see him shake—when he’s done. When he has to think about what he’s actually doing to us. “Your regenerative cycle is lagging. The nanites can’t keep up with the trauma rate.”

I roll my shoulder. It pulls tight, burns like fire, but it holds. “It works. I can hold a rifle.”

“For now.” He picks up a datapad, scrolling through my biometrics. The blue light reflects in his glasses, hiding his eyes. “Fracture in the left tibia is strictly hairline, but another hard impact will snap it. Ribs four and five are bruised. You’ve got mild internal hemorrhaging near the kidney, probably from the drop-pod deceleration two days ago. And your cortisol levels are toxic.”

He looks up at me. He looks tired. Older than he did a week ago.

“I’m fine, Doc.”

“You are not fine. None of you are fine. You are a walking collage of medical failures held together by sheer stubbornness.” He moves to the secure cabinet—the one only he has the biometric key for. He pulls out a vial of the clear, viscous liquid. The 'maintenance' dose.

He loads a syringe, tapping the side to clear a bubble.

“Command just updated the mission parameters,” he says quietly. “Cryo-Processing Station Gamma-Six.”

“I saw the briefing packet. Bugs in the machinery.”

“It’s a methane liquefaction plant, Felix. Ambient temperature in the work zones is minus one-eighty Celsius. If the thermal regulators on your suits fail for even three seconds, you lose limbs. Ten seconds, you’re dead.”

“So we check the suits. What’s the problem?”

Doc pauses, the needle hovering over my arm. “The problem is this.” He nods at the syringe. “I know how human physiology reacts to extreme cold. I know how to treat hypothermia. But this… whatever they have me pumping into you to keep you fighting? I don’t have the data.”

I look at the clear liquid. It looks like water. Innocent.

“What’s in it?” I ask.

“I’ve run it through the spectrometer three times. It comes back with error codes. Proprietary compounds. Military-grade stimulants mixed with something synthetic that bonds to your adrenal glands.” He looks at the needle, a shadow crossing his face. “It forces your body to ignore fatigue, ignore pain, ignore the natural shutdown signals that keep you from working yourself to death. But chemical interactions are volatile. I don’t know what happens to this sludge in your blood when your core temp drops twenty degrees. It could crystallize. It could clot. It could stop your heart.”

“They wouldn’t send us in if the meds were going to kill us before the bugs do,” I say. “Waste of resources.”

Doc manages a dry, humorless smile. He swabs my arm with alcohol. Cold.

“You think they care about the long-term side effects, Zero? They just need you to last until the objective is complete. After that…” He pushes the needle in.

I hiss through my teeth. It burns going in—cold fire spreading up my bicep, hitting my chest, making my heart stutter before hammering a harsh, artificial rhythm against my ribs. The fatigue vanishes, replaced by a jittery, wire-taut energy.

“They won’t tell me what it is,” Doc whispers, pulling the needle out. “But I know one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing is free in this world.” He tosses the syringe into the hazardous waste bin. It clatters against a pile of others just like it. “You’re borrowing energy from tomorrow to survive today. Eventually, the bill comes due.”

I hop off the table, flexing my hand. The pain is gone. The exhaustion is gone. I feel strong. I feel ready.

I feel fake.

“Let me worry about the bill,” I say, grabbing my shirt. “Just keep us breathing until payday.”

Doc doesn’t answer. He just turns back to his tray, preparing the next dose for Remo.

I leave the infirmary. The artificial energy is humming in my veins, but Doc’s words stick in my head like a splinter. The bill comes due. Sometimes, with interest.

I push it down. Right now, I have a squad to brief.

***

The plan is simple: we're going to freeze them to death.

"Run it by me again," Dietrich says. "Because it sounds insane."

"It is insane." I'm crouched behind a condenser unit in Cryo-Processing Station Gamma-Six, studying the schematics Chen pulled up on her datapad. "But it's the best kind of insane—the kind that might actually work."

The station is a methane liquefaction facility, one of dozens scattered across Titan's surface. It takes the raw methane from the atmosphere and lakes, super cools it to minus one-eighty-two Celsius, and pipes it to the refineries for processing. The whole place is a maze of pipes and tanks and cooling systems, all of it running at temperatures cold enough to flash-freeze anything organic in seconds.

Including Hanbiri.

"The main cryo-lines run through the central processing chamber," I explain, pointing at the schematic. "That's where they liquefy the methane before pumping it out. If we can lure a swarm into that chamber and vent the lines—"

"We turn them into bug-sicles," Remo finishes. "Motherfucking lovely."

"There's a problem," Chen says. "The emergency venting system requires manual activation. Someone has to be in the control room to trigger it."

"So we put someone in the control room."

"The control room is on the other side of the processing chamber. Whoever triggers the vent will be caught in the discharge."

Silence. We all know what that means.

"We'll figure that part out," I say. "First, we need to get them into the chamber."

That's the real trick. The Hanbiri aren't stupid—they've learned from every engagement, adapted to every tactic. If we just fall back into the processing chamber, they'll know something's wrong. They'll probe, flank, find another way in.

We need to make them angry. Make them chase us without thinking.

We need to hurt them first.

"Ghost." I turn to her. "I need you to piss them off."

She looks at me. Doesn't blink. "How?"

"Find a nest. One of the spore pod clusters in the lower levels. Burn it. Let them scream. I need some real acoustics on this one."

"That will bring every Hanbiri in the facility down on us."

"That's the idea."

She considers it for a moment. Then she nods. "I'll need fifteen minutes."

"You've got ten."

She disappears. One moment she's there, the next she's gone—melting into the shadows like she was never real. I've stopped being surprised by it. That's Ghost.

"The rest of us set up in the processing chamber," I say. "We make it look like a defensive position—barricades, overlapping fields of fire, the works. When Ghost burns the nest, they'll come for us hard. We hold just long enough to sell it, then we fall back through the chamber toward the control room."

"And the vent?" Dietrich asks.

"I'll trigger it."

"Zero—"

"I'll trigger it," I repeat. "I'm the fastest. I can make it to the control room, hit the release, and get out before the discharge catches me."

"Can you?"

I don't answer. Because I don't know. I was fast before all the wounds. Before the stitches, gauze and chemical cocktails patched me up poorly between missions. Sixty meters of open ground, sub-second timing, and a wave of super-cold methane that'll freeze me solid if I'm half a step too slow.

But someone has to do it. And I'm not asking anyone else to die for my plan.

"Let's move. We've got ten minutes to set up before Ghost kicks the hornet's nest."

***

The processing chamber is perfect for what we need.

It's a massive space—maybe fifty meters across, thirty high—dominated by the cryo-lines that run along the walls and ceiling. The pipes are thick, reinforced, designed to handle the pressure and temperature of liquefied methane. At regular intervals, there are emergency vents—release valves that can dump the contents of the pipes into the chamber in case of overpressure.

If we trigger those vents, the entire chamber will flood with methane at minus one-eighty-two. Anything inside will freeze in seconds.

Including us, if we're not fast enough.

"Barricades here and here." I'm directing traffic, placing the squad in positions that look defensive but are really just set dressing. "Make it look good. We need them to think we're making a stand."

Remo drags a piece of equipment into position, crouches behind it. "And when they figure out we're not?"

"Then we run like hell."

"My favorite tactic."

We set up. Barricades across the main entrance, overlapping sight lines, all the hallmarks of a desperate last stand. Chen rigs a few charges near the door—not enough to stop the swarm, but enough to slow them down and sell the illusion.

Priest is with us, shotgun in his hands. He hasn't spoken since we landed, hasn't done much of anything except follow orders and try not to fall apart. But he's here. He's still fighting.

That's something.

Doc is standing by like always. Keeping a special eye on Priest. Like I told him to.

"Zero." Chen's at the control room door on the far side of the chamber, checking the systems. "The venting sequence is ready. Manual trigger, three-second delay before discharge. Once you hit it, you'll have three seconds to get clear."

"Three seconds to cross sixty meters."

"It's tight."

"Story of my life."

She doesn't laugh. Neither do I.

The comm crackles. Ghost's voice, flat and calm: "Nest is burning. Decibels singing. You wanted classic death metal. You got it. They're coming."

"How many?"

"All of them."

Perfect.

"Everyone to positions. This is it."

We take our places behind the barricades. Rifles up, fingers on triggers, waiting. The hive-scream is building now—that pressure in my skull, that whisper of rage. They felt the nest burn. They felt their young die.

Now they're coming to return the favor.

"Contact!" Dietrich's voice. "Main corridor, bearing zero-nine-zero!"

I see them. A black tide pouring into the corridor outside the processing chamber, filling it from wall to wall. Hundreds of them. Maybe more.

"Hold fire until they reach the door. Let them bunch up."

They come. Skittering down the corridor, that clicking sound of chitin on metal. The lead Hanbiri hit Chen's charges and the explosion tears through the first rank, drops maybe a dozen—but the ones behind just climb over the bodies and keep coming.

"Fire!"

We open up. Five rifles blazing into the doorway, catching them as they pour through. It's a shooting gallery—they're bunched up, can't spread out, easy targets. Bugs drop by the handful.

They push through. Sheer numbers, sheer pressure, bodies piling up and more climbing over them. The doorway is clogged with dead and dying Hanbiri, and still they come, forcing their way into the chamber.

"They're fucking spreading out!" Remo's voice. "We're losing containment!"

"Fall back! Make for the control room!"

We fall back. Firing as we go, giving ground step by step. The Hanbiri pour into the chamber behind us, spreading out across the open floor, exactly where we want them.

Thirty meters to the control room. Twenty-five.

"They're flanking left!" Dietrich drops two that are trying to cut us off. "We're going to get surrounded!"

"Keep moving! Don't stop!"

Twenty meters. I can see the control room door ahead—heavy, reinforced, a small window showing the panels inside. That's where I need to be. That's where I end this.

A Hanbiri gets close. Too close. I spin, fire, miss—fire again, catch it in the thorax. It drops, but there's another one right behind it, and another behind that.

"They're on us!"

"I know! Keep moving!"

Fifteen meters. The swarm is fully inside the chamber now, hundreds of them, filling the space from floor to ceiling. They're all around us—behind, beside, above—and we're running out of room to run.

"Chen! Open the control room!"

She hits the release. The door slides open and she's through, Dietrich right behind her. Remo, Priest—

A Hanbiri drops from the ceiling onto Priest.

He goes down hard, the bug on top of him, scythes raised. I spin, try to get a shot, but they're tangled together—I can't fire without hitting him.

Priest screams. Not in fear—in rage. He shoves the shotgun up, under the Hanbiri's jaw, and pulls the trigger.

The blast takes its head off.

He's up, running, covered in ichor, and we're through the control room door. I hit the release and it slams shut behind us, just as the first Hanbiri reaches it.

They hit the door. The metal shudders but holds.

"The vent!" Chen's at the panel. "It's ready! Trigger it!"

I look through the window. The processing chamber is full of them—wall-to-wall Hanbiri, hundreds strong, the entire swarm that came for us. If I trigger the vent now, they all die.

But so do we.

The control room isn't sealed. It's not airtight. When that methane floods the chamber, it'll come through the gaps in the door, the vents in the ceiling. We'll have maybe ten seconds before the temperature drops low enough to kill us.

Ten seconds to get out through the back exit, into the corridor beyond.

The math doesn't work.

"Everyone out," I say. "Back exit. Now."

"Zero—"

"I'll trigger the vent and follow. Go."

"You won't make it."

"I'll make it. Go!"

They go. Chen first, then Dietrich, then Doc and Priest. Remo hesitates at the door.

"Don't fucking die, Zero."

"Wasn't planning on it."

"You never do. And yet you keep trying." He grins—that same grin, even now—and then he's gone.

I turn to the panel. The trigger is right there—a big red button, because of course it's a big red button. Three-second delay. Then the vents open and everything dies.

Through the window, I can see the swarm. They're pounding on the door now, acid eating at the edges, trying to melt through. A few more seconds and they'll be in.

I hit the button.

Three seconds.

I turn, run for the back exit. The door is ten meters away—ten meters and three seconds and then everything freezes.

Two seconds.

I'm at the door. Through the door. Into the corridor beyond—

One second.

The vents open.

I hear it before I feel it—a roar like a hurricane, the sound of pressurized methane flooding the chamber. Then the cold hits.

It comes through the door behind me like a wave, a wall of sub-zero air that slams into my back and drives me forward. I stumble, fall, hit the ground hard. My suit's heating elements spike, screaming as they try to compensate, but it's not enough—I can feel the cold seeping in, feel my muscles locking up, feel the ice forming on my skin.

Get up. Get up get up get up—

I push myself to my feet. Keep moving. The cold is everywhere now, filling the corridor, and I can see my breath crystallizing in front of my face, feel my fingers going numb inside my gloves.

Twenty meters to the junction. To the rest of the squad. To safety.

Ten meters.

I fall again. Can't feel my legs anymore—they're not responding, just dead weight dragging me down. I try to crawl, but my arms aren't working either, and the cold is in my chest now, in my lungs, squeezing the breath out of me.

This is it. This is how I die.

Hands grab me.

Remo and Dietrich, hauling me up, dragging me forward. I try to say something but my jaw won't move, my lips are frozen shut, and then we're through another door and it's closing behind us and the cold is gone.

Warmth. Heat. Doc's got a thermal unit from his pack, cranking it up to maximum, pressing it against my chest. He injects me with the substance he talked about earlier. Looking me in the eye, wondering if he was helping me or making it worse. But the feeling comes back slowly—pain first, then sensation, then the ability to move.

"You idiot," Dietrich says. "You fucking idiot."

"Did it work?" My voice is a croak. "The vent—did it work?"

"Look for yourself."

She helps me to the window. I look.

The processing chamber is a frozen hellscape. Ice everywhere—on the walls, the floor, the ceiling. And the Hanbiri—

They're frozen solid.

Hundreds of them, caught mid-stride, mid-leap, mid-attack. Statues of black chitin coated in white frost, scythe-limbs extended, jaws open. Dead. All of them.

Dead.

"Holy shit," Remo breathes. "It’s Hanbiri on Ice. Some people would pay a fortune for this show. It actually fucking worked."

"They felt it." Priest's voice, quiet. He's staring through the window with an expression I can't read. "At the end. They felt the cold."

He's right. I can see it in their postures, their positions. They weren't just frozen—they were trying to escape. Trying to run. Trying to get away from the cold that was killing them.

They felt fear.

"Good," I say. "Now they know what it's like."

I keep staring at the frozen swarm. All those bugs, all those nightmares that have been hunting us and killing us for weeks—frozen solid.

For the first time since this started, we didn't just survive. We didn't just escape.

We won.

"Zero." Chen's voice. "We need to move. There might be more in the facility—we can't assume we got them all."

She's right. This was one swarm, one nest. There are others.

"Yeah." I push myself away from the window, test my legs. They hold. Barely. "Let's get to the extraction point."

We move out. Through the corridors, toward the surface, toward the shuttles. My body's still cold, still aching, but I'm alive. We're all alive.

The extraction shuttle is waiting when we reach the surface.

We pile in, collapse into seats, and I let myself breathe. The adrenaline's fading now, the cold settling into my bones, but I don't care. We made it.

"Zero." Ghost's voice. She's sitting across from me, that same flat expression. "The nest I burned. There were thousands of them."

"Good."

"They'll send more. To replace what they lost."

"I know."

"This won't stop them."

"No." I look at her. "But it'll slow them down. And it showed us something."

"What?"

"They can feel fear." I lean back, close my eyes. "They can feel pain. They're not invincible—they're just hard to kill. But we found a way."

"One way. Against one swarm."

"Then we find more ways. Against more swarms." I open my eyes. "That's the job, Ghost. We keep finding ways until we run out of bugs or we run out of us."

She doesn't respond. Just looks at me with those pale eyes that see too much.

"They screamed," Priest says quietly. "When the cold hit them. I heard it. In my head. They screamed."

"Good," Remo says. "Motherfucking lovely. Fuck 'em."

"No." Priest shakes his head. "Not good. It means they're alive. Really alive. They feel pain, fear, despair—just like us."

"They're bugs, Priest. They eat people. Don’t do this to yourself."

"I know what they are. I know what they do." He looks up. "But if they can feel fear, maybe they can feel other things too. Maybe there's a way to—"

"To what? Talk to them? Negotiate?" Remo snorts. "They don't negotiate. They just kill."

"Then we're the same as them."

Silence.

I think about the frozen swarm. About the fear in their postures, the desperation in their final moments. About what it means that they can feel those things.

"Maybe we are," I say. "The same as them. But we didn't start this, Priest. We're just trying to survive it. And if that means making them feel fear—" I shrug. "Then that's what we do."

He doesn't answer. Just looks down at his hands.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. We file out—five ghosts, five survivors, five people who just did the impossible.

Again.

"Zero-Alpha." A voice on the comm. "Report to Command for debrief. They want to hear about the cryo-vent tactic."

"Tell them I'll be there in an hour."

"They said immediately."

"And I said an hour." I cut the channel.

Remo grins. "You're going to get shot one of these days."

"Probably. A quick death wouldn’t be so bad."


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The refinery is clear.

That's what Command says. That's what the reports will say. Refinery Kappa-Twelve, secured. Civilian population, extracted. Hanbiri infestation, neutralized.

Three thousand eight hundred civilians saved.

Three squad members dead.

I'm standing on the observation deck of the refinery's main tower, looking out at the landing pads where the evacuation shuttles are lifting off one by one. Each one carries maybe two hundred people—workers, families, children—all of them alive because we held the line long enough for them to get out.

Three thousand eight hundred.

We should be celebrating. We should be proud.

All I feel is tired.

"Zero." Doc's voice behind me. "Medical wants to see you."

"Later."

"Now. Your arm—"

"I said later."

He doesn't push. He knows better by now. We all know better.

The arm is bad. Has been bad since the first drop, since that prototype laser melted through my glove and cooked the flesh underneath. The acid scars on my torso aren't much better—a constant low burn that flares into agony whenever I move wrong, breathe wrong, exist wrong.

But today it's worse. Today every nerve in my left side is screaming, a white-hot fire that doesn't stop, doesn't ease, doesn't give me a moment's peace. Something happened during the fighting—I don't know what, don't remember when—but the damage is spreading. The scars are getting worse. The cocktail injections aren’t a cure-all, whatever is inside them. They are a temporary patch and it shows.

I don't have time to deal with it. I don't have time to deal with anything except the next mission and the next and the next.

"Who'd we lose?"

Chen is quiet for a moment. Then: "Okafor. Lima. Kim."

Three names. Three people who were alive this morning and aren't anymore.

Okafor was solid. One of the best shooters we had, steady under pressure, never panicked. She took a scythe through the chest holding the eastern barricade while civilians streamed past her. Died on her feet, still firing.

Lima—the one who was always praying—she got pulled into a vent shaft on the lower levels. We heard her screaming on the comms for maybe thirty seconds. Then nothing.

Kim. I don't even know how Kim died. One moment he was beside me, the next he was gone. Just gone. Another body in the pile, another face I'll see when I close my eyes.

"Priest?"

"Alive. Barely. He's not—" She stops. "He's not doing well, Zero."

"None of us are doing well."

"He's different. Broken again. He put himself back together, but now it’s back.  He's going through the motions, but there's nothing behind his eyes."

I know what she means. I've seen it. That hollow look, that empty stare. Priest is still with us, still fighting, but the man he was is gone. Killed by the thing he swore he'd never do.

"Keep an eye on him."

"I am. I have been."

"And the others? Remo, Dietrich, Ghost?"

"Wounded. Nothing critical. We're down to six guns now." She pauses. "Five and a half, if we're counting Priest."

Five and a half guns. That's what we've got left. Out of the twelve we started with, out of all the replacements and reinforcements they've thrown at us—five and a half guns.

"There's something else," Chen says. "Command wants to talk to you."

"About what?"

"They didn't say. But the way they said it—" She shakes her head. "It didn't sound like congratulations."

Of course it doesn't. Three thousand eight hundred civilians saved, and they want to talk about something that isn't congratulations.

That's Command. That's the Directorate. That's everyone who sits in orbit and watches us die and never once says thank you.

"Tell them I'll be there in an hour."

"Zero—"

"An hour, Chen. I need—" I stop. I don't know what I need. Rest. Silence. A moment to breathe without the weight of dead friends pressing down on my chest. "I need an hour."

She nods. Leaves.

I stand there on the observation deck, watching the shuttles lift off, and I try not to think about Okafor and Lima and Kim. Try not to think about the scars burning across my arm and torso. Try not to think about anything except the fact that three thousand eight hundred people are alive right now because we did our job.

It doesn't help.

It never helps.

***

The pain gets worse on the way to the command center.

It's like something's eating me from the inside—a fire that starts in my arm and spreads across my chest, down my side, into my gut. Every step is agony. Every breath is a knife between my ribs.

I've been ignoring it for days now. Telling myself it's just the scars, just the damage, just something I have to live with. But this is different. This is worse.

Something's wrong.

"Zero." Remo falls into step beside me, that grin nowhere in sight. "You look like fucking shit."

"Feel like it too."

"Medical says you're overdue for a checkup. Like, really overdue. Like, they're talking about dragging you in by force. You may have earned an actual evaluation this time, not a walk through with Doc."

"They can try."

"Zero." He grabs my arm—the good one—and stops me. "I'm serious. You're not okay. Whatever's going on with those scars, it's getting worse. I can see it. Everyone can see it."

"I'll deal with it after the debrief."

"You'll deal with it now. Before you collapse in front of Command and give them another excuse to pull you off the line."

He's right. I know he's right. But the thought of sitting in a medical bay while someone pokes at my wounds—while the war goes on without me—it makes my skin crawl.

"After the debrief," I say again. "One hour. Then I'll go to medical."

"Promise?"

"Yeah."

He doesn't believe me. Neither do I.

But he lets go of my arm and we keep walking.

***

Command is a conference room on the station's upper level, all clean lines and polished surfaces, nothing like the blood-soaked corridors we've been fighting through. There's a table in the center, chairs around it, and a viewscreen on the wall showing Titan's surface.

Colonel Harker is waiting for us.

I've never met Harker in person, but I know the name. Everyone knows the name. He's the one running the Titan campaign—the one who sends the orders, deploys the batches, decides who lives and who dies. A thin man with a thin face and eyes that look right through you like you're not even there.

"Conscript Zero-Seven-Nine." He doesn't stand, doesn't offer his hand. Just looks at me like I'm a piece of equipment he's evaluating. "Sit down."

I sit. Remo stays standing by the door.

"Refinery Kappa-Twelve," Harker says. "Three thousand eight hundred civilians extracted. Hanbiri presence neutralized. By any measure, a successful operation."

"Thank you, sir."

"I'm not congratulating you. I'm stating facts." He leans forward. "Do you know what else is a fact? The Directorate has received seventeen complaints about your conduct during the operation."

"Complaints?"

"From civilian leadership. From military observers. From members of your own squad."

Dietrich. It has to be. She's the only one with stripes, the only one who can file official reports through military channels. The corporal who insisted on watching my back, who helped drag me out of the cryo-vent. And now I understand why she stayed so close—every victory logged under her name, every decision I made framed as recklessness she had to manage.

He pulls up a datapad, reads from it. "Reckless endangerment. Insubordination. Failure to follow established protocols. Unauthorized tactical decisions resulting in unnecessary casualties."

I stare at him. "Unnecessary casualties? We saved three thousand eight hundred people."

"And lost three members of your squad doing it. Members who might still be alive if you'd followed the tactical guidelines instead of improvising in the field."

"The tactical guidelines would have gotten everyone killed. The Hanbiri adapted—they always adapt—and we had to adjust on the fly. That's how it works down there."

"That's how it works when you're in command. And that's the problem." He sets down the datapad. "You're a convict, Zero-Seven-Nine. A murderer with a shock collar around your neck. You're not supposed to be making tactical decisions. You're supposed to be following orders."

"Whose orders? You weren't down there. Your tactical guidelines weren't down there. It was just us and the bugs, and we did what we had to do to get those people out."

"What you had to do." He shakes his head. "You've been in the field too long, Zero. You've started to think you know better than the people directing this war. That's dangerous."

"What's dangerous is sending us into the meat grinder without proper support and then blaming us when people die."

"Watch your tone, conscript."

"Watch my tone?" The pain in my arm flares, and I'm on my feet without meaning to be. "I've lost sixty people since this started. Sixty convicts who got dropped onto this frozen hellhole with shit weapons and no backup and told to hold the line until help arrives. And help never arrives—not really, not in time—so we hold it ourselves. We bleed and we die and we save your civilians, and then you drag me in here to tell me I'm doing it wrong?"

Harker doesn't flinch. Doesn't react at all. Just looks at me with those cold, empty eyes.

"Are you finished?"

I'm breathing hard. The pain is everywhere now—arm, chest, side, head. I want to hit something. I want to scream.

I sit down instead.

"I'm finished."

"Good." He stands, moves to the viewscreen. "You're right about one thing—you've been effective. The civilians you've saved, the installations you've secured, the Hanbiri you've killed. It's impressive, for a conscript unit."

"But?"

"But it's made you visible. The media's picked up on you—the 'Titan Zero,' they're calling you. The convict who keeps winning. Some people foolishly think you're a hero."

"That’s the stupidest thing I’ve fucking heard in a while.”

"You're not. You're a tool. A weapon we point at the enemy and fire." He turns to face me. "The problem is, weapons don't get to have opinions. They don't get to improvise. They follow orders, or they get decommissioned."

The threat hangs in the air between us.

"So here's what's going to happen," Harker continues. "You're going to go to medical and get those scars looked at. You're going to take forty-eight hours of mandatory rest. And when you return to duty, you're going to follow the tactical guidelines to the letter. No more improvising. No more heroics. You do what you're told, when you're told, or I pull you off the line and send you back to the prison you came from. Better yet, I rescind your pardon and you can play popsicle in space. Understood?"

Popsicle in space.

My chest tightens. For a split second I'm back in that airlock—Loss of breath. Lungs collapsing. The cold that burns. The black nothing reaching through the crack to take me.

Harker doesn't know. He thinks he's making a threat. He doesn't know they already made good on it once—that I've already felt vacuum try to pull the life out of me while men with forgettable faces watched and waited to see if I'd learn my lesson.

I learned something. Just not what they wanted.

I want to tell him to go fuck himself. I want to tell him that his tactical guidelines don't mean shit when you're knee-deep in bugs and the only thing keeping you alive is your ability to adapt. I want to tell him that I've already been his popsicle, already tasted the death he's threatening, and I'm still here.

But I don't.

Because he's right about one thing—I'm a tool. A weapon. And weapons that don't follow orders get decommissioned. That was the deal.

"Understood."

"Good. Dismissed."

I stand, turn to go. Remo falls in beside me.

"Zero." Harker's voice stops me at the door. "For what it's worth—the three thousand eight hundred. That matters. Don't let anyone tell you it doesn't."

I don't turn around. Don't acknowledge it.

I just leave.

***

Medical is exactly as bad as I expected.

The doctor—a tired-looking woman named Godfrey spends twenty minutes examining my arm and torso, making sounds that aren't encouraging. She runs scans, takes samples, consults with colleagues on secure channels.

When she's done, she sits down across from me with an expression I've seen before.

The bad news expression.

"The acid damage is spreading," she says. "The initial burns compromised the tissue, and without proper treatment, infection set in. It's been eating away at the muscle and nerve tissue for weeks."

"Can you fix it?"

"I can slow it down. Antibiotics, regenerative therapy, maybe some grafts if we can find compatible tissue." She pauses. "But the damage is extensive. You're going to be in pain for a long time. Maybe permanently."

Permanently. The word sits in my gut like a stone.

"What about function? Can I still fight?"

"You can fight. But every time you do, you're making it worse. The stress, the strain, the constant trauma—it's accelerating the degradation." She looks at me. "You need rest. Real rest. Not forty-eight hours—weeks. Months, maybe."

"I don't have months."

"Then you'll lose the arm. Maybe worse." She leans forward. "I know you think you're invincible. I know you think you can push through anything. But bodies have limits. Yours has reached them. Compound 17 is reaching the limits of efficacy. I’ll increase potency."

“That’s what you are injecting us with this whole time? What does it do?”

She pauses. “Technically, I’m not supposed to tell you. Let’s just say it has a half-life. You aren’t expected to survive long enough to feel any side effects. I wouldn’t concern myself.”

I’m not ready to process what she just said. I think about Okafor, dying on her feet. About Lima, screaming in the vents. About Kim, just gone.

I think about the three thousand eight hundred people on those shuttles, alive because we held the line.

"Do what you can," I say. "Slow it down. Keep me functional."

"And the rest?"

"I'll rest when the war's over."

She shakes her head but doesn't argue. Just starts preparing the treatments.

I lie back on the table, stare at the ceiling, and try not to think about what she said.

Permanently.

***

Remo's waiting for me outside medical.

"Well?"

"I'm fine."

"Bullshit."

"I'm fine enough." I start walking. He follows. "Forty-eight hours rest, then back to duty. That's the deal."

"What about the arm?"

"What about it?"

"Zero." He grabs me again, stops me. "I saw your face in there. I saw the doctor's face. Whatever she told you, it wasn't good."

"It's handled."

"It's not handled. You're falling apart and you won't let anyone help you."

"There's nothing to help. The damage is done." I pull my arm free. "All that's left is managing it."

"Managing it how? By pretending it doesn't exist? By pushing until you collapse?"

"By doing my job. Same as always." I look at him. "We've got three days before the next drop. Three days to rest, refit, and get ready to do this all over again. That's what matters. Not my arm. Not my scars. The mission."

"The mission." He laughs, but there's no humor in it. "You know what the mission is, Zero? The mission is dying. That's all it's ever been. They drop us into hell, we kill bugs until we get killed, and then they drop more of us to take our place. There's no winning. There's no end. There's just death."

"Maybe. But those three thousand eight hundred people are alive. That's not nothing."

"It's not enough, either."

"It's all we've got."

He stares at me for a long moment. Then he shakes his head and walks away.

I watch him go.

He's right. I know he's right. The mission is dying. The war is endless.

But three thousand eight hundred people are alive tonight who wouldn't be if we hadn't held that line.

That has to count for something.

I find a viewport on the station's lower level. A quiet spot, away from the crowds, where I can look out at Titan and think.

The planet hangs below me, brown and orange, wreathed in that methane haze. Somewhere down there, the Hanbiri are massing. Rebuilding. Preparing for the next assault.

And somewhere down there, workers are going home to their families because Okafor and Lima and Kim died to save them.

I wonder if they'll ever know. If anyone will ever tell them the names of the people who gave their lives so they could live.

Probably not.

We die in the dark, and the people we save go on without knowing we existed.

"We won." I say it out loud, to no one. "We won, and it doesn't feel like winning."

The viewport doesn't answer. Titan doesn't answer. The universe just keeps turning, indifferent to the blood we've spilled and the friends we've lost.

I stand there for a long time, looking at the planet that's killing me, and I don't feel anything at all.


CHAPTER TWENTY

I find the supply closet on deck seven.

It's not much—three meters by two, shelves lined with cleaning supplies and spare parts, a single flickering light that buzzes like a dying insect. But it's quiet. Private. The kind of place no one comes unless they need something, and no one needs cleaning supplies at 0300 station time.

I need to be alone.

I close the door behind me, slide down the wall, sit on the cold metal floor. My arm is throbbing—that constant white-hot burn that never stops, never eases—and I cradle it against my chest like a wounded animal.

The doctor said permanently.

The colonel said tool.

Remo said dying.

They're all right. Every one of them.

I pull off my glove, look at the arm underneath. The scars are worse than they were a week ago—angry red tissue spreading across the melted skin, black edges where the infection is eating deeper. It looks like something died and forgot to stop moving.

It looks like me.

"I don't know what I'm doing, Danny."

My voice sounds strange in the silence. Hollow. Like it's coming from somewhere far away.

"I keep telling myself there's a point to all this. That the people we save, the bugs we kill—it means something. But I don't know anymore. I don't know if it ever did."

Danny doesn't answer. Of course he doesn't. He's not here. He's on Mars, I think, in the care facility where they put him after the foreman broke his spine, and he probably doesn't even know I'm still alive.

But I talk to him anyway. Because he's the only one I can talk to. The only one who'd understand.

"You asked me once if it was worth it. Handling Damion. I told you I didn't know." I stare at the ruined flesh of my arm. "I still don't. He hurt you—he crippled you—and I killed him for it. And they sent me here to die. And I keep not dying, and people keep dying around me, and I don't know if any of it matters."

The light flickers. Buzzes. Keeps flickering.

"I'm tired, Danny. I'm so fucking tired."

It's not the physical exhaustion—though that's there too, bone-deep and permanent. It's something else. Something heavier. The weight of every decision, every death, every moment where I had to choose who lived and who didn't.

Neera.

The man I pushed off the elevator.

The shelter I couldn't open.

Parsons.

Leckey. Kimbo. Logan.

Okafor and Lima and Kim and all the others.

They're all on me. Every one of them.

"I killed that foreman for you. And I'd do it again. But now I'm killing everything else, and it still doesn't feel like enough." I lean my head back against the wall. "Nothing feels like enough."

The hive-scream is quiet here. Distant. Just a faint pressure at the edge of my skull, a reminder that they're out there, waiting. Always waiting.

Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to just stop. To put down the rifle, take off the collar, and let them have me. It would be over. The pain, the guilt, the endless grinding weight of command—all of it, just gone.

But I can't.

Not because I'm brave. Not because I'm strong. Just because there are people counting on me, and I can't let them down. Remo and Chen and Doc and Dietrich and Ghost and Priest—they're still out there, still fighting, still trusting me to get them through the next mission and the next.

I can't abandon them.

Even if I want to.

"You know what the worst part is?" I'm still talking to Danny, still pretending he can hear me. "The worst part is that I'm good at it. The killing. The command. Harker's right—I've been effective. I've saved thousands of people and killed thousands of bugs and somehow kept myself and my squad alive when everyone else is dying. And I hate it. I hate that I'm good at it. Because it means I can't stop. It means they'll keep sending me back until there's nothing left."

The arm throbs. I grip it tighter, feel the pain spike through my nerves.

"I used to think I was a good person. Back before the trial, before any of this. I worked the mines, I took care of you, I tried to do the right thing. And then he broke your spine and I killed him and I realized—I'm not a good person. I never was. I just hadn't been pushed far enough to find out what I really am."

What I really am.

A killer. A survivor. A man who'll do anything to keep the people he cares about alive, even if it means becoming a monster.

Especially if it means that.

"The colonel called me a tool. A weapon they point at the enemy. And he's right. That's all I am now. That's all I'm good for." I close my eyes. "But tools don't feel anything. Tools don't lie awake at night thinking about the people they've lost. Tools don't—"

I stop.

Because there's something wet on my face, and I realize I'm crying.

I don't know when it started. Don't know how long it's been going on. But the tears are there, running down my cheeks, and I can't stop them.

I haven't cried since before the trial. Haven't let myself feel anything except anger and determination and the cold, hard need to survive. But now, in this supply closet, alone with my ruined arm and my dead friends and my brother who can't hear me—

Now I feel everything.

"I'm sorry." The words come out broken, choked. "I'm sorry I couldn't save them. I'm sorry I can't save anyone. I'm sorry I killed that bastard and left you alone and got myself sent to this fucking place where all I do is watch people die."

I'm shaking now. Full-body tremors that I can't control, sobs that tear out of my chest like something clawing its way free. All the grief I've been holding back, all the guilt, all the despair—it pours out of me in a flood, and I can't stop it.

I don't try.

I just let it come.

***

I don't know how long I'm in there.

An hour, maybe. Two. Long enough for the tears to stop, for the shaking to ease, for something like calm to settle over me. Not peace—I don't think I'll ever feel peace again—but something quieter. Something that lets me breathe.

I look at my arm again. At the scars, the infection, the damage that's never going to heal.

"Okay," I say. "Okay."

I don't know what I'm agreeing to. Don't know what I'm accepting. Just that something's shifted, something's changed, and the weight that's been crushing me feels a little lighter.

Not gone. Just lighter.

A knock on the door.

I tense, wipe my face with my good hand. "Yeah?"

"Felix." Ghost's voice. "I know you're in there."

"I'm fine."

"No. You're not." A pause. "Can I come in?"

I want to say no. Want to tell her to leave me alone, let me have this moment, this space where I don't have to be Zero-Alpha or the bullshit Titan Zero or anything except a broken man sitting on a floor.

But it's Ghost. And Ghost doesn't ask for things.

"Yeah."

The door opens. She slips inside, closes it behind her, and stands there looking at me. No judgment in her expression. No pity. Just that flat, steady gaze that sees everything and reveals nothing.

"You've been in here for three hours," she says.

"I needed some time."

Then I notice. I never gave it a good look. A hideous scar across her neck. Like she was ambushed from behind with a knife. And her finger. She’s missing her right index finger. I can’t believe I never paid enough attention. I don’t ask.

"Yes." She sits down across from me, back against the opposite wall. "I know."

We sit there in silence. The light buzzes. The station hums around us.

She takes a breath. "I didn’t tell you what was in my head in the first drop. I was convinced we didn’t stand a chance. It was my last dance. I wasn’t about to get killed by friendly fire from some idiot that’s never shot a weapon.”

“So you went out on your own.”

“I went out with the only person I could trust. I went into the darkness and killed as many of those things as I could. And when I didn’t have ammo left, I hid, chose my time. And somehow, you kept surviving. Kept people alive. And I realized I needed to get my head out of my ass and help.”

“You did, Ghost.”

"You learn our names. You remember our faces. When we die, you carry us with you." She pauses. "That matters, Felix. Even if it doesn't feel like it. It matters. You’re a leader. I know one when I see one."

I don't know what to say. Don't know how to explain that carrying them is what's breaking me—that every name, every face, every death is another crack in whatever's holding me together.

"I'm falling apart, Ghost."

"Yes."

"I don't know how much longer I can do this."

"No one does. That's the point." She tilts her head slightly. "You keep going until you can't. And then you make a choice."

"What choice?"

"Whether to stop." Her eyes meet mine. "Or to keep going anyway."

Keep going anyway. Like it's that simple. Like you can just decide to carry the weight and it gets lighter.

But maybe that's exactly what it is. Maybe that's all it's ever been.

"I don't want to stop," I say. "But I don't know how to keep going."

"Then figure it out. That's what you do—that's what you've always done. You find a way." She stands up. "But you don't have to do it alone. You have us. Whatever that's worth."

She moves to the door, stops.

"The colonel's wrong, by the way. You're not a tool. Tools don't cry in supply closets at 0300. Tools don't talk to their brothers when no one's listening." She glances back at me. "You're a person, Felix. Don't forget that."

She leaves.

I sit there, staring at the closed door, and I think about what she said.

You're a person.

I'm not sure I believe it anymore. Not sure I know what that even means after everything I've done and everything I've lost. But Ghost believes it. And Ghost doesn't believe in anything she hasn't verified herself.

So maybe.

Maybe.

I leave the supply closet an hour before dawn.

The station's quiet—most of the personnel are asleep, the corridors empty except for the occasional patrol. I walk without purpose, without direction, just moving because sitting still feels impossible.

I end up at the viewport again. The one on the lower level, looking out at Titan.

The planet's in shadow now, Saturn eclipsing the distant sun, nothing but darkness and the faint glow of the refineries on the surface. Down there, the Hanbiri are waiting. Massing. Preparing for the next assault.

And tomorrow—or the day after, or the day after that—we'll drop back in and fight them again.

"I'm not a soldier." I say it quietly, to myself, to the darkness. "I'm just the last one to die."

But that's not quite right either.

Because soldiers follow orders. Soldiers don't question, don't improvise, don't carry the weight of command like a stone in their chest. Soldiers are tools—Harker was right about that.

But I'm not a soldier.

I'm something else. Something that doesn't have a name. A convict who became a killer who became a leader who became whatever I am now. A man who's lost everything except the people standing next to him, and even those are slipping away one by one.

"I don't know what I am," I say. "But I'm still here. I'm still breathing. And as long as that's true—"

I stop.

As long as that's true, what? I keep fighting? I keep dying? I keep carrying the dead until the weight crushes me?

Yes.

All of it.

"Okay." I straighten up, pull my shoulders back. The arm still burns, the scars still ache, but I push it down. Lock it away. "Okay."

I turn away from the viewport and start walking.

There's a mission briefing in six hours. Another drop. Another chance to save people or die trying.

I need to be ready.

I need to be Zero-Alpha.

Whatever's left of Felix Valda—whatever broken, bleeding thing is hiding inside this armor—he can wait. He can grieve and doubt and fall apart on his own time.

Right now, there's work to do.

I find Chen in the mess hall, nursing a cup of something that might be coffee.

"You look better," she says.

"I look the same."

"Maybe. But you're standing straighter." She gestures to the seat across from her. "Sit. Eat something."

"I'm not hungry."

"Sit anyway."

I sit. She pushes a ration bar across the table—standard issue, tastes like cardboard and desperation. I eat it anyway, because she's right. I need fuel.

"Ghost came to find you," she says. "She wouldn't tell me where you were."

"Supply closet on deck seven."

"Romantic."

"It was quiet."

She nods, doesn't push. That's Chen—she knows when to talk and when to shut up.

"The next mission," I say. "What do we know?"

"Not much. Briefing's at 0900. But the rumors say it's big. Multiple objectives, extended deployment. Command's throwing everything they've got at some kind of offensive."

"An offensive? Since when do we go on offense?"

"Since the brass decided we've been playing defense too long." She shrugs. "Maybe they're right. Maybe it's time to take the fight to them."

Take the fight to them. Push into their territory, hit their nests, kill their queens. It's what we've been doing in a small way—the refinery, the cryo-vents—but this sounds bigger. Coordinated.

Dangerous.

"We'll need more people," I say.

"We'll get them. Another conscript batch just arrived—another two thousand convicts fresh from processing. Plus whatever's left of the other squads."

More people. More names to learn, more faces to remember, more graves to dig.

But also more guns. More chances to win.

"Okay." I stand up. "I'm going to grab some rack time before the briefing. You should too."

"I will." She looks up at me. "Felix, are you alright? Really?"

I think about the supply closet. The tears. The weight that's still there but somehow lighter.

"No," I say. "But I'm functional. That's enough."

"Is it?"

"It has to be."

She doesn't argue. Just nods and goes back to her coffee.

I head for the barracks.

I don't sleep.

I lie on my rack, staring at the ceiling, and I think about everything that's happened and everything that's coming. The dead and the living.

The arm burns. The scars ache. The hive-scream whispers at the edge of my consciousness, quiet but never gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The briefing room is packed. Sixty people crammed into a space meant for forty, standing shoulder to shoulder while the brass parade their lies across the holoscreen like they're selling something we might actually want to buy.

I'm at the back with what's left of my squad. Remo on my left, Chen on my right. Ghost somewhere behind me, silent as always. Doc with a content look, enjoying relative peace. Priest is muttering something under his breath—prayers or curses, hard to tell the difference anymore.

"As you can see," Colonel Harker says from the podium, gesturing at the screen behind him, "the Refinery Seven operation was a complete success. Three thousand eight hundred civilian personnel evacuated with zero casualties. Hanbiri presence neutralized across all primary sectors. Methane production restored to seventy percent capacity."

The screen shows footage of the refinery. Clean footage. Professional footage. Civilians boarding shuttles in orderly lines, smiling faces, relief and gratitude. No blood. No bodies. No convicts bleeding out in the methane frost while the bugs tore them apart.

"Command extends its commendations to all personnel involved in the operation," Harker continues. "Your professionalism and dedication to duty exemplifies the finest traditions of the Directorate Armed Forces."

Remo makes a sound next to me. Not quite a laugh. More like a cough that's trying to be a laugh but gave up halfway through.

"He didn't mention us," he whispers.

"He never does."

The screen changes. Now it's showing casualty reports. Numbers in neat columns, color-coded by severity. Green for minor injuries. Yellow for moderate. Red for critical.

Black for dead.

There are a lot of black entries.

"We sustained acceptable losses during the operation," Harker says. His voice doesn't change. Doesn't waver. Just states it like he's reading a lunch menu. "Forty-seven personnel KIA. Ninety-three wounded. All within projected parameters for an operation of this scale."

Forty-seven. That's how they count us now. Not by names. Not by faces. Just numbers in a column that add up to "acceptable."

"However," Harker says, and his voice gets that edge it always gets when he's about to blame someone else for something that's his fault, "we must address certain irregularities that occurred during the operation."

The screen changes again.

And there I am.

My face fills the holoscreen. Ten feet tall. Scarred and bloody, collar blinking red against my throat, standing in the ruins of Refinery Seven with a pulse rifle in my melted hand and corpses piled up behind me. The image is frozen mid-moment—I'm looking at something off-camera, jaw set, eyes hollow.

I look like exactly what they want me to look like.

A fucking killer.

"Convict Zero-79," Harker says, and the way he says it makes it sound like a disease. "Also known as Felix Valda. Serving a life sentence for the murder of a directorate mining supervisor on Titan Station Seven."

The screen splits. My face on one side. On the other, a new set of images. Bodies in the refinery corridors. Civilian bodies. Men and women and children torn apart by Hanbiri claws, cocooned against walls, faces frozen in their final moments.

Except they're not from the refinery. Those people died weeks ago, in different sectors, different attacks. I know because I've seen them—been there when it happened. These are archive photos. File footage.

But the way they're presented, side by side with my face, the implication is clear.

"During the course of the operation," Harker continues, "Convict Zero-79 and his unit engaged in unauthorized actions that resulted in the deaths of approximately two hundred civilian personnel. These deaths are currently under investigation, but preliminary reports suggest gross negligence and possible deliberate targeting of non-combatants."

The room is silent.

I can feel sixty pairs of eyes turning toward me. Some curious. Some hostile. Some just tired.

Remo's hand is on my arm. Tight. "Don't," he whispers. "Don't fucking say anything. Motherfuckers."

I'm not going to say anything. There's nothing to say. This isn't about truth. It's about control. About making sure everyone knows exactly where we stand in the hierarchy.

"Earth Directorate Command has issued the following statement," Harker says, and now the screen shows text. Official letterhead.

"The use of penal labor in combat operations remains a necessary evil in our ongoing struggle against the Hanbiri threat. However, the Directorate cannot and will not condone criminal behavior during wartime. All convict personnel are reminded that they serve at the pleasure of the state, and any actions taken beyond the scope of their assigned duties will be met with immediate and severe consequences."

The text fades. My face comes back.

"Convict Zero-79 is to be confined to quarters pending investigation," Harker says. "All squad members associated with his unit are to report for psychological evaluation and potential reassignment."

That's it. That's the sum total of gratitude for saving three thousand eight hundred lives and holding a refinery against impossible odds.

The briefing continues. Harker moves on to other topics—supply chain updates, new equipment requisitions, casualty projections for next quarter. The usual litany of logistics and lies.

I stop listening.

The screen cycles through more images. More faces. But not mine anymore. Now it's showing the aftermath. The refinery up and running. Civilians back at work. Earth and Mars politicians shaking hands and congratulating each other on another successful joint operation.

No convicts in those images.

We don't exist except when they need someone to blame.

Dietrich walks past without a word. But she glances at me—just once—and there's nothing in her eyes. No guilt. No apology. Just calculation, like she's already moved on to the next angle. The sole surviving military liaison who shepherded the convict rabble to victory. I can see the commendation on her record already. I can see my signature on every report she filed, twisted into something ugly.

A soldier I don’t recognize spits on the floor near my boots but doesn't stop.

The brass leave first. Harker doesn't even glance in my direction.

Then Dietrich stops. Turns back. There's a new pin on her collar—lieutenant's bar, shiny and freshly minted.

"Zero." She says it like she's addressing a piece of equipment. "I wanted to thank you. Personally."

I don't say anything.

"The conscript who shits gold." She tilts her head, almost smiling. "The man who never dies, no matter how many suicide missions they throw at him. You made my career down there. Every impossible win, every bug hive we cracked open—that's my ticket off the front lines."

Behind me, I feel Remo tense. Chen's hand on his arm, holding him back.

"Staff position on the orbital station," Dietrich continues. "Military intelligence and planning. No more drops. No more cryo-vents. No more"—she gestures vaguely at the room, at us, at everything—"this. I have more than enough combat hours to make Colonel. Just have to ride it out."

"Congratulations." The word tastes like ash.

"I thought you'd understand. You're a survivor, Zero. So am I." She straightens her new bar. "The difference is, I knew when to stop surviving and when to start winning."

She walks out with the brass.

When the room clears, it's just my squad and me.

"Well shit," Remo says finally, "that went about as fucking expected."

"They're blaming us for civilians we saved," Doc says. His voice is flat. Doesn't even sound angry. Just tired. "That's a new low. Even for them."

"It's not new," Ghost says from behind me. First words she's spoken all day. "It's just louder this time."

She's right. This isn't new. Every op we run, every mission we complete, they find a way to spin it. Convicts caused the problem. Real soldiers fixed it. Convicts got people killed. Real soldiers saved them.

"What now?" Chen asks. She's looking at me, not the others. "They said you're confined to quarters. Are they actually going to enforce that?"

"They'll try."

"And if they do?"

I don't have an answer for that.

We file out of the briefing room. The corridors are crowded—personnel heading to their posts, convicts being herded toward the processing bays, maintenance drones humming along the walls. Everyone moving. Everyone busy. Everyone pretending like the war isn't slowly grinding us all into paste.

We pass a viewport. Through it, I can see Titan hanging in the black. Orange and brown swirls in the atmosphere, the glint of refineries on the surface catching Saturn's reflected light.

Down there, the Hanbiri are waiting.

Up here, the fucking brass are rewriting history.

"Zero."

I turn. It's a guard—one of the actual military ones, not a convict handler. Young guy, maybe twenty, with sergeant stripes that look freshly pressed. He's holding a datapad and trying not to look nervous.

"Yes?"

"Colonel Harker wants to see you. Immediately."

"I thought I was confined to quarters."

"He said immediately, killer."

Killer. Maybe he’s right. I’ll try not to murder any innocent civilians on the short walk down the hallway.

"Lead the way, Sergeant."

He does. The others start to follow but I wave them off. "Go. Get some rack time. I'll catch up."

They hesitate. Remo looks like he wants to argue. But Chen puts a hand on his arm and they turn away, heading down a different corridor.

Ghost lingers for a moment. Just watching me. Then she nods once and disappears around a corner.

Harker's office is on the command level, three decks up and behind two security checkpoints. The sergeant badges us through without issue—whatever else Harker wants, he wants it now.

"Wait here," he says, gesturing to a bench outside the office door.

I wait.

The corridor is quiet up here. No crowds, no noise. Just the hum of environmental systems and the occasional crackle of comm traffic from the operations center down the hall. Officers pass by, give me looks, keep walking. A captain I don't recognize stops, stares at my collar for a long moment, then moves on without saying anything.

Fifteen minutes later, the office door opens.

"Inside," Harker says.

I go inside.

The office is exactly what you'd expect. Desk. Chair. Holoscreen on the wall showing tactical readouts. View of Titan through the window. No personal effects. No photos. No indication that anyone actually works here as opposed to just existing in a space between drop missions.

Harker sits behind the desk. Doesn't offer me a chair.

"You're probably wondering why I brought you here instead of just throwing you in the brig."

"The thought crossed my mind."

"It's because you're more useful to me here than you are locked up." He leans back, studying me. "Do you know what Earth Command sent me yesterday? After the refinery op?"

"A medal?"

"A goddamn reprimand." He doesn't smile. Doesn't change expression at all. Just states it. "For allowing convict personnel to operate with too much autonomy. For failing to maintain proper oversight. For letting animals like you do whatever you want without consequences."

"We saved three thousand people."

"You cost me my command track." His voice is still flat. Still controlled. But there's something underneath it now. Something sharp. "I had two more promotions lined up. Fleet Admiral by forty-five. Not with a permanently filed reprimand. Not when the chiefs of staff are either dead or infighting to jockey for supreme admiral of the directorate fleet. Instead, I'm stuck on this frozen shithole because some politician on Earth saw footage of you and decided convicts are the problem instead of the solution. I didn’t order the footage reel. This came from the top. It’s the way they wanted it to play out."

"That sounds like a you problem, sir."

He stands up. Walks around the desk. Stops three feet away from me, close enough that I can see the lines around his eyes, the gray creeping into his hair, the exhaustion he hides behind regulations and duty.

"It's about to be your problem too."

He pulls up a holoscreen from his wrist terminal. Gestures. The display expands, showing a tactical map of Titan's subsurface.

And there, right in the center, is a red marker pulsing like a heartbeat.

"Central Reactor Complex," he says. "Fusion plant that powers thirty percent of Titan's mining operations. Civilian population: six thousand. Current Hanbiri presence: unknown. Estimated: thousands."

I stare at the marker. At the tunnels spreading out from it like veins. At the estimated casualty projections flashing in the corner of the display.

"You're sending us in."

"I'm giving you an opportunity." He zooms in. The complex resolves into detail—reactor chambers, coolant tunnels, civilian habitats. And everywhere, pulsing red contacts. Thousands of them. "Intel suggests the Hanbiri have established a central hive structure beneath the complex. Not just warriors and drones. Queens. Multiple queens. Right up your alley. If we don't clear it now, they'll overrun the entire facility within a week."

"So glass it from orbit. Save everyone the trouble."

"Can't. The reactor's shielding is too strong. Orbital bombardment would just collapse the tunnels and kill everyone inside." He turns off the display. "We need boots on the ground. And apparently, convict boots are the only ones that work anymore."

"Volunteers needed," I say quietly. "That's what the op order's going to say, right? Volunteers needed for high-risk operation."

"Volunteers requested. Survival rate estimated at point-three percent."

"So everyone dies."

"Most likely." He meets my eyes. "But if you pull it off—if you somehow clear that reactor and save those six thousand civilians—I'll make sure the record shows exactly what happened. No spin. No lies. No blaming you for deaths you didn't cause."

"You'll forgive me if I don't believe that."

"I don't care if you believe it. I care if you do it." He walks back around the desk. Sits. "You have twelve hours to prep. Drop is at 0600 tomorrow. Bring whoever you want from your current squad. You'll be reinforced with additional personnel."

"More untested meat for the grinder."

"More guns." He starts working on his terminal. Not dismissing me, just done with me. "Dismissed, Convict."

I turn to leave.

"Zero."

I stop. Don't turn around.

"For what it's worth," he says, "I read the real after-action report from Refinery Seven. The one without the political spin. You did good work. Better than most of my officers could have managed."

"Does that mean anything?"

"No." I can hear her typing. "But I thought you should know anyway."

I leave.

The corridor outside is still quiet. The sergeant is gone. I'm alone.

I pull up my wrist terminal. Queue up the message system. Start typing.

TO: Squad Zero-Alpha

FROM: Zero-79

SUBJECT: New Op

Drop mission, 0600 tomorrow. Central Reactor Complex. High risk. High casualties expected. Need volunteers.

If you're smart, you'll decline. You don’t have a choice, of course.

If you're not, meet me in the armory at 0400 for gear check.

I hesitate. Then I add one more line.

Thanks for Refinery Seven. It mattered.

I send it.

Ten seconds later, Remo responds: "When have we ever been fucking smart?"

Chen: "Armory. 0400. Coffee first."

Doc: "I've got three good fingers and a bad attitude. I'm in."

Priest: "God willing."

Ghost doesn't respond. But I know she'll be there.

They're all idiots.

I love them for it.

I head back to quarters. Down three decks, through the convict section, past the guards who watch me like I might detonate at any moment. My collar blinks red as I cross the threshold—reminder that I'm still property, still expendable, still nothing but meat for the grinder.

My rack is exactly where I left it. Four walls. One bunk. One locker. No window. No amenities. Just a space to exist between drops.

I sit on the bunk. Stare at the wall.

Tomorrow, we drop into the reactor complex. Into the heart of a Hanbiri hive with multiple queens and God knows how many warriors. We'll fight our way through tunnels that want to kill us, save civilians who'll never thank us, and probably die in the process.

My terminal chimes. Another message. This one's not from my squad.

It's from Earth. Public feed.

I pull it up.

The headline reads: "Mars-born Savage Responsible for Civilian Deaths on Titan."

Below it, my face. That same frozen image from the briefing. Scarred. Bloody. Collar blinking red. I look like a fucking mongrel. Just like the monster they described.

The article is everything you'd expect. Convict Zero-79. Murderer. War criminal. Monster in human skin. Dozens of civilians dead because the Directorate made the mistake of giving animals guns and expecting them to act civilized.

They quote survivors. Supposed survivors. People who say they saw me shooting civilians. Heard me laughing while people died. Watched me execute wounded personnel in cold blood.

None of it happened. None of it's real.

But it doesn't matter. The story's out there now. Already spreading across Earth and Mars and every station in between. By tomorrow, a billion people will know my name and hate me for things I never did.

There are comments. Thousands of them. Most calling for my execution. Some defending me—probably other convicts, probably people who know how this works. Most just… angry. Scared. Looking for someone to blame for a war that's grinding through lives faster than anyone can count.

I scroll through them. Can't help myself. It's like picking at a scab.

"Execute him."

"How did they let a murderer carry a weapon?"

"My brother died on Titan. This animal probably killed him."

"Someone needs to put this rabid dog down."

On and on. Hundreds of variations on the same theme. Kill the convict. Blame the convict. Make the convict pay for everything that's wrong with the war.

At the bottom, there's a counter.

Views: 847,000,000.

Eight hundred forty-seven million people have seen my face. Have read the lies. Have decided I'm the villain in a story they don't understand.

I wonder if Danny can see this. Wherever he is. Whatever afterlife exists for crippled kids who watched their brothers become killers.

I hope not.

I close the terminal.

The hive-scream pulses. Whispers.

We're waiting, Felix. We've been preparing. This time will be different.

Different.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The armory at 0400 is colder than the rest of the station. Something about the ammunition storage protocols—keep the volatile shit frozen, keep it stable, keep it from cooking off and blowing a hole through the hull.

I'm early. Always early. Can't sleep anyway, so might as well be useful.

I pull my gear from the locker. Pulse rifle, standard issue. Tactical vest with plates that might stop one hit if I'm lucky. Helmet with a cracked visor I keep meaning to replace.

The arm throbs. Always throbs. The melted ruin where the laser cell cooked through skin and muscle three weeks ago. Doc patched it with mining sealant and prayers, but it never healed right. Probably never will.

I flex the fingers. They work. Barely. That's enough.

"Couldn't sleep either?"

I turn. Chen's in the doorway, two cups of something that might be coffee in her hands. She offers me one.

"Thanks."

"Don't thank me yet. It tastes like recycled coolant."

She's not wrong. I drink it anyway. Fuel is fuel.

"You see the feeds?" she asks.

"Which ones?"

"All of them." She pulls up her wrist terminal. Gestures. A holoscreen blooms between us, showing news feeds from Earth and Mars and every station in between.

And there I am. Again.

My face. That same frozen image from yesterday's briefing. Scarred and bloody and collar-blinking. But now it's everywhere. Not just official Directorate channels. Dark web. Underground feeds. Pirate streams. Someone leaked it beyond the sanitized news, and now it's spreading like a virus.

The headlines rotate:

"TITAN ZERO: War Criminal or Scapegoat?"

"The Face of the Hanbiri War on Titan: Convict Zero-79"

"Mars Savage Saves Refinery—Then Murders Civilians?"

"Who Is the so called Titan Zero?"

I close the feed. "Turn that shit off."

"Wait." Chen stops me. Pulls up a different stream. This one's not official. Not even close. It's a dark-web channel, encrypted, the kind of thing you access through three proxy servers and hope the Directorate doesn't notice.

And they're calling me something else.

The alleged Titan Zero.

"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?"

"Watch."

The feed plays. Amateur footage, shaky and low-res. Someone's helmet cam from the refinery operation. Shows me moving through a corridor, rifle up, dropping Hanbiri with precise three-second bursts. Behind me, civilians running. In front of me, bugs dying.

Then the camera pans. Shows the bodies. Dozens of them. Hanbiri corpses piled up in a chokepoint, acid still hissing, smoke still rising. And me standing in the middle of it, reloading.

The collar blinks red in the footage. Zero-79. Convict. Murderer.

But the way the camera catches it—the way the light hits—I look like something else.

Something dangerous.

The narrator's voice kicks in. Male. Older. Mars accent. "This is Conscript Zero-79, also known as Felix Valda. Serving a life sentence for justifiable homicide against a corrupt Directorate mining supervisor. Forty-seven confirmed drops. Survival rate: impossible."

The footage cuts. Shows different angles. Different operations. Me fighting. Always fighting. Never stopping.

One clip shows the refinery. I'm dragging a wounded civilian through a corridor while Hanbiri pour in from three directions. My rifle is empty. I'm using it as a club, smashing it into chitinous faces, buying seconds.

Another clip—older, grainier—shows one of the early drops. I'm on my knees, arm melting, still firing. The laser cell is glowing orange. Any second it's going to cook off and take my hand with it. But I don't stop. Can't stop. There are people behind me.

The feed keeps rolling. More clips. More kills. More moments where by all rights I should have died but didn't.

"They're calling him the Titan Zero," the narrator continues. "The convict who won't die. The man the Directorate would rather blame than thank. Earth calls him a war criminal. Mars calls him an Earth puppet. The dark web calls him something else—a symbol. Proof that even the condemned can be more than what they're labeled."

More footage. This time it's not combat. It's aftermath. Me sitting on a cargo crate, head down, surrounded by body bags. The collar blinks red against my throat. I'm not moving. Just sitting there, staring at nothing.

The narrator's voice softens. "He's not invincible. He bleeds. He breaks. He carries every death like a stone in his chest. But he keeps going. That's what makes him dangerous. Not strength. Not skill. Persistence."

The feed cuts to black.

Then a single line of text appears: "Zero-79 drops into the Central Reactor Complex tomorrow. Survival rate: point-three percent. Will he make it? Place your bets."

There's a link. A betting pool. Real credits. Real stakes.

I click it.

The page loads. Shows the odds:

SURVIVES: 50.2%

DIES IN FIRST HOUR: 23.8%

DIES AFTER HOUR ONE: 18.4%

CAPTURED/COCOONED: 5.1%

GOES ROGUE/DESERTS: 2.5%

A hundred and forty-three thousand people have bet. Over two million credits in the pool. Winner takes all.

There's a comment section. I scroll through it.

"Zero's going to walk out of that reactor like he always does. Five hundred credits on survival."

"He's overdue. Law of averages says this is the drop that kills him. Putting a thousand on death in first hour."

"Titan Zero doesn't die. He's too angry."

"Everyone dies eventually."

I stare at the screen. "They're betting on whether I die."

"Not just you. The whole squad." Chen closes the feed. "You're infamous. Dark web's calling you the Titan Zero. Earth's calling you a monster. Mars is calling you a tool. And somewhere in between, people are actually paying attention."

"Titan fucking Zero. I have enough bullshit to deal with. No thanks."

"People on Earth and Mars are dealing with their own attacks. Their own deaths. Society is barely holding on while they fend off the Hanbiri on home soil. You’re sort of an escape for them. Escapist entertainment from the bloody war at their footsteps.” She takes a drink of the terrible coffee.

"We’re not video game puppets. I do the same thing I've always done. Drop. Fight. Try not to die."

"That's not what they're asking. They're asking if you're a hero or a villain."

"I'm neither. I'm just meat for the grinder."

"The grinder doesn't make headlines." She nods toward the terminal. "You do."

Remo arrives next. Then Doc, his bandaged hand tucked into a sling, grinning like he's going to a party instead of a suicide mission. Priest shows up carrying his rifle like it's a sin just to hold it. And Ghost—Ghost just appears, silent as always, already geared up.

"Morning, Zero," Remo says. He's got that grin. The one that says he knows we're all going to die and finds it hilarious. "Ready to make people lose money? It’s technically insider betting if you make yourself live. Or die, technically."

"Shut up, Remo."

"I'm serious. You're trending on six different feeds. There's fan art. Actual fan art. Someone drew you fighting a Hanbiri queen with just a knife and your winning personality."

"I don't have a winning personality."

"That's what makes it funny."

Doc laughs. Even Priest cracks a smile. Ghost just watches, those pale eyes taking everything in, revealing nothing.

"Alright," I say. "Gear check. Show me your cells."

They do. One by one, they pull their weapons, show me the charge levels, the housing integrity, the heat sinks. We've learned the hard way that a malfunctioning cell will kill you faster than any bug. Better to check now than find out mid-firefight.

All are ready. Ghost's weapon is pristine—always is. She treats her rifle better than most people treat their children.

"Good," I say. "Final brief at 0500. Drop at 0600. Intel says we're reinforced with fifty personnel from Batch 005. That's fifty people who've never seen a Hanbiri up close. So expect casualties."

"Expect?" Remo asks. "Or fucking guarantee?"

"Yes."

We gear up in silence after that. The kind of silence that comes before every drop. Not peaceful. Not calm. Just... waiting. The moment between knowing you're going to fight and actually fighting. The space where doubt lives.

I check my rifle one more time. Chamber clear. Cell seated. Heat sink functional. The weapon that might save my life or blow my hand off, depending on how the day goes.

My terminal chimes.

I almost don't check it. But I do.

It's an encrypted message. Routed through three proxies, origin masked. The kind of thing that's either vitally important or spam trying to get you killed.

The message is short: "Thank you for saving my dad. He works at Refinery Seven. You and your squad are the only reason I still have a father. Whatever they say about you on the feeds—whatever lies they tell—I know the truth. You're a hero. I drew this for you. —Luna Station, Age 10"

Attached is a picture. A kid. Dark hair. Big eyes. Holding a stuffed animal that's seen better days. Smiling.

Below that, another attachment. A drawing. Crayon or marker, the kind of art kids make when they're trying to process things too big for words. It shows a figure in armor—me, presumably—standing between stick-figure civilians and black creatures with too many limbs. The figure is holding something that might be a rifle. Might be a sword. Hard to tell with crayon.

At the top, in unsteady letters: "Thank you Titan Zero."

I stare at the picture for a long time.

A kid drew this. A ten-year-old who should be worried about school and friends and normal kid things. Instead, she's drawing pictures of convicts fighting monsters because that's the world we've given her.

Because her father works a refinery that should have been safe and wasn't.

I stare at the drawing. At the stick figures. At the black creatures. At the armored figure standing between them.

Then I delete it.

All of it. The message. The picture. The drawing.

"What was that?" Chen asks.

"Nothing."

"Didn't look like nothing."

"Fan mail from a ten-year-old on Luna. Thanking me for saving her dad. Sent me a drawing."

Remo lets out a low whistle. "Shit, Zero. That's actually kind of sweet."

"It's a lie. Her dad's probably dead. Or he never existed. Or she's some Directorate psyop testing to see if I have emotions left." I close the terminal. "Doesn't matter. It changes nothing."

"Changes everything," Priest says quietly. "Means someone out there sees you for what you really are. Not a convict. Not a monster. A person who saved her father."

"I'm not interested in being a person. I'm interested in surviving the next drop."

We finish gearing up. Check comms. Run diagnostics. The usual pre-drop rituals that keep us sane and functional and alive.

At 0500, we head to the briefing room.

The room is packed again. But this time it's different. This time, when I walk in, people notice.

Some stare. Some whisper. Some pull up their terminals and check—yeah, that's him, that's the Titan Zero, that's the one from the feeds.

I ignore them all. Find a spot at the back. Squad forms up around me like a wall.

Colonel Harker takes the podium. He looks tired. More tired than yesterday. Like he's been up all night dealing with the fallout from turning me into a media event.

Good.

"At 0600, we commence Operation Reactor Hold," he says. No preamble. No pleasantries. Just the mission. "Objective: Clear the Central Reactor Complex of all Hanbiri presence. Secondary objective: Evacuate six thousand civilian personnel currently sheltering in place. Estimated Hanbiri presence: significant. Estimated casualties: high."

The screen behind him shows the reactor complex. Same map from yesterday. Pulsing red contacts. Thousands of them.

"Convict Zero-79's squad will lead the initial breach," Harker continues. "Reinforced with fifty personnel. Your objective is to establish a perimeter around the primary reactor chamber and hold it until civilian evacuation is complete. Estimated hold time: eight hours."

Eight hours.

Against thousands of bugs.

With fifty fresh convicts who've never fired a shot in combat.

The math is simple: we're all going to die.

"Rules of engagement," Harker says. "Weapons free on all bug contacts. Do not—I repeat, do not—fire on civilian personnel under any circumstances. Any convict found responsible for civilian casualties will be terminated immediately. Is that understood?"

A chorus of voices: "Yes, sir.”

"Good. Final equipment issue at 0530. Pods launch at 0600. Dismissed."

The room clears. People file out, some toward the armory, some toward the mess, some just walking like they don't know where to go or why.

I stay put.

Harker notices. Gestures me forward.

"Zero."

I walk to the podium. Stand there while he closes down the holoscreen and gathers datapads. He doesn't look at me. Just works.

"You're not going to like what I'm about to tell you," he says finally.

"I already don't like it."

"The betting pools. The dark web feeds. The Titan Zero name." He finally looks up. "Command knows. They're furious. But they're also pragmatic."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning they're going to let it ride. Let you be famous. Let the myth build. Because right now, with every professional soldier dead or dying, they need people to believe someone out there can actually win." He taps her terminal. "You're propaganda, Zero. Whether you like it or not."

"I don't."

"I know. But here's the thing—propaganda only works if you keep living. The moment you die, you're just another statistic. Another cautionary tale. Another reason civilians lose faith."

"So don't die. Got it. Any other wisdom?"

"Yes." He leans forward. "Use it. Use the fame. Use the myth. If people think you're invincible—if people think this supposed Titan Zero can't be killed—then they'll follow you. They'll fight harder. They'll believe the war's not lost."

"The war is lost. We're just too stubborn to admit it."

"Then be stubborn.”

Harker leaves.

I stand there alone in the empty briefing room, staring at the screen that's no longer displaying anything. Just black. Just darkness.

I leave the briefing room. Head back to the armory. The squad's there, triple-checking their gear, running last-minute diagnostics, doing all the things you do when you know the next drop might be the last.

We gear up in silence.

At 0530, we head to the pods.

The launch bay is a mess. Fifty fresh convicts from the next batch being herded into position by guards with shock batons and dead eyes. Most of the new guys look terrified. Some look angry. A few look resigned.

They all look at me when I walk past.

"That's him," someone whispers.

"He doesn't look that dangerous."

"He's got forty-seven drops. You've got zero. Shut up."

I ignore them. Find my pod. Start the pre-launch checklist. Restraints. Seals. Breach charges. Life support. Weapon storage. All the little details that keep you alive for the thirty seconds after the door blows.

Ghost climbs into the pod next to mine. Doesn't say anything. Just gives me a nod.

Remo's on my other side. He's still grinning. "You fucking ready to die famous?"

"I'm ready to not die."

"Same thing at this point."

The pods seal. One by one, the lights go red. Launch sequence initiates.

My collar blinks in sync with the countdown.

T-minus sixty seconds.

I think about the girl from Luna. The one who thinks I'm a hero. The one who doesn't understand that heroes don't exist—just people who survive long enough to be called something they're not.

I think about Danny. About what he'd say if he could see me now. Probably laugh. Probably call me an idiot for getting famous while still being a convict.

I think about the Central Reactor Complex. About the thousands of bugs waiting down there. About the six thousand civilians who need us to win.

About the eight hours we're supposed to hold.

About the point-three percent survival rate.

T-minus thirty seconds.

The betting pools have my odds at fifty-fifty. Half think I'll survive. Half think this is the drop that finally kills me.

They're probably right. Both sides.

T-minus ten seconds.

My terminal chimes one last time. Another message. I shouldn't check it. But I do.

It's from the dark web feed. The one calling me the Titan Zero.

One line: "Good luck, Zero. Show them what a convict can do."

I close it.

T-minus three seconds.

The AI voice cuts through the pod: "Conscript Zero-79. Central Reactor Complex. Estimated Hanbiri presence: critical. Estimated survival rate: point-three percent. You will advance or you will expire."

"Fuck you," I mutter.

As all of that happens, I think maybe, just maybe, there's something to it.

Not because I'm special. Not because I'm invincible.

But because I'm too stupid to quit.

The pod hits the surface.

The door blows.

And I'm running.

Into the fog. Into the dark.

Break time is over. I squeeze the trigger.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The breach is chaos.

The pod door blows and I'm out, rifle up, scanning for targets. Orange-brown fog rolls across the landing zone—some kind of industrial courtyard outside the Central Reactor Complex. The ground is metal grating over massive coolant pipes. Everything's coated in frost. Everything's cold enough to kill you in minutes without a suit.

And everywhere—everywhere—there are bodies.

Civilian. Workers who tried to run when the bugs came. They're scattered across the courtyard like broken dolls, frozen in their final moments. Some are cocooned against walls. Some are just torn apart.

Six thousand civilians are supposed to be alive in there.

Looking at this, I'm not sure I believe it.

"Zero!" Remo's voice on comms. "Southwest corner! Movement!"

I turn. Three Hanbiri skittering across the grating, moving fast. I fire—three-second burst catches the lead one in the thorax, drops it. The other two split off, flanking. Ghost takes one from forty meters with a headshot. Chen gets the other.

Three seconds. Three bugs. Three kills.

"Squad Zero-Alpha, sound off."

"Remo, good to go."

"Chen, operational."

"Doc, ready." His voice is tight.

"Priest." He sounds like he's praying. Probably is.

"Ghost." One word. That's all she ever gives.

"Tomi." The kid from Batch 005. Eighteen years old. First combat drop. He's terrified. I can hear it in his voice.

Six of us. Plus the other forty-four from Batch 005 scattered across the landing zone, most of them screaming on open channel, most of them dying.

The Hanbiri hit the drop zone in force. Warriors pouring out of access tunnels, dropping from overhead pipes. The fresh convicts never stood a chance. I watch three of them go down in the first thirty seconds—acid spray, jaws punching through faceplates.

Acceptable losses.

Within projected parameters.

"Zero-Alpha, form up on me!" I'm moving toward the complex entrance. A massive blast door, halfway open, darkness beyond. "We're pushing to the reactor core. Stay tight, stay moving, and don't stop shooting until you're dead."

"Fucking inspiring," Remo says. But he's with me. They're all with me.

The blast door is a killing field. Bodies piled up on both sides—civilians who tried to escape, workers who tried to defend. The Hanbiri used this as a chokepoint.

We push through into a corridor. Industrial lighting, most of it broken. Pipes running along the walls, some of them leaking coolant vapor. The air stinks—methane and ammonia and something organic that makes my stomach turn.

"Motion tracker's lit," Chen says. "Contacts ahead. Multiple."

"How many?"

"All of them."

The Hanbiri come around the corner in a wave. Ten. Fifteen. Twenty. More behind them. My rifle's already up, already firing. The beam cuts through chitin, drops the lead warrior, but there's another right behind it. Remo and Chen are on my flanks, laying down fire. Ghost is somewhere behind us, that precision shooting that never misses.

We're killing them. But they keep coming.

"Fall back to the junction!" I'm moving, still firing. "Tomi, cover our six!"

“Your what?” Tomi fires blind, spraying laser fire down the corridor behind us. Doesn't hit anything but at least he's shooting. That's more than most fresh convicts manage.

We hit the junction. Three corridors branching off, all of them dark, all of them probably full of bugs. Chen pulls up the facility map on her wrist terminal.

"Reactor core is two klicks northwest. Through the main processing floor, down into the coolant tunnels, then straight to the fusion bottle."

"What's between us and there?"

"According to the map? Nothing." She looks up. "According to reality? Everything."

A scream cuts through comms. Not one of ours. One of the Batch 005 convicts still outside. It's wet and ragged and cuts off mid-sound.

"Perimeter's collapsing," Ghost says. Calm. Flat. Like she's reporting weather. "They're being overrun."

"Can't help them." I check my cell—eighty-three percent. Still good. "We push for the core. That's the mission."

"The mission is to hold for eight hours," Priest says. "Buy time for civilian evacuation."

"The mission is whatever keeps us alive long enough to matter. And right now that means killing whatever's commanding this hive." I start down the northwest corridor. "They want us to die loud. Let's die productive instead."

We move through the complex like ghosts. Or like rats in a maze. Hard to tell the difference.

The processing floor is a complex of industrial horror. Massive fusion pumps, each one three stories tall, arrayed in rows across a space the size of a football field. Everything's running—the reactor's still operational, still pumping power to the civilian shelters and the evacuation points. But it's also running hot. Temperature warnings flash on every display. Coolant pressure is redlining.

And everywhere—there's resin.

The black organic growth coating the pumps, the pipes, the catwalks. The Hanbiri aren't just infesting this place. They're transforming it. Making it part of the hive.

"They're nesting in the infrastructure," Chen says. She's staring at a pump that's half-covered in resin. "If they damage the wrong system—if they breach the containment on one of those fusion bottles—"

"How bad?"

"Titan doesn't have a crater that big. Half the moon goes up."

"So we make sure that doesn't happen."

"And how exactly do we do that?"

"By killing everything between us and the core."

Simple. Direct. Probably impossible.

We cross the processing floor. The Hanbiri are here—skittering across the catwalks above us, watching from the shadows between pumps. But they're not attacking. Just watching. Waiting.

That's worse than if they attacked. Because it means they're planning something.

"I don't like this," Remo says. "It's too fucking quiet."

"Quiet is good. Quiet means we're not fighting."

"Quiet means they're setting a trap."

He's probably right. But we don't have a choice. Forward is the only direction that matters.

We reach the access tunnel to the coolant system. A massive door, sealed, radiation warnings plastered across every surface. Chen works the controls while the rest of us form a perimeter.

"Radiation levels are high," she says. "Not lethal, but we're going to take exposure."

"How much?"

"Enough that we'll want medical attention after. If there's an after."

"Open it."

The door unseals with a hiss. Beyond is a tunnel, narrow and dark, pipes running along both walls. Steam vents from a dozen leaks. The temperature spikes immediately—my suit's cooling kicks into overdrive.

"Single file," I say. "Watch the pipes. Anything leaks coolant, you're dead before you hit the ground."

We go in.

The coolant tunnel is hell. Literally. The temperature climbs with every step—my readouts are showing external temps at two hundred Celsius and rising. The pipes around us are carrying superheated plasma coolant from the fusion bottles. One breach, one crack, and we're all vapor.

And the Hanbiri are here.

Not many. Just a few. Warriors stationed at intervals like guards. But they're different from the ones outside. Bigger. Thicker carapace. Adapted to the heat.

They see us. They charge.

I drop the first one with a sustained burst—five seconds, burns through its armor and cooks what's inside. Remo gets the second. Ghost tags the third from thirty meters behind us.

"They're heat-adapted," Chen says. "Evolved for this environment."

We push deeper. The tunnel branches, splits, branches again. Chen's navigating by the map but half the markers are wrong—the Hanbiri have been burrowing, carving new passages, changing the layout. We're moving blind, trusting instinct and luck.

My cell hits sixty percent. Then fifty. The sustained firefights are burning through charge faster than I'd like.

We hit a junction. Four tunnels, all of them dark, all of them breathing that hive-scream into my skull.

"Which way?" I ask Chen.

She's staring at her terminal. "I don't know. The map says northwest but that tunnel's collapsed. The other three could all lead to the core. Or none of them."

"Best guess."

"Felix, I don't—"

"Best. Guess."

She points. Middle tunnel. "That one. Maybe."

"Good enough."

We take the middle tunnel.

It opens into a chamber. And there—finally—is the reactor core.

The fusion bottle rises from the center of the chamber like a temple to the gods of fire. Thirty meters tall, wrapped in magnetic containment fields that shimmer and pulse. The air around it distorts from the heat. This is the heart of the facility. The thing keeping six thousand civilians alive.

And coiled around its base, pulsing with sporepods, connected to the infrastructure by tendrils of resin—

A queen.

Not just any queen. A queen drone. The largest thing I've ever seen. Fifty feet long, twenty feet tall at the shoulder. Her carapace is reinforced with metal—she's been incorporating the reactor infrastructure into her body, armor-plating herself with fusion shielding. Probably came straight here after her millennia-long slumber.

And she's not alone.

Warriors. Dozens of them. Maybe a hundred. Arrayed around her in defensive positions. An army bred to protect the breeder.

"Oh, fuck me," Remo breathes.

"We need to fall back," Tomi says. His voice is shaking. "We need to—"

"There's no falling back." I'm staring at the queen. At the spore pods. At the warriors. "We're already committed."

"Committed to what? Dying?"

"To finishing the mission." I pull up my wrist terminal. Punch in the command frequency for the demo charges Remo's been carrying. "Remo. You still got those mining charges?"

"Yeah. Why?"

"How many?"

"Twenty. Enough to crack a hab module."

"Enough to crack a fusion bottle?"

He stares at me. "You want to blow the reactor?"

"I want to blow the hive. The reactor's just collateral damage." I look at Chen. "Coolant system. If we overload it—pump the plasma pressure high enough—what happens?"

"The magnetic containment fails. The fusion bottle breaches. And everything within a kilometer gets vaporized."

"Including the queen."

"Including us."

"So we set the charges, we trigger the overload, and we run like hell."

Priest is shaking his head. "That's insane. We're supposed to be protecting the reactor, not destroying it."

"The mission changed the second we saw that queen. We can't kill her conventionally—look at that armor, that guard force. But we can glass this entire chamber and everything in it." I start moving, heading toward the coolant control station on the far side of the chamber. "Remo, start rigging charges on the primary coolant feeds. Chen, help him. Ghost, Priest, Tomi—defensive perimeter. Anything that moves, you drop it."

"The Earth directorate wants this site protected, not destroyed. There will be blowback in all sorts of ways, litigation." Chen says.

"They can fucking sue me then. I'm going to tell that queen exactly what I think of her interior decorating."

We spread out. Ghost and Priest take positions with clean sightlines. Tomi is shaking so hard I can see it through his armor, but he's got his rifle up, he's ready.

Remo and Chen head for the coolant feeds. I watch them go, watch Remo pull the mining charges from his pack, watch Chen start working on the control console.

The queen hasn't moved. It’s something else entirely. Something primal, elegant even. An otherworldly being that would be studied by many.

But right now, it’s a big fucking bug that needs to go down.

The hive-scream builds.

You think you can hurt me, Felix? You are a microbe.

"I’m the asshole who's about to ruin your day." I raise my rifle. Sight on her head.

The pain comes. Bad. Real bad. Worse than it’s ever been. The hive mind is strong. Every cell in my brain is screaming. It’s the fucking queen. But I get mad. I summon fake energy I’m not supposed to have.

"Brass wants eight hours. How about I give them eight seconds instead?"

I fire.

The beam hits her carapace, splashes off the metal plating. Doesn't even scratch her. But it gets her attention.

She screams.

And every warrior in the chamber charges.

"Contact!" Ghost is firing. Precision shots, dropping warriors. But there's too many. They're coming from every angle, pouring out of the shadows.

Priest is praying and shooting. Tomi is just shooting, wild sprays that mostly miss but occasionally connect. I'm firing sustained bursts, trying to thin the numbers, trying to buy Remo and Chen enough time.

"How long?" I shout.

"Five fucking minutes!" Remo's working fast, planting charges on the coolant pipes. "Maybe less if I skip the safety protocols!"

"Skip them!"

"You sure? These things are touchy. One wrong connection and they cook off early."

"Then don't make a wrong connection!"

A warrior gets through. Hits me from the side, knocks me down. I'm on my back, it's on top of me, scythe-limb coming down—

Ghost's shot takes its head off. Black ichor sprays across my faceplate.

"Thanks!"

"Move."

I move. Roll to my feet, keep firing. My cell hits thirty percent. Then twenty-five. I'm burning through charge too fast, but slowing down means dying.

The queen is moving now. Not charging—she's too big for that, too integrated with the reactor infrastructure. But she's shifting, pulling her mass toward us. The floor shakes. Pipes groan. The magnetic containment fields flicker.

"She's destabilizing the bottle!" Chen shouts. "If she damages the containment—"

"Then she dies too!"

"That's the problem! She knows! She's calling your bluff!"

Except it's not a bluff. I'm not bluffing. I'm done playing the Directorate's games, done fighting wars where we're the ones who always lose.

If the queen wants to die here, fine.

We'll all die together.

"Remo! Now!"

"Thirty seconds!"

"We don't have thirty seconds!"

"Then distract her!"

I look at the queen. At the mass of chitin and metal.

And I start running toward her.

"Shit Zero, what the fuck are you doing?" Remo's voice.

"Buying time!"

I'm firing as I run. The beam splashes off her armor, does nothing, but it gets her attention. She turns—that massive head swiveling toward me—and the warriors part, letting me through.

She wants me close. Wants to kill me herself.

Good.

Twenty meters. The air is so hot my suit's cooling is failing. Readouts flash red. I keep running.

Fifteen meters. I can see the resin tendrils connecting her to the fusion bottle. See the way she's integrated with the reactor's power systems. She's not just nesting here—she's feeding on it. Drawing power from humanity's own infrastructure.

Ten meters.

The hive-scream is deafening.

You're mine, Felix. You've always been mine.

"Fuck you."

Five meters. Close enough to see the sporepods pulsing at her base. Close enough to smell the organic stink coming off her. Close enough to die.

She strikes. That massive scythe, moving faster than something that big has any right to move. It comes down like a guillotine. If it hits me, I'm paste. Armor won't matter. Nothing will matter.

I dive. Roll. Come up firing into the soft tissue between her armor plates. The beam punches through, burns into whatever passes for organs in these things. Black ichor sprays. She screams.

And Remo's voice cuts through comms: "Charges set! Overload initiated! We have ninety seconds!"

Ninety seconds until the fusion bottle breaches. Until everything in this chamber gets vaporized.

"Everyone out! Now!"

I'm already running. Back toward the entrance tunnel. The warriors are everywhere but they're confused now, torn between defending the queen and stopping us.

Ghost and Priest are firing as they retreat. Tomi is just running, not even shooting anymore. Chen and Remo are right behind them.

I'm last. Always last. Firing backward, keeping the warriors off our tail.

The queen is screaming. Not the hive-scream. An actual sound, physical, coming from her throat. She knows what's happening. Knows she's about to die.

The warriors swarm. Dozens of them, throwing themselves at us in a suicidal wave. We drop them but more take their place. My cell hits ten percent. Five.

"Move faster!"

We hit the tunnel entrance. Pile through. Chen slams the door controls and the massive blast door starts to close.

It closes slowly. Too slowly.

Warriors are squeezing through the gap. I'm firing into them, dropping them, but they keep coming—

The door seals.

And we run.

Through the coolant tunnels. Through the processing floor. Through corridors that are shaking now, the entire facility coming apart as the fusion bottle destabilizes.

"Sixty seconds!" Chen's voice.

Priest trips. Goes down. I grab him, haul him up, keep moving.

"Forty seconds!"

We hit the main corridor. The one leading back to the courtyard. The entrance is ahead—that blast door, still open, fog rolling through from outside.

"Twenty seconds!"

Almost there. Almost—

The floor explodes.

Not from the reactor. From below. Warriors bursting through, trying to stop us, trying to keep us here when the bottle breaches.

Ghost drops three. Remo gets two more. But there's too many, we're not going to make it, the entrance is thirty meters away and they're between us and survival—

Tomi turns around.

Just stops running and turns to face the swarm.

"Tomi, no!"

"Buy time!" he shouts. His voice cracks. He's eighteen years old. First combat drop. And he's about to die for people he's never met. "Go! Fucking go!"

And he opens fire. Sustained burst, burning through his cell in one continuous beam. The laser turns orange, then red, overheating. He doesn't stop. Doesn't let go of the trigger.

The warriors hit him. Three at once. Scythe-limbs through his chest, through his stomach, through his throat. His armor tears open. Blood sprays.

He dies, still firing. Still buying us seconds.

His cell cooks off. The explosion takes him and four warriors with him.

And we make it through the door.

Into the courtyard. Across the grating. The ground is shaking so hard I can barely stand. Behind us, the complex is coming apart—walls cracking, pipes exploding, the scream of metal being torn apart.

"Drop pods! Get to the drop pods!"

We run. There's a pod cluster two hundred meters away, emergency evac for workers. We just have to reach it before—

The reactor breaches.

The explosion is soundless. Just light. Pure white light that swallows the complex, the courtyard, everything. The shockwave hits a second later, picks us up and throws us like toys.

I'm flying. No control. Just spinning through the air, armor screaming alerts, the world white and burning and—

I hit the ground.

Everything goes dark.

When I wake up, Ghost is dragging me toward a pod.

"Can you walk?"

I try. Manage to get my feet under me. "Yeah. Maybe."

"Good enough."

We reach the pod. Remo and Chen are already inside. Doc is unconscious, bleeding from a dozen cuts. Priest is praying—louder now, desperate. Tomi is gone.

The pod door closes. The launch sequence initiates.

Through the viewport, I can see the complex. Or what's left of it. There's a crater where the reactor core used to be. A kilometer wide, glowing orange from residual plasma. Everything's gone. The queen. The warriors.

The mission.

"We did it," Remo says. He's laughing. Or crying. Hard to tell. "Did you see her ass burn?”

"At what cost?" Priest asks.

I look at Doc. At the empty seat where Tomi should be. At the squad that started this morning with six and now has five.

At the crater that used to be six thousand civilians' last hope for power and heat and life.

"Everything," I say. "It always costs everything."

The pod launches.

And behind us, the shockwave from the reactor breach expands. Hits the civilian shelters. The evacuation points. The entire facility network.

We saved nothing.

We just killed slower.

And I realize—too late—what we've done.

The queen wasn't the mission.

We were.

They wanted us to blow the reactor. Wanted us to destroy the infrastructure. Wanted us to make Titan uninhabitable.

Because now there's no reason for humans to stay.

And when we leave—

The Hanbiri inherit everything. Or perhaps, rid themselves of temporary squatters.

The pod breaks atmosphere. The collar shocks me. Reminder that I'm still property. Still expendable. Still a convict no matter how many suicide missions I survive.

And somewhere in the dark, they're laughing.

The Hanbiri. The brass. Maybe both.

Because we just did exactly what someone wanted.

The pod is barely hanging on.

Then I hear a thunderous crack. A powerful blow to my head.

And I lose consciousness.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I wake up choking on smoke.

The pod's interior is a mess. Alarms screaming, red light strobing, the smell of burnt plastic and ozone thick in my throat. My head's ringing from the impact. Everything hurts.

"Status report," I croak into comms.

"Remo, alive." His voice sounds wrong. Strained. "Got some internal bleeding, I think. Nothing terminal."

"Chen, functional." She's coughing. "Cracked ribs. Maybe worse."

"Doc here." He sounds steady. Always does. "Lost some more blood from the hand but I'm good."

"Priest." Just the one word. He's breathing hard. Probably praying again.

"Ghost." Silence after. But she's there. Always there.

Five of us. Tomi died in the reactor chamber. Batch 005's forty-four other convicts died in the initial breach. We're what's left.

Five against whatever survived the reactor explosion.

I pop the restraints. Stand up. My legs almost give out but I lock them, stay upright. The pod door is half-open, jammed on twisted metal. Through the gap I can see orange fog rolling across broken ground.

We're back on the surface. The blast must have thrown our pod clear of the complex entirely.

"Everyone out. Form up outside."

We pour through the door one by one. I'm last out, rifle in hand, scanning for threats.

The complex is gone. Just gone. Where there used to be buildings and coolant towers and processing facilities, there's now a crater. Still glowing at the edges from residual plasma. Steam venting from a thousand fractures in the crust. The air stinks of burnt metal and cooked methane.

I see the bodies.

Hanbiri. Hundreds of them. Thousands, maybe. Blown apart by the explosion. Scattered across the landscape like confetti. Black ichor coating everything.

Six thousand civilians who needed that reactor to survive. An entire facility network that's now radioactive slag. Tomi, dead at eighteen on his first drop.

All of it gone because we blew up the one thing keeping this sector alive.

"Movement." Ghost's voice cuts through. She's pointing. "Northeast. Multiple contacts."

I swing my rifle toward where she's indicating. See shapes moving through the fog. Not Hanbiri. Human-sized. Wearing armor.

"Friendly or hostile?"

"Unknown."

I key the general frequency. "Identify yourself."

Static. Then a voice: "Convict Zero-79?"

"Affirmative."

"This is Lieutenant Voss, Mars Joint Military. We're inbound with evac shuttles for the civilian population. Colonel Harker wants a status report."

Status report. Right. Like there's a status to report beyond "everything's fucked."

"Reactor complex is destroyed. Hive presence neutralized. Civilian evac status..." I hesitate. "I blew the bottle, Lieutenant. The shockwave may have hit the shelters. Some may have been hit."

"Negative, Zero-79," Voss replies, calm. "The shelters are deep-crust hardened. Subterranean. The blast vented upward through the path of least resistance. We're reading life signs in the bunkers. Temperature is dropping fast, but they're likely alive."

I stare at the comms unit. Alive.

"You knew," I whisper. "You knew the blast wouldn't kill them. You waited for us to crack the hive so you could swoop in."

"The blast fused the main lift shafts," Voss replies, voice cold. "We're cutting through the emergency access now. We have a twenty-minute window to pull thousands through a single service tunnel before the life support fails. If you want them to live, you need to buy us that time. What's your squad strength?"

"Five. All wounded. Need immediate medical."

"Stand by. Shuttles are three minutes out."

The line goes dead.

I lower my rifle. Look at what's left of my squad. Remo's bleeding internally—I can see it in the way he's holding himself, the gray pallor under his skin. Chen's holding her ribs, each breath shallow and pained. Doc's missing three fingers and probably in shock, but he's still functional, still checking his rifle with his remaining hand. Priest looks like he's aged ten years in six hours. Ghost is the only one who looks functional, and that's because Ghost always looks functional even when she's probably dying inside.

"Zero." Chen's voice is tight with pain. "You need to see this."

She's looking at her wrist terminal. Pulling up feeds from the reactor facility's internal sensors. Most of them are dead—fried by radiation or just destroyed. But a few are still transmitting.

What they're showing makes my blood freeze.

The coolant tunnels. The ones we ran through. They're not empty.

They're full of Hanbiri.

"That's impossible," I say. "The reactor breach should have vaporized everything within a kilometer."

"Not everything." Chen zooms in. Shows a tunnel section that's partially collapsed but still intact. And moving through it, like nothing happened—

Warriors. Dozens of them. Adapted. Changed. Their carapaces are darker now, almost reflective. Heat-resistant. They survived the breach by adapting in real-time.

"They're learning," she says. "Every time we hit them with something new, they adapt faster."

"How long until they reach the surface?"

"If they keep moving at that pace? Twenty minutes. Maybe less."

Twenty minutes. The shuttles are three minutes out. If we're lucky, we can get the civilians loaded and lifted before the bugs reach us.

If we're lucky.

"Contact Voss," I say. "Tell him we've got hostiles inbound. Twenty minutes to contact. Maybe less."

She does. His response is predictable: "Negative. Civilian evac is the priority. Your squad is to hold position and defend the landing zone until all shuttles are clear."

"We're five wounded convicts with failing weapons."

"You're also the only assets on the ground. Hold the line, Zero-79. That's an order."

The line goes dead again.

"Fuck the motherfucking brass," Remo mutters. "Fuck all of them."

"Agreed. But we hold anyway." I check my cell—thirty-four percent. Dropped twenty percent in the pod crash. "We've got twenty minutes to set up a perimeter. Ghost, find high ground. Best sniper position you can manage. Remo, Chen—you're with me on the line. Priest, Doc—you're backup. Anyone breaks through, you drop them."

"We should fall back," Priest says. "Regroup with the shuttles when they land."

"And leave the civilians undefended? No. We hold here." I check my weapon. "Besides, where are we going to fall back to? The whole facility's gone. This is the only flat ground for kilometers."

He doesn't argue. Can't argue. There's nowhere to run.

We spread out. Form a defensive line facing the crater. Ghost disappears—finds a piece of wreckage to climb, gets herself elevated with a clear line of sight. The rest of us hunker down behind whatever cover we can find. Twisted metal. Pieces of pod. Body parts.

The wind picks up. Orange fog swirls across the landing zone.

And in the distance, from inside the crater, I hear it.

That sound.

Skittering. Screeching. The hive-scream building.

They're coming.

"Weapons check," I say. "Call out your cells."

"Twenty-eight percent," Remo.

"Thirty-one," Chen.

"Eighteen," Doc. "And I'm down to one hand. This is going to be interesting."

"Forty-seven," Priest.

"Sixty-two," Ghost.

Not enough charge for twenty minutes of sustained combat. We're going to have to make every shot count, fight smart, and pray the shuttles arrive before we run dry.

"Here they come," Ghost says.

I look toward the crater.

They're pouring out. Not dozens. Hundreds. A black tide of chitin and rage, scrambling over the rubble, moving fast despite the terrain. The adapted ones are in front—darker, faster, heat-resistant. Behind them, more standard warriors. And behind those—

Something big.

"Ghost, what is that?"

"Queen. The big one." Her voice doesn't change. Flat. Calm. "She survived."

The queen drone. She's pulling herself out of the crater, massive and wounded but still alive. Half her carapace is scorched black. Chunks of her body are missing. But she's moving. Dragging herself forward with those massive serrated arms.

And she's screaming. Not the hive-scream. An actual physical sound, raw, furious, annoyed.

"Open fire!"

We light them up. Five rifles firing in controlled bursts, beams cutting through the swarm. Warriors drop. The adapted ones take more hits—their heat-resistant carapaces absorbing the first few shots—but they die too. Everything dies if you pump enough energy into it.

But there's too many.

They keep coming. Climbing over their dead. Adapting their approach in real-time. Some go wide, trying to flank. Others press straight forward, sacrificing themselves to close the distance. They're learning from every death, adjusting their tactics faster than we can counter.

My cell hits twenty percent. Then eighteen.

"Conserve ammo!" I'm firing three-second bursts now. Can't afford the sustained fire. Every shot has to count. "Pick your shots!"

Ghost is doing work. Every shot a kill. Precise headshots from her elevated position, dropping warriors in near zero visibility. She's shooting through fog, through steam, through obscured sightlines, and still landing headshots. It's like watching an artist work. Beautiful and terrible at the same time.

She drops a warrior that's flanking Remo. Another that's closing on Chen. A third that I didn't even see coming at me from the side. She's not just covering us—she's reading the battlefield three moves ahead, killing threats before they become problems.

But even she can't kill them all.

A warrior makes it through. Hits our line from the right flank, moving fast and low. Remo turns, fires, but his cell runs dry mid-burst. The warning beep sounds. Empty. The warrior keeps coming.

I swing my rifle over. Fire. The beam catches it in the thorax, drops it three meters from Remo's position. Black ichor sprays across the ground.

"Watch your six!”

Chen's covering him, firing one-handed while holding her ribs with the other. Every shot makes her gasp in pain. Broken ribs grinding against each other. Maybe punctured lung. But she's still shooting.

Priest is firing wild now, panic setting in. His shots are going everywhere, hitting nothing. He's burning through his cell without killing a single target.

"Priest! Controlled bursts! Three seconds!"

He doesn't hear me. Or can't hear me. Lost in his own fear.

The queen drone bolsters the warriors. An energy and ferocity I have seen few times. She’s their standard bearer.

Doc's one-handed shooting is barely functional. He's propping his rifle against a piece of wreckage, using it as a rest, trying to aim with one hand. It's awkward and slow and he's missing more shots than he's landing.

A warrior breaks through on the left. Hits Doc's position before anyone can react. The scythe-limb comes down fast.

Doc rolls. Not fast enough. The blade catches his shoulder, shears through armor, cuts deep into meat. He screams.

Ghost's shot takes the warrior's head off before it can strike again.

Doc's down. Bleeding. The shoulder wound is bad—blood spray painting the ground red. He's trying to apply pressure with his remaining hand but it's not enough.

"Chen! Doc needs help!"

"I'm pinned!" She's firing constantly now, keeping three warriors back. If she moves, we lose the position.

Priest breaks from cover. Runs toward Doc. Gets halfway there when a warrior comes out of nowhere, moving through the fog like a ghost itself.

The scythe punches through Priest's thigh. He’s screaming.

I'm moving before I think. Sprinting toward them, firing as I run. The warrior turns toward me. I put three bursts into its face. It drops.

I reach Priest. Grab him. Start dragging him back toward cover.

"My leg! Oh God, my leg!"

"You're fine. Keep moving."

"I can't feel it!"

"Then don't feel it. Just move."

We make it back to the line. I drop Priest behind cover, turn back toward Doc. He's on his knees now, still trying to apply pressure to the shoulder. Ghost has shifted her fire to cover him, dropping anything that gets close.

I reach him. Grab his good arm. "Can you walk?"

"Yeah. Maybe. Damn, it hurts."

"It's supposed to hurt. Means you're alive. Come on."

We make it back just as my cell hits ten percent.

We're not going to make it.

"Ghost," I say. "How long until shuttles?"

"Ninety seconds."

Ninety seconds. We just have to hold for ninety more seconds.

The queen reaches the perimeter.

She doesn't charge. Just stops at the edge of effective range.

The hive-scream builds in my skull. Not words anymore. Just pressure. Like she's reaching inside my head, mapping out every thought, every fear, every tactical decision I've made.

You're predictable, Felix. You always have been.

"Fuck you," I mutter.

Then she starts forward. Slow. Deliberate. Warriors flowing around her like water, protecting her flanks. She's learned from our tactics. Adapted her approach. Using her swarm as shields while she closes the distance.

"Concentrate fire on the queen!" I empty the rest of my cell into her. Twenty percent gone in five seconds of sustained fire. The beam splashes off her reinforced carapace. Doesn't even slow her down. Just leaves scorch marks on metal that wasn't there before—plating she's grown or incorporated from the reactor infrastructure.

Ghost's rifle cracks. Different sound than a laser. Louder. Sharper. She's switched to something else—adjusted her weapon calibration. The round punches through the queen's head plating. Black ichor sprays.

The queen screams. Rears back. But doesn't stop.

"She's shielded," Ghost says over comms. "Armor's too thick. I can wound her but I can't drop her. Not from this range."

"Then we don't drop her. We hold until—"

The ground shakes.

Not from the queen. From above. The shuttles. Three of them, screaming down through Titan's atmosphere at maximum burn, engines blazing white-hot. They hit the landing zone in perfect formation, ramps already dropping before they've fully touched down.

Real soldiers pour out. Mars military this time.

They form up in practiced lines. Overlapping fields of fire. Professional spacing. And they start firing. Heavy plasma cannons that turn warriors into vapor. Flechette rounds that shred through adapted carapaces like paper. Micro-missiles that track targets through fog and darkness.

The tide shifts immediately.

The Hanbiri swarm breaks. Not retreating—they don't retreat—but their momentum stops. The coordinated assault becomes chaos. Warriors scatter, trying to find cover, trying to adapt to the new threat.

The queen turns, trying to organize a new assault, trying to reassert control over the hive-mind. And Ghost puts another round through her head.

This time it punches deeper. Through the armor plating, through the skull beneath. The queen staggers. Falls to her knees. Tries to rise.

Ghost fires again. And again. Methodical execution. Putting rounds into every vital point she can see. The queen's thorax. The neural cluster at the base of her skull. The joints where armor meets flesh.

The massive body hits the ground with an impact that shakes the crust. Sends up a cloud of dust and ice. Black ichor pools beneath her, steaming in the cold. She twitches. Convulses. Tries one last time to rise.

Ghost fires one more time. Point-blank precision. The shot takes the top of the queen's head off.

We…are eternal.

The twitching stops.

And with her death, the hive-scream cuts off.

Just like that. One second it's there, crushing my skull, whispering threats and promises and nightmares. The next—silence. Beautiful, empty silence.

The warriors scatter. Not coordinated anymore. Just animals, confused and dying and leaderless. The Mars military cut them down like wheat. Systematic. Professional. The kind of execution you can only do when you've got proper weapons and proper training and aren't running on empty cells and broken bodies. They can come take credit for the op now that the conscripts did the initial dirty work. In case we had to blow the reactor. In case liability became an issue. It sure as hell did.

It takes five more minutes to clear the landing zone. Five minutes of sustained fire, of warriors trying to escape and being vaporized before they can reach cover. When it's over, the ground is carpeted with bodies.

Hanbiri and human both.

Lieutenant Voss approaches our position. He's tall, clean armor, the kind of soldier who's never gone three days without sleep or food. He looks at us like we're something he stepped in.

"Zero-79?"

"That's me."

"Colonel Harker wants you on the first shuttle out. Debrief in thirty minutes."

"What about the civilians?"

"Being loaded now. We'll have everyone off-surface in twenty minutes." He pauses. "Good work holding the line."

Good work. Like it means something. Like Tomi didn't die for nothing. Like we didn't just glass a facility that was keeping six thousand people alive.

"Fuck your good work," I say.

He stares at me. Hand moving toward his sidearm.

"Felix." Chen's voice. Quiet. Warning.

I let it go. Not worth it. Nothing's worth it anymore.

We board the shuttle. Strap into seats designed for real soldiers, not convicts. The interior is clean. Climate controlled. There's actual medical supplies in overhead compartments.

Doc starts treating himself, a miracle he’s still conscious. Then he tends to Remo immediately. Bandaging the internal bleeding, pumping him full of coagulants and painkillers. Chen's ribs get wrapped. Priest just sits there, staring at nothing. We all make the best of the medical supplies.

Ghost cleans her rifle.

I sit by the viewport. Watch Titan's surface fall away as we lift.

The crater is visible from here. A scar on the moon's surface, glowing orange at the edges. Steam venting from a thousand cracks. The entire reactor complex—gone. The coolant network—gone. The infrastructure that kept this sector running—gone.

We destroyed it to save it.

And I'm not sure we saved anything.

"Zero." Ghost is beside me. She's put away her rifle. Looking out the viewport with me. "You did what needed doing."

"Did I? Or did I do exactly what they wanted?"

"Does it matter?"

"Yes. No. I don't know." I lean back against the seat. Close my eyes. "Tomi was eighteen. First drop. And he died for this. For a reactor that's now radioactive slag."

"He died buying time for civilians to evacuate. That matters."

"Does it? When the civilians freeze to death in three weeks because we destroyed their power supply? Titan is not Titan if we save it by blowing everything up that makes it habitable. We just set back progress in this sector for decades, at least. There’s no right answer is there?"

She doesn't answer.

The shuttle breaks atmosphere. Titan falls away completely, becoming just another orange moon hanging in the black. Saturn looms ahead, massive and indifferent.

My collar is still blinking red.

Reminder that I'm property. That I'm expendable. That no matter what I do, no matter how many missions I survive, I'm still just Zero-79. Convict. Murderer. Blowing up every site that he enters.

A chill down my spine. I close my eyes.

And behind my eyelids, I see the deck shake.

Not from the shuttle. From memory. From the reactor chamber. From the moment right before the queen died.

The deck shaking like an earthquake.

Because something was moving. Something massive. Something we never saw.

Something that survived.

"Ghost," I say quietly. "In the reactor chamber. Right before we blew it. Did you see anything else? Anything bigger than the queen?"

She's quiet for a long moment. I can see her reflection in the viewport. Those pale eyes staring at nothing.

"Yes," she says finally. "In the back. Behind the queen. In the deepest part of the chamber where the coolant feeds connected to the main tunnels. Something... larger."

"How much larger?"

"I only saw part of it. A limb. Maybe two. Through the steam and the plasma venting." She pauses. "It was pulling itself deeper. Away from the reactor core. Like it knew what was coming."

"Why didn't you report it?"

"Because we were already committed. The charges were set. The overload was initiated. Knowing there was something worse wouldn't have changed the mission. Just would have made us more afraid." She looks at me. "Would it have changed anything if you'd known?"

"No."

"Then it didn't matter."

But it does matter. Because now I know. Now I'm certain.

"Did it survive?"

"I don't know." She looks back at Titan. At the glowing crater. "But if it did—if something that size survived a fusion bottle breach—then it's stronger than anything we've faced. Enormous."

"And still down there."

"Yes."

I open my eyes. Look back at Titan. At the glowing crater. At the steam venting from cracks in the crust.

And I think about something massive, hidden in the deep tunnels, surviving a reactor breach that should have killed everything.

Something bigger than a queen.

Something that's still down there.

Waiting. Or retreating. For now.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. We disembark. Medical teams are waiting—they take Remo and Doc first, then Chen. Priest follows like a ghost. Ghost disappears—she's good at that.

I'm left alone in the docking bay.

Alone with my thoughts. With the weight of what we did. With the certainty that something's wrong. That we missed something.

That the mission isn't over.

Colonel Harker appears on a viewscreen. He looks tired.

"Zero-79. Debrief in ten minutes. Get medical attention first. You're bleeding."

I look down. She's right. I'm bleeding from a dozen cuts I didn't notice. Adrenaline wearing off, pain setting in.

"Medical can wait. I need to report—"

"Medical first. Report second. That's an order."

The screen goes dead.

I stand there in the empty docking bay, collar blinking red, blood dripping onto the deck plating. I decide to follow orders.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Medical takes four hours.

They patch Remo's internal bleeding. Stabilize Chen's ribs. Reattach what's left of Doc's hand—or at least seal it so it won't kill him. Priest's leg gets cleaned and wrapped. I get my cuts sealed, my burns treated, my radiation exposure logged. More Compound-17.

When they're done with us, we're not fixed. Just functional. The kind of functional that means we can walk and shoot and die on the next drop without being a complete liability.

Harker's debrief is exactly what I expected. Sterile room. Holoscreen showing the reactor crater. Her face revealing nothing as I walk her through what happened.

"Estimated Hanbiri casualties?"

"Thousands. The reactor breach vaporized everything in a kilometer radius."

"Estimated civilian casualties?"

I pause. "Unknown. The evacuation was still in progress when we pulled out. I don’t know how many, if any were able to get out. Voss didn’t seem too worried."

"We extracted two thousand personnel before the Hanbiri overran the service tunnel," Harker says, not looking up. "The remaining four thousand are sealed in the lower levels. Life support is running on battery backup. Twenty-four hours maximum before systems fail." He makes a note on the datapad. "Acceptable losses for mission completion."

“Acceptable losses.”

“Yes. Do not forget where we are, conscript. We are in the middle of a war to save humanity from these monsters. You hate me, so be it. But don’t think for a moment I want even one extra person to die needlessly. When it’s a battle to save billions across the system, yes, a few thousand is acceptable losses.”

I try to picture them. The faces. But I can't—there are too many. So instead I picture one. A kid, maybe. Eight years old. Sitting in some hab module right now, watching the lights flicker, not understanding why the air is getting thin. Asking his mother why it's so cold. Asking when the power's coming back.

It's not coming back.

Because of me.

My hands are shaking. I shove them under my thighs so Harker won't see. The collar feels tighter. The room feels smaller. Six thousand people breathing battery air, counting down hours they don't know they have, and I'm sitting in a sterile debriefing room being told it's acceptable.

It takes every bit of energy to compose myself.

"There's something else," I say. "In the reactor chamber. Before we blew it. Ghost saw something. Something bigger than the queen drone."

"Bigger how?"

"She only got a partial visual. But it was retreating deeper into the tunnels. Moving away from the reactor core like it knew what was coming."

Harker's expression doesn't change. "Intelligence suggests the Hanbiri have developed a hierarchical structure. Queens, warrior classes, drones. It's possible you encountered a higher-level organism."

"An even bigger queen?"

"We're still cataloging their biology. Every engagement reveals new adaptations." He closes the datapad. "Your report is noted. Dismissed."

"That's it? We tell you there's something bigger down there and you just note it?"

"What would you have me do, Zero-79? Mount another assault into radioactive tunnels to hunt for a creature we haven't confirmed exists? With what forces? You destroyed our staging area."

"We destroyed a hive."

"You destroyed infrastructure. Critical infrastructure. The Earth Directorate is going to drown Mars in litigation and sanctions over this for decades. Even in the middle of this fucking invasion, with everything going to hell. If we even survive. The cost-benefit analysis is already running red." He stands. "Get some rest. You've got another drop in eighteen hours."

"Eighteen hours? Half my squad can barely walk."

"Then walk faster. Dismissed."

I leave before I do something stupid like hit him.

The barracks are quiet when I get back. Remo's already asleep—sedated  probably, the only way to deal with internal injuries like his. Chen's lying on her bunk staring at the ceiling. Doc's rewrapping his hand with fresh bandages. Priest is praying. Always praying.

Ghost is cleaning her rifle. Again.

I drop onto my bunk. Close my eyes. Try to sleep.

Can't.

The hive-scream is still there. Quieter now—the queen's dead, her network severed. But there's something underneath it. Like an echo. Or a shadow. The presence of something vast moving through tunnels we can't see.

You did well, Felix.

Not Danny's voice. Not the queen's. Something else.

Better than you know.

I open my eyes. Stare at the ceiling. Count the rivets in the overhead plating until my vision blurs.

Eighteen hours.

Then we do it again.

"Zero."

I turn my head. Ghost is standing beside my bunk. Still holding her rifle. Always holding that rifle.

"Yeah?"

"We need to talk."

"Now?"

"Now."

She gestures toward the door. I follow her out into the corridor. We walk in silence until we reach an observation lounge—empty at this hour, just viewport glass showing Titan hanging in the black.

Ghost stops. Looks out at the moon. At the glowing crater where the reactor used to be.

"I lied to you," she says.

"About what?"

"About how much I saw. In the reactor chamber." She's still staring at the viewport. Not looking at me. "I saw more than a limb. I saw the whole thing. Or most of it."

My stomach tightens. "How big?"

"Twice the size of the queen drone. Maybe more. It was hard to judge scale through the plasma venting." She pauses. "It was watching us. Not attacking. Not defending. Just watching. Like it was studying us."

"Why didn't you say something?"

"Because we were already committed. Because knowing wouldn't have changed anything. Because—" She stops. Takes a breath. "Because I wanted it to survive. Because I knew no matter what I did with my weapon, it wouldn’t penetrate that thing."

I stare at her. "What?"

"I wanted it to survive the reactor breach. I wanted to see if it could. If something that advanced, that intelligent, could adapt in real-time to a fusion bottle overload." She finally looks at me. Those pale eyes showing nothing. "I'm not like you, Zero. I don't fight these things because I hate them. I fight them because I want to understand them."

"Understanding them won't help us kill them."

"Maybe killing them isn't the answer."

The words hang in the air between us. Dangerous words. The kind that get you shot for treason in wartime.

"You need to be very careful what you're saying."

"I'm saying what I've been thinking for weeks. Since before you became Zero-Alpha." She turns back to the viewport. "We're not winning this war, Felix. We're losing. Badly. Every adaptation we make, they counter. Every weapon we deploy, they develop resistance. We kill their queens and they breed more. We glass their hives and they spread deeper."

"So what's your solution? Surrender?"

"I'm saying maybe we're fighting the wrong war."

I step closer. Lower my voice. "Ghost, if anyone hears you talking like this—"

"They'll what? Execute me? I'm already a convict on a life sentence. They're already using me as meat for the grinder." She meets my eyes. "What's the difference between being executed and being sent on drops with point-three percent survival rates?"

She's right. And that's what makes it dangerous.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you deserve to know who you're fighting beside." She pauses. "And because I need to tell you something else. Something I should have told from the beginning."

The way she says it makes my blood cold.

"What?"

"I knew your brother."

The world stops.

"What did you say?"

"Danny Valda. Titan Station Seven. Mining incident that left him paralyzed from the waist down." She's reciting facts. Clinical. Detached. "I was there."

"You were—how?"

"I was already on a life sentence." She looks at me. "I was on duty the day Foreman Nigel Damion broke your brother's spine. It was either spend my time in a small room with four empty walls, or do something productive and work in the mines, don’t talk to anybody, just work. So I took the deal. I was there. "

I can't breathe. Can't think. The corridor is spinning.

"I watched it happen from a distance. Real-time. Damion had Danny in the maintenance bay, yelling about quotas and productivity. Danny tried to leave. Damion grabbed him. Shoved him. Danny fell. His back hit the support beam at exactly the wrong angle. I know instant paralysis when I see it."

"And you did nothing."

"I did nothing." No emotion. No regret. Just fact. "I sat there watching your young brother collapse on the floor. Watched him try to move his legs and fail. Watched the confusion in his face turn to panic when he realized what had happened. Damion just stood there. Didn't call for help. Didn't apologize. Just stood there watching Danny scream."

My vision tunnels. Everything narrows to her face.

"How long?"

"Minutes. Damion saw me. Told me to wait. Said he needed time to compose himself. To get his story straight. Told me if I said anything, it would be an immediate trip to solitary, forever. So I sat there watching your brother lie on that floor in agony while he paced and muttered and figured out how to cover his ass."

Seventeen minutes. Danny suffered for seventeen minutes while Ghost watched.

"I agreed to walk away. To forget what I saw. To save myself."

My hands are shaking. I want to hit her. Want to put her through the viewport. Want to make her feel what Danny felt.

"Why?" The word comes out strangled. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because we're probably going to die in the next eighteen hours. And I didn't want to die with you thinking I'm someone I'm not." She sets her rifle down. Stands there unarmed. Waiting. "If you want to shoot me, I won't stop you. I deserve it. You’re not the first person I’ve let down. Believe me."

I stare at her. At this woman who's saved my life a dozen times. Who's the best shot I've ever seen. Who's kept this secret since the moment I joined the squad.

"You watched him suffer."

"Yes."

"And then you came here. To the war. To die."

"Yes." She looks at me. "I volunteered for this. Requested frontline combat duty. Maximum risk assignment. They didn’t hesitate. The brass knows my file well, knows who I really am. I wanted to die, Felix. I wanted the Hanbiri to kill me because I didn't have the courage to do it myself."

"Then why are you still alive?"

"Because you kept saving me." She laughs. Quiet. Bitter. "Every time I put myself in a position to die—every exposed position, every suicide run—you or Remo or someone would pull me back. Cover me. Keep me alive. And after a while I stopped wanting to die because I realized I could do more good alive. That I could save people the way I didn't save Danny."

I close my eyes. See Danny's face. Broken. Paralyzed. Watching on video feed as I drilled the foreman through the chest.

See him in the wheelchair during my trial. Unable to testify because the Directorate deemed him unreliable. A crippled kid whose word meant nothing.

See him deteriorating over the years. Getting thinner. Weaker. The infections. The bedsores. The slow death of a body that couldn't heal.

"He was fourteen."

"I know."

"He was a kid. He didn't deserve what happened to him."

"No."

"And you let it happen. You watched him scream for seventeen minutes."

"Yes." She's still standing there. Still waiting. "If you want to kill me, do it. But do it knowing I don't expect forgiveness. I don't expect understanding. I just needed you to know the truth before we drop again."

I open my eyes. Look at her. At this woman who's been carrying Danny's death as long as I have. For different reasons. With different guilt.

Different but maybe not less.

"I should kill you."

"Yes."

"I should make you suffer the way he suffered."

"Yes."

"But I'm not going to."

"I should put you through that viewport and watch you freeze in vacuum."

"Yes."

"But I'm not going to."

She blinks. "Why not?"

"Because killing you won't bring Danny back. It won't undo what happened. It won't make the Directorate less corrupt or the foremen less brutal or any of this shit less fucked." I pick up her rifle. Hand it back to her. "And because I need you alive. Because you're the best shot we have. Because Ghost is more useful to me than revenge."

She takes the rifle. Doesn't say anything. Just nods.

"But if you ever keep something like this from me again—if you ever lie by omission about something that matters—I will shoot you. Not out of revenge. Just because I can't trust someone who hides the truth. Dietrich taught me that lesson." I turn toward the door. "Are we clear?"

"Yes."

"Good. Get some sleep. We drop in seventeen hours."

I leave her there in the observation lounge. Alone with the viewport and the ghosts.

I don't go back to the barracks. Can't face Remo or Chen or any of them yet. Instead I find an empty supply closet—seems to be my pattern now, hiding in closets when the weight gets too heavy.

I sit on the floor. Back against the wall. Staring at nothing.

Ghost saw Danny. Walked away when it mattered most. Could have even been a witness at my trial.

And I've been fighting beside her for weeks without knowing.

The hive-scream whispers at the edge of my consciousness. Not words. Just pressure. Presence.

Everyone is guilty, Felix. Everyone is broken. Mars. The Directorate. The foremen. Ghost. You.

"Shut up."

You killed a man for hurting your brother. She hid it. Which of you is more guilty?

"Both of us."

I close my eyes. Try to push it away. But it's right. We're all guilty. We're all broken. The war didn't make us this way—it just revealed what we already were.

My terminal chimes.

I pull it up. Message from Ghost. One line:

"Thank you for not killing me. It would have been easier if you had."

I stare at the message. Then I delete it.

Eighteen hours until drop.

Seventeen now.

The corridor outside is quiet. Most of the station asleep. Just maintenance drones humming along the walls, guard patrols checking doors, the normal rhythm of a military station preparing for another day of dying.

I head back to the barracks.

Remo's still asleep. Chen too. Doc's wrapped in bandages and passed out. Priest is finally quiet.

Ghost is on her bunk. Not sleeping. Just lying there staring at the ceiling.

I climb into my bunk. Close my eyes.

This time I sleep.

And I dream of Danny.

Not the Danny from the video feeds. Not the paralyzed kid in the wheelchair. But Danny from before. When we were both kids working the mines. When life was just survival and we didn't know how bad it could get.

We're sitting on a maintenance catwalk. Feet dangling over a hundred-meter drop. Sharing a ration bar that tastes like cardboard and chemical sweetener. The methane processors hum below us. The air smells like sulfur and rust.

"You're going to do something stupid," Danny says. He's twelve in this dream. Still has that gap between his front teeth. Still laughs at his own jokes.

"Probably."

"Something that gets you killed."

"Maybe."

"Something that gets other people killed too."

"I hope not."

He looks at me. "But you don't know. You can't know. That's what makes it hard."

"Yeah."

"So what do you do?"

I think about it. About Ghost and her confession. About Tomi dying at eighteen. About the ten thousand civilians who might already be dead because we destroyed their life support. About the thing in the reactor chamber that knows our names.

"I keep going," I say. "I make the best calls I can with the information I have. And when I'm wrong—when people die because of my choices—I carry it. I don't forget. I don't forgive myself. I just carry it and keep going."

"That's a lonely way to live."

"Yeah."

"But it's your way."

"Yeah."

Danny smiles. That same smile from before the accident. Before Damion. Before everything went wrong. "Then do it. Just don't be surprised when it breaks you."

"I'm already broken."

"Then break worse. Go all the way. See what's on the other side."

"What if there's nothing on the other side?"

"Then at least you'll know." He stands up on the catwalk. Balances on the edge. Like he's about to walk a tightrope over the drop. "I can't walk anymore, Felix. But you can. So walk for both of us. Walk until your legs give out. Fight until you can't lift your rifle. Survive until surviving kills you."

"That doesn't make sense."

"None of this makes sense. You killed the foreman and I'm still paralyzed. You're killing bugs and people are still dying. But you keep doing it anyway. Why?"

"Because it's all I have left."

"Exactly." He steps off the edge. Doesn't fall. Just hangs there in the air, defying gravity. Defying physics. "So do it. Be the Titan Zero. Be the name they made you. And when you finally die—really die—make sure it means something."

He fades. The dream fades. And I'm left alone on the catwalk, staring at the drop below.

I wake up.

The barracks are still quiet. My terminal shows fourteen hours until drop. My arm aches. My ribs ache. Everything aches. The radiation exposure from the reactor breach is making my skin itch, my stomach turn. The medical team said it wasn't lethal. Just uncomfortable. Just enough to remind me that every drop takes something from us that we don't get back.

Ghost is still staring at the ceiling. She hasn't moved. Hasn't slept. Just lying there with her eyes open, probably replaying Danny's accident in her head. Seventeen minutes of watching and doing nothing. Four years of guilt.

I sit up. Swing my legs off the bunk. Feel every injury screaming at me.

"Ghost."

She turns her head. Looks at me. Those pale eyes showing nothing but exhaustion.

"We're good," I say. "What you told me—it stays between us. No one else needs to know. And as far as I'm concerned, you're square."

"I'm not square. I'll never be square."

"Then we'll be not square together." I stand. Stretch. Try to make my body remember how to move. "That's what squads are. A bunch of broken people trying to keep each other alive."

She almost smiles.

Almost.

The hive-scream pulses.

Distant. Deeper than before. Not coming from Titan's surface—from somewhere underneath. From tunnels that run deeper than we've ever gone.

From where the big thing retreated.

And it's not random anymore. Not pressure or presence.

It's words.

Names.

Our names.

Felix Valda.

I look at Ghost. She's hearing it too. I can see it in her face. The way her jaw tightens. The way her hand moves toward her rifle.

"They know us," she says quietly.

"Yeah."

"They're not just marking us as targets. They're learning us. Our names. Our patterns. Who we are."

"Yeah."

"What do we do?"

I think about the thing in the reactor chamber. The thing that survived a fusion bottle breach. The thing that's bigger than queens and smarter than swarms and patient enough to learn our names before it kills us.

"We do what we always do," I say. "We drop. We fight. We see if we're still breathing when it's over."

"And if we're not?"

"Then at least we went down honest. With no more secrets."

She nods. Picks up her rifle. "Thank you for not killing me. Again, it would have been easier if you had."

"Easier doesn't mean right."

"Since when do we care about right?"

"Since we ran out of everything else to care about."


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The drop comes twelve hours early.

No warning. No briefing. Just alarms screaming at 0300 and my collar shocking me awake and the AI voice cutting through the barracks: "Emergency deployment. All combat personnel to pods immediately. This is not a drill."

I'm moving before I'm fully conscious. Grab my rifle. Check the cell—eighty-two percent. Good enough. Armor on. Helmet sealed. Out the door.

Remo's right behind me. Chen. Doc with his ruined hand. Priest limping on his wounded leg. Ghost moving silent as always.

The corridor's full of convicts running for the launch bays. Most of them still half-asleep.

"What's the situation?" I ask over squad comms.

"Unknown," Chen says. "Emergency beacon from Titan Station Prime. Multiple Hanbiri signatures detected in the central habitat. Ten thousand civilians trapped.

Ten thousand. A hab at max capacity.

We reach the launch bay. Pods are already loading. Guards are shouting, pushing convicts into seats, not bothering to explain. Just get in, strap down, shut up.

I climb into my pod. The same pod I've been dying in for weeks. Same restraints. Same breach charges. Same everything.

Just different ways to die.

Remo's pod is next to mine. I can see him through the viewport, grinning that grin. The one that says he knows we're fucked and finds it hilarious.

The pods seal. Launch sequence initiates.

I close my eyes.

Here we go again.

The drop is brutal. Atmospheric entry at maximum burn, no time for gentle deceleration. We hit Titan's surface like a meteor, and my teeth rattle, my vision blurs, everything goes white for a second.

Then the door blows.

I'm out. Rifle up. Scanning.

The landing zone is Titan Station Prime's central plaza—a massive open space between hab modules, normally used for markets and gatherings. Now it's a war zone. Bodies everywhere. Civilians and convicts and security forces, all torn apart. Blood on the ice. Acid eating through metal. And everywhere—everywhere—the Hanbiri.

"Form up!" I'm shouting into comms. "Squad Zero-Alpha, on me!"

They appear out of the fog. Remo. Chen. Doc. Priest. Ghost. Plus twenty other convicts from the drop—faces I don't know, names I'll never learn. No time.

"Mission parameters?" Remo asks.

"Central habitat. Ten thousand civilians barricaded inside. We hold the main entrance until evacuation shuttles arrive. ETA four hours."

"Four hours?"

"Four hours."

Doc laughs. Bitter. "We're all going to die."

"Probably. But we do it holding the line." I check my cell—seventy-eight percent. The pod drop burned through four percent. "Let's move."

We push toward the habitat. Through the plaza, past bodies, past the wreckage of failed defenses. The Hanbiri are everywhere but they're not attacking. Just watching. Waiting.

"They know something we don't," Ghost says.

We reach the habitat entrance. Massive blast doors, sealed tight. Through the viewport I can see civilians pressed against the glass. Thousands of them. Terrified faces. Children crying. People who thought they were safe until the bugs came.

"Chen, get those doors open."

She works the controls. "They're locked from the inside. Security protocol. I need an override code."

"How long?"

"Ten minutes. Maybe more."

"You've got five. After that, the bugs are going to figure out what we're doing." I turn to the others. "Defensive perimeter. Two hundred meter radius. Anything that moves, you drop it. Remo, start rigging charges on the approach corridors. Make them pay for every meter."

"On it."

We spread out. Form a loose circle around the habitat entrance.

Chen works. Her fingers flying across the control panel. Trying codes, bypassing security, fighting against systems designed to keep people out.

Three minutes pass.

Then the Hanbiri come.

Not a swarm. Not a wave. Just... movement. Emerging from every shadow, every corridor, every vent. Dozens. Hundreds. Moving slow. Deliberate. Like they have all the time in the world.

"Contact," Ghost says. "Too many to count."

"Light them up."

We open fire. Twenty-six rifles blazing. The warriors drop. We're killing them. But for every one that falls, two more take its place.

My cell hits sixty percent.

Remo's charges go off. The first corridor erupts in fire and shrapnel. Warriors caught in the blast vaporize. The ones behind them keep coming.

Fifty percent.

"Chen?"

"Working!"

A warrior breaks through on the left. One of the new convicts—kid named Bones, eighteen years old—puts three bursts into it. It keeps coming. He panics. Holds the trigger. His cell cooks off. Takes his hand and half his face with it.

He's screaming. Still screaming when another warrior hits him.

"Hold the line!"

Forty percent.

Another charge goes off. This one in the maintenance tunnel. Turns three warriors into paste. Buys us thirty seconds.

"Chen!"

"Almost there!"

Thirty percent.

Priest goes down. Scythe through the leg. Same leg that got hit before. He's not getting up. Doc drags him back toward the doors, one-handed, still firing with the other.

Twenty percent.

"Got it!" Chen's voice. "Doors opening!"

The blast doors unseal. Civilians pour out—not running for safety, running toward us. People who've been trapped for hours, terrified, desperate. They're not thinking. Just moving.

"Fall back! Everyone inside!"

We collapse the perimeter. Pull back toward the doors. The Hanbiri press forward. Sensing weakness. Sensing victory.

My cell hits fifteen percent.

A warrior gets through. Hits Remo. Knocks him down. I'm moving before I think. Drop my rifle. Grab Remo's spare. Fire. The warrior drops.

"You good?"

"Peachy." He's bleeding from a cut across his forehead. "How's your cell?"

"Twelve percent. You?"

"Eight."

We're not going to make it.

"Inside! Everyone inside!"

The civilians are pouring through the doors. Thousands of them. We're backing up, step by step, keeping the warriors at bay. But they're closing in. Getting bolder.

Five percent.

I grab the rifle from Bones’ corpse. His cell's still at forty percent. I drop my empty weapon. Keep firing.

Chen's at the doors. "That's everyone! We need to seal it!"

"Not yet! The squad's still outside!"

Doc has Priest over his shoulder. One-handed carry. Impossible but he's doing it anyway. Ghost is backing toward the doors, still firing. Precise shots.

"Remo! Move!"

He's laying down covering fire. Burning through his last cell. Two percent. One. Empty.

"Fuck it." He drops the rifle. "Zero! Get inside!"

"Not without you!"

"Too late for that!" Remo shouts.

A warrior comes from the side. Hits him. Scythe through the shoulder. He screams. Goes down. I'm running. Firing. Drop the warrior. Grab Remo. Start dragging him.

My cell hits zero.

Empty.

I drop the rifle. Just drag. Pull Remo toward the doors. The warriors are everywhere now. Closing in.

Ghost puts three rounds into the closest ones. Drops them. Buys me seconds.

Ten meters to the doors.

Five.

I throw Remo through. Turn back. Ghost is right there. Still firing. Still perfect.

"Inside!"

She doesn't argue. Just backs through the doors. I follow.

"Seal it!"

Chen hits the controls. The doors start to close.

Through the gap I see them coming. A black tide. Hundreds of warriors. Maybe thousands. All converging on this one point.

The doors seal.

And we're inside.

Alive.

For now.

I lie on the floor. Breathing hard. Every part of me screaming. Remo's beside me, holding his shoulder. Blood everywhere.

"Doc," I gasp. "Remo needs—"

"I see him." Doc's already moving. One hand bandaging. One hand gone. Still functional. Still saving lives.

Priest is unconscious. Maybe dead. Hard to tell.

Chen's at the doors. Checking the seals. "They're holding. For now."

"How long?"

"Maybe an hour. Maybe less. They're already cutting through."

An hour. The evac shuttles are still three hours out.

I sit up. Look around. Thousands of civilians staring at us. At the convicts who just saved them. At the monsters in human skin who held the line.

A little girl steps forward. Maybe six years old. She looks at me. At my collar blinking red. At the blood and the scars and the ruined armor.

"Are you the Titan Zero?" she asks.

I sigh. I don't answer. Can't answer. Just stare at her.

She smiles. "Thank you."

Then she runs back to her mother.

I close my eyes.

Four hours. We just have to hold for four more hours.

With no ammo. No backup. No chance.

"Remo," I say. "You still got those charges?"

"Some. Maybe ten left."

"Enough to make a statement?"

He grins through the pain. "Always."

"Then set them up in the outer corridors. Every entrance. Every vent. We turn this place into a kill box. Make them pay for every meter."

"On it."

Doc finishes patching Remo. Moves to Priest. Checks his vitals. "He's alive. Barely. He needs a hospital."

"He'll get one. Four hours from now."

"If we're still alive."

"If we're still alive."

Chen's checking her rifle. "I've got thirty percent charge. That's it."

I look at Ghost. "You?"

"Forty-two." She ejects the cell. Checks it. Loads it back. "Enough for precise work. Not enough for sustained fire."

"Then make every shot count."

I check the dead convicts' weapons. Most of them burned through their cells. But three rifles still have charge. Fifteen percent. Twenty. Eight.

Total ammunition: approximately one hundred twenty percent across all weapons.

Against thousands of bugs.

But I stand up anyway.

"Listen up!" My voice carries across the habitat. Thousands of scared faces. Five squad members. All looking at me. "They're going to breach those doors. Maybe in an hour. Maybe less. When they do, we're going to kill everything that comes through. We're going to hold this position for four hours. Long enough for the evac shuttles to arrive. Long enough to get you all off this station."

"You're convicts," someone shouts. A man in the back. Well-fed. Probably middle management. "Why should we trust you?"

"Because we're the only ones here." I meet their eyes. All of them. "The military didn’t think you were important enough to come themselves. They prioritized something else. What, I don’t know. But we are here. And because we don't have a choice. You die, we die. So we're going to keep you alive.”

Silence.

Then someone starts clapping. Slow. Uncertain. A woman near the front. Others join. Not everyone. Maybe a third of them. The rest just stare. Scared. Uncertain.

It doesn't matter. We're not doing this for gratitude. We're doing it because it's all we have left.

"Felix," Ghost says quietly. "We're not going to last four hours."

"I know."

"Not without ammo.”

"You’re right."

"So why are we doing this?"

I look at the civilians. At the kids clinging to their parents. At the families huddled together. At the scared faces waiting for someone to save them.

"Maybe our lives are forfeit. Maybe we made our bed. But they haven’t. They still have a reason to live.”

She nods. Says nothing. Just picks up her rifle and finds her position.

Remo finishes setting the charges. Ten of them. Distributed across the main approach corridors. Remote detonators. He's sweating. Pale. The shoulder wound from earlier is bleeding through the bandage.

"You good?" I ask.

"Define good." He grins. Weaker than usual but still there. "Ready when you are."

"Good. Ghost, find high ground. Best position you can manage. You're our sniper support. Chen, Doc—you're with me on the main doors. Priest—"

"I can fight." His voice is weak. But determined. "Give me a rifle."

"You can barely stand."

"Then I'll fight sitting down." He's dragging himself into position. Setting his back against a wall. Legs useless. But his hands work. His eyes work. "Give me a gun and I'll use it."

I hand him one of the scavenged weapons. The one with eight percent charge. "Make it count."

"Always do."

We form up between civilians and the swarm outside. The doors are already buckling. I can see it from here—the metal warping, the seals breaking down. Acid eating through. Scythes punching holes.

They're not trying to breach yet. Just testing. Finding weaknesses.

"First hour's going to be probing attacks," I say. "They're going to feel us out. See what we've got. Where we're weak. Then they'll commit."

"And when they commit?" Chen asks.

"We die. But we take as many of them with us as we can."

"Inspiring."

"You want inspiring? Look behind us. Ten thousand reasons to hold the line."

The doors groan. Metal screeching. Something massive hitting them from the other side.

"Here they come," Chen says.

"Remember—controlled bursts. Three seconds maximum. Conserve ammo. We don't know how long we'll need to make it last."

The doors give way.

Not completely. Just a crack. Maybe a meter wide. But that's enough.

Warriors pour through. Not dozens. Just three. Testing. Moving slow. Cautious.

"Wait for it," I say. "Let them commit."

The warriors advance. Five meters into the habitat. Ten. Looking around. Scanning. The hive-scream pulses—not words. Just communication. Reporting back.

"Now."

We open fire. Three rifles. Precise bursts. The warriors drop before they can react. Dead in seconds.

"Seal that breach!"

Chen's already moving. She's got welding equipment from the station's maintenance bay. Not enough to hold forever. But enough to buy time. She welds the crack shut. Sparks flying. Metal screaming.

"That'll hold maybe twenty minutes," she says.

"Good. That's twenty more minutes than we had."

The next breach comes from a different angle. Service vent. Not the main doors. A warrior drops from the ceiling. Ghost's shot takes its head off before it hits the ground.

"They're probing multiple vectors," she says. "Looking for weaknesses."

"Then we show them strength everywhere." I key my comm. "Remo, you seeing this?"

"Yeah. They're smart."

"How many charges can you spare for secondary breaches?"

"Three. Maybe four if we get lucky."

"Set them on the main vents. Anything that comes through, they get a face full of explosive."

"On it."

The habitat goes quiet. Just the sound of Chen welding. Doc treating wounded civilians who got hurt in the initial breach. Priest praying.

Five minutes pass. Then ten.

"They're regrouping," Ghost says from her elevated position. "I count at least two hundred signatures on the other side of the main doors. Maybe more in the vents."

"When they breach?"

"We won't stop them. Not with what we have."

"Then we slow them. Make them pay for every meter."

The doors explode.

Not from acid. From force. Something massive hitting them. The weld Chen made shatters. The crack widens. Ten meters. Twenty.

And they pour through.

Dozens of warriors. All at once. Moving fast. Coordinated. This isn't a probe anymore. It’s the main assault.

"Open fire!"

We light them up. Four rifles blazing. Ghost from her position. Me and Chen from the main doors. Priest from his wall. Warriors drop. We're killing them. But they keep coming.

Remo detonates the first charge. The corridor erupts. Twenty warriors vaporized. Limbs and chitin spraying everywhere. The ones behind them hesitate—just for a second.

That second is all we need. We pour fire into them. Drop another ten. Another fifteen.

But more keep coming.

"They're flanking!" Chen's voice. "Service vents! Multiple breaches!"

Warriors dropping from above. Three at once. Ghost takes two. The third lands right behind Chen. I spin. Fire. Drop it before it can strike.

Doc's treating a civilian who got hit by acid spray. Trying to flush the wound. Trying to save a life while the world falls apart around him.

Another charge. Another corridor blocked. Another temporary reprieve.

But we're burning through ammo. Burning through options.

Warriors. Dozens at once. Pouring through the breach like water through a cracked dam. We open fire. Drop them. But more keep coming. Always more.

"Second charge!"

Another explosion. Another corridor blocked with bodies. Another temporary reprieve.

A warrior breaks through. Makes it past our fire. Heads for the civilians. Priest shoots it. Three bursts. Uses his last charge. The warrior drops three meters from a family huddled against the wall.

Priest's rifle is empty now. He's done. Just sits there bleeding.

My cell hits zero.

I drop the rifle. Grab another. This one has twenty percent. Enough for maybe two minutes of sustained fire.

"Third charge!"

Doc's down. Scythe across the chest. He's still conscious. Still trying to apply pressure. Still trying to save himself with one hand.

I keep firing.

Fifteen percent.

Chen goes down. Leg wound. Blood spraying. She's screaming. Still shooting. One-handed. Lying in her own blood.

Ten percent.

Ghost runs dry. I watch her drop her rifle. Pull her sidearm. Keep shooting.

Five percent.

Remo grins over comms. "Well, this has been fun."

"Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Don't do whatever stupid thing you're about to do."

"Too late."

He's moving. Running toward the breach. Toward the swarm. He's got the remote detonator in his hand. The one for all seven remaining charges.

"Remo! Get back here!"

"Can't. Someone's got to make sure they all go off." He's laughing. That same laugh. "Tell my wife I—fuck it. I never had one."

"REMO!"

"Light the candle, kids."

He hits the detonator.

All seven charges go off at once. The entire entrance corridor erupts in fire and shrapnel and collapsing metal. The blast wave throws me backward. Slams me into a wall. Everything goes white.

When I can see again, the corridor is gone. Just rubble. And somewhere in that rubble—

Remo.

"Remo!" I'm screaming into comms. "Remo, respond!"

Static.

"REMO!"

Nothing.

Just static.

And in that static, I hear it. Faint. Barely there.

Laughing.

He's laughing.

Then the channel goes dead.

And Remo Martinez—Zero-84—the man who dragged me out of a corpse pile on my first drop, who made jokes while dying, who never stopped grinning—

Stopped grinning.

I stand there. Staring at the rubble. Processing what just happened.

The habitat is silent. Ten thousand people. Not making a sound. Just staring at the collapsed corridor. At the entrance that's now sealed with concrete and steel and the body of a convict who saved them all.

Ghost is beside me. Says nothing. Just stands there.

Chen's on the ground. Still bleeding. Doc's unconscious. Priest is—

I don't know.

Outside, I can hear them. The Hanbiri. Scratching at the rubble. Trying to find another way in.

They will. Eventually.

But right now, in this moment, we're alive.

And Remo bought us that.

Four hours until evac.

Three hours and forty minutes left.

I pick up a rifle. Check the cell—five percent. Enough for seconds of fire.

Enough to matter.

"Ghost," I say quietly. "How many charges did Remo set before he—"

"None left. That was all of them."

"So we're out of explosives."

"Yes."

"And we're almost out of ammo."

"Yes."

"And there are thousands of bugs out there."

"Yes."

I look at her. At this woman who watched my brother die. Who's been trying to atone ever since. Who's still perfect with every shot.

"Think we'll make it?"

She almost smiles. "No."

"Me neither."

I turn to the civilians. To the faces staring at us. Waiting for orders. Waiting for someone to tell them it's going to be okay.

I don't have the words.

So I just raise my rifle.

"Get ready," I say. "They're coming back."

The little girl from earlier steps forward. The one who asked if I was the Titan Zero. She's holding something. A piece of paper. A drawing.

She hands it to me.

It's a picture. Stick figures. One big one with a rifle. Smaller ones behind him. Black shapes with too many legs trying to get to the small figures. The big figure standing between them.

At the top, in unsteady letters: "Thank you."

I stare at the drawing. At this thing a six-year-old made while waiting to die. While listening to us fight and bleed and sacrifice ourselves for people who think we're animals.

"Keep it," she says. "So you remember."

"Remember what?"

"That you're a hero." She smiles.

She runs back to her mother before I can respond.

I look at the drawing. At the crude stick figure that's supposed to be me. At the word "hero" written in crayon. I don’t have the heart to tell her what an insult it is. Or perhaps how useless to an expendable piece of meat like me.

Remo would've laughed at this. Would've made some joke about stick figures and bad art and how if we're heroes the universe is really scraping the bottom of the barrel.

But Remo's not here to laugh.

And in the rubble of the collapsed corridor, buried under concrete and steel—

Remo's comm channel crackles one last time.

Not words. Not a message.

Just that laugh.

That same fucking laugh.

The one that says even death is funny if you look at it right.

Then silence.

I fold the drawing. Put it in my armor. Against my chest.

Where my heart used to be.

Before the war hollowed it out.

"Three hours and forty minutes," I say to no one. To everyone. "Let's see if we can make it."

Ghost picks up her rifle. Chen drags herself into a defensive position despite the leg wound. Doc somehow gets Priest propped up against a wall where he can shoot if needed.

Four of us left against thousands of bugs with almost no ammo.

But we stand anyway.

Because that's what Remo would do.

The Hanbiri start scratching at the rubble.

I raise my rifle.

"Come on then," I whisper to the darkness. To the things in the shadows. To the swarm that knows our names. "Let's see who's still standing when this is over."

The scratching gets louder.

And somewhere in the rubble, buried under a mountain of concrete and steel and sacrifice—

Remo's laugh echoes one final time.

Then fades to nothing.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Three hours and thirty-seven minutes.

That's how long we wait after Remo is buried in rubble.

Three hours and thirty-seven minutes of holding a position we can't hold. With ammo we don't have. Against bugs that keep finding new ways through the rubble.

Ghost picks them off from her elevated position. One shot. One kill. Every time. Her cell drops from forty-two percent to thirty. To twenty. To fifteen.

Chen drags herself around the perimeter despite the leg wound. Welding breaches. Sealing vents. Buying minutes with sweat and blood and sheer stubborn refusal to die.

Doc treats wounded civilians. One hand. Three fingers gone. Still saving lives. Still functioning. The chest wound from earlier is bleeding through the bandage but he ignores it. Just keeps working.

Priest prays. Can't walk. Can't fight anymore. Just sits against the wall with his eyes closed and his lips moving. Talking to God or Danny or whoever listens when the world ends.

And I stand at the rubble. Where Remo is buried.

Staring at the collapsed corridor. At the concrete and steel and bodies mixed together. Trying to see him. Trying to find some sign that he's still there.

But there's fucking nothing. Just rubble. Just silence.

The collar shocks me every fifteen minutes. Reminder that I'm property. That I'm still expendable. That Remo's sacrifice bought time but changed nothing.

I ignore it. Keep staring.

"Felix." Ghost's voice on comms. "Contact. Multiple signatures. They're massing for another push."

"How many?"

"Overwhelming force."

I turn away from the rubble. Check my weapon. Five percent charge. Maybe forty-five seconds of sustained fire.

Never fucking enough.

But it's all I have.

"Defensive positions. Make them pay for every meter."

We form up. Four of us. Ghost with her rifle. Chen with a welding torch because her rifle died an hour ago. Doc with his sidearm. Me with my failing weapon and a piece of Hanbiri scythe-limb I picked up somewhere.

Ten thousand civilians behind us. Watching. Waiting. The little girl who gave me the drawing is in the front. Still holding her mother's hand. Still smiling.

Like she thinks we're going to win.

The Hanbiri breach from three directions at once.

Not the main rubble pile. But the vents. The maintenance tunnels. The walls themselves—they've been cutting through for hours. Now they pour through like water through cracks.

Dozens. Hundreds.

We open fire.

My cell drops to four percent. Three. Two.

A warrior gets through. Hits me. I swing the scythe-limb. Catch it across the fucking thorax. It drops.

Another. Another. I'm swinging. No ammo. No tech. Just a piece of Hanbiri and whatever strength I have left.

My cell hits zero. The rifle's dead. I drop it. Keep swinging.

Ghost's weapon dies again. She switches to her sidearm. Precise shots. Still perfect. But laser pistol rounds don't penetrate like rifle fire. The warriors keep coming.

Chen goes down. The leg wound finally caught up. She’s bleeding, half conscious.

Doc tries to reach her. A warrior hits him from behind. Scythe through the back. He screams like a banshee.

It's just me and Ghost now.

Two convicts. Between six thousand civilians and certain death.

I swing. Drop a warrior. Another takes its place. My arm—the melted, ruined arm—screams with every movement. The scythe-limb I'm using as a weapon is cracking. Breaking down from impact stress.

"Ghost," I say. "When this goes bad—when they get through—"

"They're not getting through."

The scythe-limb in my hand breaks. Just snaps. Useless.

I'm standing there with half a weapon and no plan and warriors everywhere.

This is where I die.

Then the habitat shakes.

Not from the Hanbiri. From outside. From above. A sound like thunder. Like shuttles. Like—

"EVAC INCOMING!" Chen's voice. She's conscious. Barely. Shouting into her comm. "Shuttles are here! Hold for thirty seconds!"

Thirty seconds.

I look at the swarm. At the black tide pressing in. At Ghost beside me with her pistol empty and her options gone.

Thirty seconds might as well be thirty years.

But we hold anyway.

I grab another dead warrior's scythe-limb. Rip it off. The joint cracks. Black ichor sprays across my armor. I use it as a club. Swing. Drop a bug. The impact jars my arm. The melted, ruined arm screams. I ignore it. Swing again. Knock another warrior down.

The scythe is breaking down. Cracking from repeated impacts. The chitin isn't meant to be used like this. Isn't meant to withstand this kind of abuse.

But it holds.

Ghost switches to hand-to-hand. Pulls a knife from somewhere—probably took it off a dead convict hours ago. Starts stabbing. Precise. Surgical. Even in melee she's perfect. Every strike finds a gap in armor. Every cut severs something vital.

A warrior lunges at me. I swing. Miss. It hits me. Scythe through the shoulder. I feel it punch through armor. Through muscle. Grate against bone.

I grab its head. With my bare hands. And I twist. A strength I didn’t know I had. Not human.

The neck snaps. It drops.

Another warrior. Another. I'm fighting on instinct now. No strategy. No tactics. Just survival. Just refusing to die for thirty more seconds. I’m fighting for thousands who are too terrified to defend themselves.

My vision's blurring. Blood loss. Exhaustion. The shoulder wound bleeding freely. But I keep swinging. Keep fighting.

Twenty seconds.

Ghost goes down. Warrior hits her from behind. She rolls. Comes up stabbing. Drives the knife through the warrior's eye. It drops.

She doesn't get up. Just fucking lies there. Breathing. Done.

Fifteen.

I'm alone now. Standing in front of six thousand civilians. One convict. One broken scythe-limb. Against dozens of warriors closing in.

This is where it ends.

Ten.

A warrior charges. I swing. The scythe-limb shatters. Just breaks apart in my hands. Useless.

I'm standing there with nothing. No weapons. No options. No hope.

Five.

The warrior's scythe-limb comes down.

The habitat doors explode open.

Not the ones we've been defending. The emergency exits. The ones the civilians are packed near.

Shuttles. Three of them. Industrial. Mars military. Here to save the day, again. Like clockwork.

They form a defensive line between us and the swarm. Start laying down fire. The A team finally decides to show up.

The tide breaks.

Just like that. The warriors scatter. Not retreating—they don't retreat—but confused. Outnumbered suddenly. The coordination breaks down.

"ALL CIVILIANS! BOARD NOW!"

Ten thousand people moving. Running for the shuttles. Climbing aboard. The little girl is one of the first. She looks back at me. Waves.

Then she's gone.

The soldiers advance. Push the Hanbiri back. Clear the habitat. Professional. Efficient. The way it should be done when you're not dying convicts with broken weapons.

Ghost and I just stand there. Covered in ichor. Bleeding. Barely standing.

"We made it," she says quietly.

"Yeah."

"Remo bought us enough time."

"Yeah."

I look at the rubble. At the place where he died. At the collapsed corridor that's now a tomb.

"He saved them all," I say. "Every single one."

"Yes."

"And nobody's going to remember his name."

"We will."

She's right. We will. Me and Ghost and Chen and Doc—if Doc's still alive, I can't tell from here—we'll remember. We'll carry Remo the way we carry all the dead.

One more name. One more face. One more ghost.

A lieutenant approaches. Clean armor. Unscarred. The kind of soldier who's never gone three days without food or sleep.

"Zero-79?"

"That's me."

"Colonel Harker wants you on the command shuttle. Immediate debrief." He looks at Ghost. At Chen. At Doc. "Your squad too. What's left of it."

"What about Remo?"

"Who?"

"Zero-84. Remo Martinez. He's in that rubble."

The lieutenant checks his datapad. "I don't see a Zero-84 on the survivor manifest."

"He's not a survivor. He needs to be recovered. Properly. Whatever is left."

"Nobody could have survived that. We'll send a team when the area's secure." The lieutenant starts to turn away.

I grab his arm. "You'll send a team now. You'll dig him out now. You'll treat him like the soldier he was."

The lieutenant stares at me. At my hand on his arm. At the collar blinking red on my throat.

"You're a convict. You don't give orders."

"I'm the convict who just saved ten thousand of your people. Because you couldn’t be spared until it was convenient. So I'm giving you an order. Recover. Remo. Now."

We stare at each other. He's got authority. Rank. Clean armor and a loaded weapon.

I've got nothing but blood and rage and a promise to a dead friend.

He blinks first.

"I'll... I'll see what I can do."

"You'll do it. Or I'll file a report that says you left one of your people to rot while civilians watched." I lean closer. "Let's see how that plays on the feeds."

He pulls back. Nods. Walks away quickly.

Ghost appears beside me. "That was stupid."

"Probably."

"He could have you shot for that."

"He could try."

She almost smiles. "Remo would have laughed."

"Yeah. He would have."

We board the last shuttle. Me and Ghost supporting Chen. Doc's body carried by two soldiers who don't know his name. Priest unconscious on a stretcher.

The shuttle lifts off. Through the viewport I can see the habitat we held. The rubble where Remo died.

Already there are teams moving in. Recovery crews. Engineers. People cleaning up the mess we made while staying alive.

I watch until the station's just a dot against Saturn's rings.

Then I close my eyes.

The debrief is exactly what I expected. Sterile room. Holoscreen. Harker's face showing nothing as I walk him through what happened.

"Casualties?"

"Remo Martinez. Zero-84. KIA in action. Died detonating charges that sealed the habitat and saved civilians. We couldn’t get to the body right away."

He makes a note. "Anyone else?"

"Doc's critical. Might not make it. Chen and Priest are stable. Ghost is functional."

"And you?"

I look down at myself. Blood. Ichor. The injured arm. The cracked ribs. The hundred other injuries I've stopped counting.

"Functional."

"Good. You've got another drop in seventy-two hours."

"Seventy-two hours? My squad is—"

"Your squad will be whoever's still breathing in seventy-two hours.” He closes the datapad. "I believe Remo Martinez's body was recovered. We'll process him through standard KIA protocols."

"He gets a proper burial."

"He gets what every convict gets. A body bag and a notation in the records."

"He saved ten thousand people."

"And I've noted that in my report." He looks at me. "But he's still a convict. Still expendable. The rules don't change because someone dies heroically. They change when the war's over."

"When will the war be over?"

"When we've killed every last one of them. Or they've killed every last one of us. We are fighting for humanity in every sphere on this solar system. Don’t you get it? This is happening everywhere." He stands. "Get medical attention. Get some rest. Seventy-two hours."

"What about Remo?"

"What about him?"

"Where's his body?"

"Medical bay. Awaiting disposal."

I leave before I do something stupid. Before I say something that gets my collar shocked or my squad reassigned or worse.

The medical bay is three decks down. Quiet. Sterile. Rows of beds with wounded soldiers and convicts mixed together. For once the Directorate doesn't segregate—dying is universal.

I find Doc first. He's in surgery. The wound in his back is bad. Chemicals getting pumped into his veins.

Chen's in recovery. Leg stabilized. She'll walk again. Eventually. Maybe with a limp.

Priest is unconscious. Sedated. The leg wound infected. They're pumping him full of antibiotics and our favorite compound.

Ghost is sitting in a chair by Priest's bed. Cleaning her rifle.

"He's going to live," she says without looking up.

"Doc?"

"All of them. Doc. Chen. Priest. They're going to live."

"How do you know?"

"Because they're too stubborn to die." She looks at me. "Like you."

I don't have an answer for that.

"Remo's body is in cold storage. Bay seven. They're processing him tomorrow."

"I want to see him."

"I know."

She stands. We walk together through the medical bay. Past the wounded. Past the dying. Past people who might be Remo in a few days if the war keeps grinding.

The bay is at the end of a long corridor. Refrigerated. The bodies stored in drawers like files.

The tech at the desk looks up. "Help you?"

"Zero-84. Remo Martinez. I want to see him."

"Family?"

"Squad."

"Squad's not family."

"To us it is."

He hesitates. Then shrugs. "Five minutes. Bay seven-twelve."

We find the drawer. Ghost helps me pull it out. The body bag is sealed. Standard issue. Nothing special. Nothing that says this person saved ten thousand lives.

I unzip it. I can’t make his face, or much of anything. I can barely stomach looking at what’s left of him. It’s a mangled body in an orange jumpsuit. I look for the collar. It’s gone—likely vaporized or shattered in the blast. But the recovery team has slapped a digital tag on the bag's zipper: CONFIRMED: CONVICT ZERO-84.

That’s it, then. The bureaucracy has spoken.

I want to look closer. I want to check for the scar on his lip or the tattoo on his arm. But I can’t. I can't bring myself to study the ruin of my friend. I just stare at the tag. Zero-84.

I hope it was instant. Hope he didn't suffer. Hope he was laughing until the very end.

But I'll never know.

"Hey, Remo," I say quietly. My voice cracks. I don't care. "We made it. All ten thousand. A new fucking record. Every single civilian. Because of you."

He doesn't answer. Doesn't laugh. Doesn't make a joke about death or funerals or how I'm getting sentimental in my old age.

Just lies there.

Cold.

Dead.

"The brass is going to spin this," I continue. "They're going to take credit. Say the military saved everyone. Won't mention you. Won't mention any of us." I touch his shoulder through the bag. So cold. "But I'll remember. Ghost will remember. Chen. Doc. Priest. Everyone you saved. We'll all remember."

My hand is shaking. I pull it back. Wipe my eyes. When did I start crying?

"You were the best of us," I say. "You know that, right? You kept us sane. Kept us human. Made us laugh when everything was shit. And now you're gone and I don't—I don't know how to do this without you."

Ghost's hand is on my shoulder. "He knew," she says quietly. "He knew what he meant to us. That's why he could do it. Because he knew we'd be okay."

"Will we?"

"We have to be. He wouldn't want us to fall apart."

She's right. Remo would hate that. Would make some joke about me being dramatic. About how death is just another thing that happens and we should all lighten up.

But he's not here to make that joke.

And that's the problem.

"They're going to write him up as a footnote," Ghost says. "Convict KIA. Killed in action. No ceremony. No honors. Just another number."

"Then we make our own ceremony." I look at her. "We remember him our way. We tell his stories. We make sure his death meant something."

"It already meant something.”

"I know. But he should have more than that. He should have—" I stop. Try to find the words. "He should have someone crying at his funeral. He should have people who loved him. He should have—"

"Us." Ghost puts her hand on my shoulder. "He has us. That's more than most convicts get."

She's right. But it doesn't feel like enough.

Nothing feels like enough.

I zip the body bag. Slide the drawer closed. Stand there staring at the cold metal.

"Goodbye, Remo," I whisper. "See you tomorrow."

Except I won't. Tomorrow he'll be processed and disposed of and forgotten by everyone except the people who fought beside him.

That's the job.

Fight. Die. Be forgotten.

Unless someone remembers.

I turn to Ghost. "I want his name on the wall."

"What wall?"

"The memorial wall. In the station plaza. Where they list the dead."

"That's for real soldiers. Not convicts. Conscripts on borrowed time."

"Then we make our own wall. In the conscript barracks. A place where we write the names of everyone who dies. Everyone who matters." I'm talking faster now. The idea taking shape. "Remo. Bones. All the others. Everyone who died so civilians could live. We write their names. We remember them."

"The brass won't allow it."

"Then we do it anyway. What are they going to do? Kill us? We're already dying."

She thinks about it. Then nods. "Okay."

"Okay?"

"Okay." She starts walking toward the door. "I'll find a wall. You find something to write with."

We spend the next two hours carving names into the wall of the convict barracks. Using a piece of broken metal. Scraping letters into plasteel. It's not pretty. Not official. Just names and numbers.

Remo Martinez. Zero-84. KIA.

Bones. Zero-121. KIA.

And dozens of others. All the faces I remember. All the people who died on drops I survived.

By the time we're done, my hand is bleeding. The wall is covered. And I feel... lighter. Like I've done something that matters.

Ghost stands back. Looks at the wall. "It's not enough."

"No. But it's something."

"Yes."

Other convicts start appearing. Seeing what we've done. Adding names. People they remember. People they fought beside.

By morning, the wall is full.

I lie on my bunk. Three decks down from medical. One deck up from the launch bays where the pods wait for the next drop.

I close my eyes.

And I dream of Remo laughing.

That same laugh. The one that said everything was funny if you looked at it right. The one that kept us sane when the world was ending.

In the dream, he's not dead. He's sitting on a bunk in the barracks. Grinning. Making jokes.

"You know what the problem with dying is?" he says.

"What?"

"You miss all the good parts that come after." He stands up. "But you'll tell them, right? Tell them I went out laughing?"

"I'll tell them."

"Good." He starts to fade. "See you tomorrow, Zero."

"See you tomorrow, Remo."

He disappears. And I'm alone in the dream. Just me and the empty barracks and the wall full of names.

I wake up.

The barracks are quiet. Most of the convicts asleep. Ghost is at the wall. Adding another name. Someone she remembered.

I get up. Walk over to her.

"Can't sleep?" I ask.

"Never could."

We stand there looking at the wall. At Remo's name. At all the others.

"You think he knew?" Ghost asks. "That he was going to die?"

"Yeah. He knew."

"And he did it anyway."

"Yeah."

"Why?"

I think about it. About Remo's laugh. About his jokes. About the way he made everything bearable just by being there.

"Because that's what you do," I say. "When you're part of a squad. When people depend on you. You do the thing that needs doing. Even if it kills you."

"Is it worth it?"

"I don't know. Ask the six thousand people who are alive because of him."

She's quiet for a long time. Then she adds one more name to the wall. A name I don't recognize. Someone from her past. Someone she failed to save.

"I'm adding Danny," she says. "Your brother. He deserves to be here too."

I stare at the name she's carving. Danny Valda. Not a convict number. Just his name.

"He wasn't a soldier," I say.

"Neither are we. Not really. But we're here anyway. Fighting anyway. Dying anyway." She finishes the carving. "He's part of this. Part of why you fight. He should be remembered too."

She's right.

Danny's name goes on the wall with Remo's. With all the others.

And maybe that's enough. Maybe remembering is all we can do. All anyone can do.

"Almost time," I say.

"Until the next drop."

"Yeah."

"Think we'll make it?"

I look at the wall. At all the names. At Remo's name carved deep into the plasteel.

"No," I say. "But we'll try anyway."

"Why?"

"Because that's what Remo would do."

She almost smiles. "Yeah. That's what Remo would do."

We stand there for a while longer. Just looking at the wall. At the names of the dead.

Then I go back to my bunk.

I close my eyes.

And I hear his laugh one more time.

Faint. Distant. Like it's coming from somewhere far away.

But still there.

Still Remo.

"See you tomorrow," I whisper.

And somewhere in the dark, he laughs back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The medical bay is clean.

That's the first thing I notice when I wake up. Clean walls. Clean air. The smell of antiseptic instead of blood and methane and burning chitin.

I'm strapped to a gurney. Medical restraints—not aggressive, just keeping me stable during recovery. They want me patched up just enough to head back out. My shoulder is bandaged. My arm aches but the pain is distant, muted. Drugs. They've given me something for the pain.

I hate it. Hate the fuzziness. Hate not being sharp.

"You're awake." A medic appears above me. Young. Clean uniform. Hasn't seen combat. I can tell by the way he moves—no caution, no scanning for threats. "Try not to move. You've got extensive tissue damage and we need to keep you stable before we can move you to the recovery ward. You have a series of patch fixes that are compounding poorly. The C-17 is working but even then it’s not magic, even at these doses.”

“C-17.”

“Compound 17. The substance you’ve been getting dosed with this whole time.”

“Oh, right. You’re not supposed to tell me about it, right?”

“Right, but who cares? Family back home’s dead. Parents are the ones who wanted me to have a medical career. I don’t owe these people anything. I’m actually trying to get people healthy so we can survive, as many of us as possible anyway.”

“I see. You don’t think this C-17 is doing its objective?”

“Quite the opposite. It’s working better than imagined. At normal doses, this stuff helps military and experimental ship personnel take the physical stress of space travel, extreme temperatures, and even helps survive wounds and other ailments. At normal doses.”

“And, at our doses?”

“Well, you’re not supposed to be drowned with this stuff every day. And when the active ingredient is amplified 100X, so are the side effects. The body can only take so much before organs fail. Your kidneys will be the first to go, then liver. Not much anyone can do after that, not unless you’re rich and back on Earth.”

“So this stuff lets us survive the elements and fight a little longer and harder, but we die later on.”

“Essentially. A dose compounded especially for conscripts who are already dead statistically. Conscripts who aren’t allowed to sue when the side effects kick in. It makes perfect sense when you think about it, from the Directorate perspective.”

“Oh, it sure fucking does I bet. What’s the life expectancy for someone that’s had, I don’t know three dozen doses at this 100X magnification?”

“Impossible to say. Weeks, months, not much longer I presume. No one expects you to survive long enough to tell anyone about it. Frankly, I wouldn’t say a word. Easier to keep you quiet by decompressing you than letting these little details get out, even with all this shit going on.”

I stare at the ceiling. Count the rivets. Twelve. Thirteen. Fourteen.

Weeks. Months. Not much longer.

The words sink through my skull like acid through chitin. Slow. Burning. Inevitable.

They're killing us twice. First with the collar. Then with the needle. Drop us into hell, pump us full of chemicals that let us survive long enough to be useful, and when the war's over—if it's ever over—we get to die anyway. Organs rotting from the inside while some Directorate accountant checks a box that says asset depreciated.

I think about Remo. About Doc. About Priest and Chen and Ghost. All of us walking around with poison in our veins, thinking we're lucky to be alive, not knowing the clock started ticking the moment they jabbed us with the first dose. Every injection a betrayal. Every mission bought with pieces of our future we didn't know we were spending.

Conscripts who aren't allowed to sue.

That's what we are. Not soldiers. Not even prisoners. Just meat with an expiration date, too dead to complain when the bill comes due.

The rage is there. Hot and familiar, coiling in my chest like it did the day I put a drill through Damion's chest. I want to rip the IV out of my arm. Want to find whoever signed off on this protocol and show them exactly what expendable feels like. Want to scream until something breaks.

But I don't.

Because screaming doesn't change anything. Because the others are still out there, still breathing, still counting on me to get them through the next drop. And because somewhere in the back of my skull, past the rage and the betrayal, there's a cold voice that sounds too much like my own.

You already knew. You just didn't want to see it.

I lock it down. Shove it into the same dark place where Danny lives, where the faces of everyone I couldn't save wait in the shadows. There's no time for rage. No room for betrayal. There's only the mission and the people still standing and the next twenty minutes until we dock.

I'll carry this. Add it to the weight. Figure out what to do with it later—if there is a later.

Right now, I need to know who's still alive.

"How are the others?"

"Your squad? They're being treated. Most of them will survive."

Most. Not all.

"Doc?"

"Surgery went well. He's stable. Lucky the blade missed the heart by three centimeters."

"Chen? Priest?"

"Stable. Both in recovery." He checks a monitor. "You should rest. We'll have you at the station in twenty minutes."

I close my eyes. Not to rest. Just to process.

We made it. Against impossible odds, against every projection, we made it. Remo's sacrifice bought enough time. His name is on the wall and his death meant something.

The shuttle docks with the orbital station. They wheel me through the corridors on the gurney. Through medical. Through processing. Into a recovery ward where the other survivors are already waiting.

Ghost is sitting up in her bed. Bandaged. Bruised. But alert. She nods when she sees me.

Chen's in the next bed over. Leg elevated. Reading something on a datapad. She looks up. Manages a weak smile.

Doc is unconscious but breathing. Chest wrapped in so much bandage he looks like a mummy.

Priest is praying. Still praying even after everything.

"Squad Zero-Alpha," a voice says from the doorway. A lieutenant. Clean uniform. Clipboard in hand. "Colonel Harker wants to see you. All of you who can walk."

"When?" Ghost asks.

"Now."

"We just got out of medical."

"I'm aware. He said now."

We exchange looks. Ghost swings her legs off the bed. Stands. Wobbles slightly but catches herself. I sit up. The shoulder screams but I ignore it. Push through.

Chen stays in bed. Can't walk yet. Doc's not much better. Priest can barely sit up.

Just me and Ghost, then.

"Lead the way," I say.

The lieutenant takes us through the station. Up three decks. Past soldiers who stare at us—some with respect, most with contempt. Past civilians who recognize us from the feeds and whisper as we pass.

We reach Harker's office. The lieutenant opens the door. "Wait here."

The office is exactly like I remember. Desk. Holoscreen. View of Titan through the window. No personality. No warmth. Just function.

Harker enters five minutes later. He doesn't sit. Just stands behind her desk, looking at us.

"Zero fatalities during extraction. Station stabilized. Hanbiri presence reduced to manageable levels." He pauses. "Well done."

I wait for the "but." There's always a "but."

"However," he continues, "there are concerns about your methods. The unauthorized memorial wall in the convict barracks. Your confrontation with Lieutenant Voss about body recovery. Your... forceful interactions with command personnel."

"We saved ten thousand people."

"You did. And that's noted in my report." He pulls up a holoscreen. "Unfortunately, my report isn't the only one being filed."

The screen shows news feeds. Multiple channels. All showing the same thing—footage from Titan Station Prime. The civilian evacuation. The shuttles lifting off. And in the background, barely visible, convicts being herded onto separate transports.

"Earth Command is spinning this as a military victory," Harker says. "Professional forces responding to a crisis. Heroic Marines Security personnel saving the day. A weak attempt to show how Earth and Mars are working together in this war. Theatrics. The convict involvement is being... minimized."

"Minimized."

"Omitted, actually. As far as the official record is concerned, you were there, but caused more trouble if anything."

Ghost makes a sound. Not quite a laugh. More like a cough of disbelief.

"Thousands of  people saw us," I say. "They know who saved them."

"Thousands of people saw the military in armor fighting bugs. Most of them couldn't tell the difference between convict orange and military gray in the chaos." He closes the holoscreen. "The story that matters is the one Command tells. And that story doesn't include convicts being heroes. The Earth Directorate has a firm grasp of the narrative, even in this system wide war. The black channels are trivial in number."

"What about Remo?"

"Remo Martinez is listed as KIA. That's all. No ceremony. No commendation. Just a notation in the records."

"He saved them all. He died saving them."

"I know." For a moment, something crosses Harker's face. Almost human. "And I made sure his sacrifice is documented in my reports. But my reports go to my superiors. Who bury them in archives. Who tell Earth whatever story keeps the funding flowing. And there is little coming from them to Mars, who is in the middle of an even larger crisis and 100 times more people than here. Titan is not a priority. One murderer conscript less so. Not even close."

"So we die for them and they pretend we don't exist."

"Yes." No hesitation. No apology. Just fact. "That's how this works."

Ghost stands up. Walks to the window. Looks out at Titan. "Why did you bring us here? To tell us we're forgotten?"

"No. I brought you here because in three hours, there's a press conference. Earth Admiral Keyes will be addressing the media about the successful defense of Titan Station Prime. And during that conference, you will be on display."

"On display," I repeat.

"In the background. As examples of the Directorate's commitment to rehabilitation. As proof that even convicts can be useful when properly directed." He looks at me. "You'll stand there in your orange jumpsuits. With your collars visible. While the admiral talks about professional military excellence and heroic defense and all the other propaganda that keeps Earth's citizens feeling safe."

"And if we refuse?"

"Then your squad is disbanded. They get reassigned to different units. Ghost gets sent to a penal mining colony. I know your resume all too well, Santos. And you, get shipped to the worst drop zone we can find with a collar programmed to shock you unconscious if you step out of line. We keep dropping you into you die."

"Haven’t you been doing that already? When's the press conference?" I ask.

"Seventeen hundred hours. You'll be prepped at sixteen-thirty. Fresh orange uniform. Try to look presentable." He sits down. "Dismissed."

We leave.

In the corridor outside, Ghost is shaking. Not with fear. With rage.

"They're going to parade us like animals."

"Yeah."

"They're going to take credit for what we did."

"Yeah."

"And we just have to stand there and take it."

"Yeah."

She slams her fist into the wall. Leaves a dent. Her knuckles bleed. She doesn't care.

"This is what we are to them," she says quietly. "Tools. Props. Things they use and discard."

"I know."

"Do you? Do you really?" She turns to me. "Because sometimes I think you still believe there's a point to this. That if we just fight hard enough, save enough people, maybe someone will notice. Maybe someone will care."

"I don't believe that."

"Then why do you keep doing it?"

"Because the people we save are real. Even if the brass pretends we don't exist. Even if the feeds erase us from history. Thousands are alive because we bled for them." I look at her. "That's enough."

"Is it?"

"It has to be."

She stares at me for a long moment. Then she nods. "Okay. Okay."

We head back to medical. Get cleaned up. They give us dress uniforms—still orange, still marked with convict designations, but clean. Pressed. Like we're going to a ceremony instead of a propaganda show.

At sixteen-thirty, guards escort us to the press staging area. A large conference room with a raised platform at one end. Chairs for media. Cameras everywhere. And at the back of the platform, marked with tape—spots where we're supposed to stand.

Background decoration.

Admiral Keyes is already there. Tall. Distinguished. Dress whites spotless. Medals covering his chest. The kind of officer who's never been in a drop pod but has been in a hundred strategy meetings.

He doesn't look at us. Doesn't acknowledge our presence. Just reviews his notes with an aide.

Other convicts are brought in. I recognize some of them—survivors from other squads. They look like we do. Tired. Broken. Barely standing.

At seventeen hundred hours, the media arrives. Dozens of them. Cameras. Recorders. Journalists from Earth and Mars and every major station in the system. They take their seats. Adjust their equipment. Start filming.

The room fills with the artificial light of camera arrays. Everything bright. Everything perfect. Everything staged.

Keyes steps to the podium.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he says. His voice is perfect. Authoritative. Reassuring. The kind of voice that makes people believe everything's under control. "Thank you for coming. Today I'm pleased to report a major victory in our ongoing campaign against the Hanbiri threat."

He launches into his speech. Talks about the heroic defense of Titan Station Prime. About the professional military response from Mars that saved six thousand lives. About the brave troops who held the line against overwhelming odds.

He shows footage. Clean footage. Edited footage. Soldiers in gray armor fighting Hanbiri. No orange jumpsuits visible. No collars. No indication that convicts were anywhere near the station.

"Through careful coordination and tactical excellence," Keyes continues, "our forces established a defensive perimeter that allowed for the complete evacuation of all civilian personnel. Zero casualties during the extraction phase. Zero structural damage to critical systems. A textbook operation."

Behind him, we stand in our orange jumpsuits. Collars blinking red every few seconds. Reminder of what we are. Proof that the Directorate can even make criminals useful.

The cameras pan across us occasionally. Quick shots. Nothing lingering. Just enough to show we exist—look, see, even convicts can be productive under proper supervision.

Never mentions us. Never mentions Remo. Never mentions any convict by name.

Just talks about "support personnel" and "auxiliary units" and "alternative resources" when pressed.

Keyes continues for another ten minutes. Painting the picture. Building the narrative. Making sure everyone knows the Directorate is in control. That the professional military is winning. That civilians are safe because of proper training and superior tactics.

Not because convicts bled and died for them.

He finishes his prepared remarks. Opens the floor for questions.

"Admiral, what role did the conscript units play in the defense?"

"The penal auxiliary forces provided supplementary manpower during the evacuation. Their contribution was noted and appreciated." His tone is dismissive. Perfunctory. Like he's discussing janitorial staff.

Supplementary manpower. That's all we are. Bodies to throw at the problem.

"Were there any convict casualties?"

"Some. Acceptable losses within projected parameters." He doesn't even check his notes. Just says it. Like it's nothing. "The survival rate was actually higher than anticipated. A testament to improved training protocols."

Acceptable losses. Remo is acceptable. Tomi is acceptable. All the names on the wall are acceptable numbers in a spreadsheet.

"Will the convicts involved receive any commendations?"

"The Directorate maintains strict protocols regarding recognition of penal labor. However, their service will be noted in their individual records." A pause. Then, with just a hint of condescension: "We believe in rehabilitation through service. Every contribution, no matter how small or misguided, is valued."

The press conference continues for another thirty minutes. Then it's over. The media files out. Keyes leaves with his aides. The guards start herding us back toward medical.

"Wait," someone says.

A journalist. Young woman. Mars accent. She's approaching us. The guards tense but she has credentials. She's allowed to be here.

"Excuse me," she says. "Which one of you is Zero-79?"

I stare at her. "Who's asking?"

"Kara Dalia. Independent journalist. Mars Free Press." She pulls out a recorder. "I've been following the dark web feeds. The ones calling you the Titan Zero. I want to hear your side of the story."

"It’s all bullshit. There's no story."

"Ten thousand people evacuated. Multiple convict casualties including one who died detonating charges to seal the breach. That sounds like a story to me."

"Your admiral just told you the story. Professional military response. Heroic defense. We were just background."

"The admiral told me what Command wants me to report. But I don't work for Command. I work for truth." She looks at me. At the scars. At the collar. At the exhaustion written into every line of my face. "Tell me what really happened."

Ghost appears beside me. "We're not authorized—"

"I don't care about authorization. I care about the people who died." She's looking at me now. Really looking. Not at a convict. At a person. "Tell me about Remo Martinez. About the charges. About the last stand."

I should walk away. Should follow orders. Should be a good convict and keep my mouth shut.

But Remo's on the wall. His name carved in plasteel. And no one's going to remember him except us.

"Remo Martinez," I say slowly. "Zero-84. Saved ten thousand civilians by detonating charges that collapsed the main breach. He died laughing. That's who he was. Always laughing. Even when everything was going to shit."

"And you are?"

"Felix Valda. Zero-79. A conscript."

"Tell me about the last stand."

So I do. Not all of it. Just enough. The four-hour hold. The failing weapons. Remo's decision. His final words. The way he grinned right before he died.

The journalist records everything. Asks questions. Gets details. Treats it like it matters.

When I'm done, she nods. "Thank you. This will be in tomorrow's feed."

"They'll bury it."

"Maybe. But I'll publish it anyway. People deserve to know." She starts to leave. Stops. "For what it's worth—what you did was extraordinary. And I'll make sure people know it was convicts who saved those people. Not the admiral. You."

She leaves.

The guards herd us back to medical. Back to recovery. Back to waiting for the next drop.

In the ward, Doc's awake. Chen's watching feeds on her datapad. Priest is still praying.

"How was it?" Chen asks.

"Exactly what you'd expect," I say. "We're heroes for saving people and tools for taking credit."

"Did they mention Remo?"

"No."

"Figures." She goes back to her datapad. "Hey. You might want to see this."

She turns the screen toward me. It's a news feed. Not the official one. Dark web. Independent.

The headline: "THE TITAN ZERO: THE CONVICT WHO SAVED TEN THOUSAND."

Below it, my face. The interview. The journalist's article. Already getting traction. Already spreading.

Chen reads from the article. "'Remo Martinez died laughing. That's how Squad Leader Felix Valda remembers him. Not as a convict. Not as a number. But as a man who saved six thousand people and went out on his own terms.'" She looks at me. "They printed his name. His actual name."

"Yeah."

"That's going to piss off Command."

"Good."

Priest stops praying. Looks at me. "You gave them his story."

"Someone had to."

"Thank you." His voice cracks. "Someone had to."

We sit in silence after that. Just the squad. What's left of it. Battered and broken but still breathing.

My terminal chimes. Message from Harker: "My office. Now."

I stand up. "Guess they saw the article."

"Want company?" Ghost asks.

"No. I'll handle this."

I head to Harker's office. The walk gives me time to prepare. Time to decide what I'm going to say when he threatens me. When he tells me I've violated protocols. When he reminds me I'm property.

But when I get there, he's not angry.

He's almost smiling.

"Sit," he says.

I sit.

"That interview," he says. "The one you gave to the Mars Free Press."

"I know it violated—"

"Legal gray area. The code of military justice doesn’t strictly apply to conscripts. Certainly not in these circumstances. Besides, I’ve had more than enough justification to dump you in empty space. I’m not doing that." he pulls up a holoscreen. "The article's gone viral. Two million views in three hours. Dark web feeds are calling it 'the truth about Titan.' Earth Command is scrambling to spin it."

"They're going to bury me."

"They're going to try. But here's the interesting thing,” he closes the screen. "Public opinion is a fickle thing. Command can spin all they want. But when the people you saved start posting their own stories, confirming yours—that's harder to suppress."

"So I'm not being punished?"

"Oh, you're being punished. Officially. Your next drop is in forty-eight hours instead of seventy-two. Statistically zero survival rate." He looks at me. "But unofficially? Keep talking. Keep telling the truth. Let people know who's really fighting this war. In the unlikely event you survive."

"Why?"

"Because the Directorate is winning the narrative, as always. Trivializing the Mars initiative, as we desperately take control of defenses across a dozen populated zones with minimal manpower. Our meager Martian resources shipped back to Earth with little in return. Maybe this Hanbiri is a chance for a reset." He stands. "You're dismissed. Get some rest. You're going to need it."

I head back to medical. Back to the squad. Back to the wall with Remo's name carved in plasteel.

Forty-eight hours until the next drop.

But Remo's story is out there now. His name is public. His sacrifice matters to more than just us.

That's something.

I lie on my bunk. Close my eyes. Try to rest.

But I can't sleep. Can't shut off my brain. Can't stop thinking about the press conference. About Keyes taking credit. About us standing there like props.

My collar shocks me.

Not hard. Just a reminder. Just the Directorate's way of saying "we're still watching."

I ignore it.

In medical, Doc starts laughing. Priest joins him. Even Chen manages a bitter chuckle.

When I wake up, Ghost is beside me. Helping me back onto the bunk.

"They wanted the last word," she says.

"They always do."

"Doesn't matter. Remo's story is out there. They can't take that back."

"No. They can't."

We sit in silence. Just the squad. Just us. Battered and broken but still here. Still breathing despite everything they've done to erase us.

We wait until it’s time for the next mission. Laughably, manically, this one has an even smaller survival rate. How that’s possible, I dare not ask.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The collar shocks me awake at oh-three-hundred.

No warning. No countdown. Just voltage straight through the neck that drops me off the bunk and onto the deck in a twitching heap.

"Zero-79. Report for transport processing."

The AI voice. Calm. Clinical. The same voice that's been ordering me around since the first drop. The same voice that'll probably be the last thing I hear before I die.

I push myself up. Everything hurts. The shoulder wound from the reactor fight. The acid scars across my ribs. The melted ruin of my left arm that never quite healed right.

"Zero-79. Failure to comply will result in escalated disciplinary measures."

I stand. Wobble. Catch myself on the bunk. The room spins. Settles. Shit. Spins again.

"Moving," I mutter.

Ghost is already up. She's at the door. Waiting. They shocked her too—I can see the marks on her neck. Doc's sitting on his bunk, holding his chest where the scythe blade went through. Priest is pale. Shaking. But standing.

Four of us left from the original fireteam, yeah—but the guards shove seven more familiar faces into the processing line behind us. Eight more from Batch 002 who somehow crawled out of the first hab alive. Eleven total now. The only ones stupid, broken, or unlucky enough to still be breathing after everything Titan’s thrown at us. Names I actually know. Faces I’ll see die in the next six hours.

The door opens. Guards in full riot gear. Helmets down. Rifles up. Like we're dangerous. Like we're anything other than half-dead convicts who can barely stand.

"Hands behind your back. Move."

It feels like before the first drop. Like we haven’t been saving lives for months now. Like we’re being punished. Like I’ve caused too much trouble for the wrong people up high.

We move. Out of medical. Down the corridor. Past soldiers who step aside like we're diseased. Past civilians who stare. Past windows that show Titan's surface—frozen and dead and exactly where we just came from.

Where we're going back to.

Transport processing is in the lower decks. Sub-level nine. The part of the station where they keep the things they don't want people seeing. The prison bay. The execution chambers. The crematoria.

They strip us. Hose us down. The water's freezing. Pressure high enough to leave bruises. I lean against the wall and let them do it. No point fighting. No energy for it.

The guard doing the hosing doesn't look at my face. Just points the nozzle and sprays. Like I'm a piece of machinery that needs cleaning before storage.

When they're done, we stand there dripping. Naked. Shivering. Four broken convicts waiting for orders.

"Medical inspection."

A technician approaches. White coat. Datapad. Bored expression. Scans us with some kind of handheld device. Checks the readout. Makes notes.

"Zero-79. Temperature one-oh-three-point-three. Infection markers elevated. Cleared for combat. Treatment protocols are restricted for you.”

“Unrestricted thermal-stress testing on rim-world convicts. “ Another voice says. A scientist. White coat. Clipboard. Standing behind a window overlooking the processing bay. "Let the infection run. We need baseline data on compromised immune response under extreme thermal stress."

Thermal stress.

The words hang in the air like a death sentence.

The scientist continues reading from his clipboard, voice flat and disinterested. "Refinery Complex Seven. Primary methane processing station, Titan's northern hemisphere. Catastrophic containment failure sixteen days ago. Fires ignited in levels twelve through thirty-eight. Current temperature estimate: fourteen hundred Celsius in the core sections. Methane pressure still venting—localized explosions every four to six hours."

He flips a page. Doesn't look up. Like he's reading a grocery list instead of our death warrants.

"Hanbiri infestation confirmed. Estimates suggest fifteen thousand plus biomass. They're thriving in the heat. Adapting. The fire doesn't kill them—it makes them faster. Carapace modifications observed—heat dissipation vents, increased mobility in superheated environments.”

A pause. He looks up. Makes eye contact with me for the first time. His eyes are cold. Empty.

"Your objective is to reach the primary reactor control station on sub-level forty and initiate emergency shutdown protocols. Estimated time to complete mission: unknown. Estimated survival rate: zero."

He goes back to his clipboard. "You'll be issued thermal-rated pressure suits and plasma cutters. Neither will last more than twenty minutes in the core sections. The suits will fail. The cutters will overheat. But we need the reactor shut down before the entire complex detonates and takes half the northern mining network with it. Estimated blast radius: eight kilometers.”

He flips another page. Voice still flat. “Secondary note on the micronova event: neutron shell was not random. Spectral analysis matches theoretical 13,000-year Hanbiri wake-cycle exactly. Previous pulse: Younger Dryas boundary layer, 12,890 BP. Global extinction-level event. Civilization reset. Cyclical. They’ll do it again in roughly thirteen thousand years per AI projections. Assuming anything’s left to reset.” He closes the clipboard. “Irrelevant to current operational parameters.”

Another page flip.

"New batch consists of four thousand two hundred sixteen conscripts. Current projections suggest zero survivors. But if even one of you reaches the control station and initiates shutdown protocols before expiring, the mission is considered a success."

Translation: we're all going to die, but maybe one of us will die usefully.

Ghost shifts beside me. Water still dripping off her skin. She's staring at the scientist with an expression I can't read. Not fear. Not anger. Something else.

Calculation.

She's already running scenarios. Already figuring odds. Already accepting that this is it.

Doc coughs. Wet and harsh. Blood on his lips. The chest wound never healed right. Every breath is agony. And now they're sending him into a furnace.

Priest is praying. Silent. Lips moving. His hands are shaking.

"Convict. Move."

They herd us toward the equipment bay. Suits hanging on racks. Orange and black. Thermal plating covering every surface. The fabric underneath is some kind of heat-resistant weave. Emergency coolant systems built into the lining—tubes running along the arms, legs, torso. A reservoir pack on the back.

I pull mine on. It's heavy. Heavier than the standard pressure suits. Reinforced. The thermal plating adds at least thirty pounds. The helmet seals with a hiss and the HUD flickers to life.

Readouts everywhere. Temperature—external and internal. Oxygen levels. Coolant status. Suit integrity. Heart rate. Blood pressure.

The collar syncs automatically. Now the suit's tracking everything the collar tracks. Every system failure. Every degree of fever. Every marker that says I'm dying.

All green.

For now.

Ghost suits up next to me. Her movements are mechanical. Efficient. She doesn't look at me. Doesn't speak. Just checks her seals and moves to the next station where they're handing out weapons.

Plasma cutters. Bigger than the ones we've used before. Industrial grade. Meant for cutting through reinforced bulkheads and pressure doors. Now they're weapons.

The armorer—a bored-looking corporal with dead eyes—hands me one. "Eight-minute charge. Burns at thirty-six hundred degrees. Will cut through Hanbiri carapace in approximately two-point-four seconds. Will also melt your hands if you fire it for more than six seconds continuous. Heat builds up in the housing. No ventilation system—we didn't have time to add one."

He hands me two spare power cells. "That's all you get. Make them count."

I clip the cutter to my belt. Take the power cells. Move on.

Doc's struggling with his chest plate. The wound—the one from three drops ago that never healed right—makes it hard to reach the clasps. I help him. Click them into place.

"Thanks," he mutters.

"Don't thank me yet."

"Wasn't planning to." He tries to smile. Can't quite manage it. "Fourteen hundred degrees. That's... that's insane."

"We've done insane before."

"Not like this."

He's right. The first drop was bad. The mining tunnels were worse. But this—this is something else. This is being dropped into an active inferno and told to walk through it.

Priest is already suited. Praying. Always praying. His lips move behind the visor but I can't hear the words. Something about deliverance. About salvation. About the valley of the shadow of death.

We're past the valley. We're in the fucking pit.

Chen is silent. Her own calculations can’t fathom reality. There is no way she sees a way out. She can’t calculate survival in this instance. It’s not there to calculate. It doesn’t exist.

"Conscripts. Proceed to transport bay."

We file through corridors. Four thousand convicts in thermal suits. Orange and black. Moving like a river of condemned toward the freighter that'll carry us to hell.

The walls are lined with soldiers. Watching. Some look sympathetic. Most look relieved. Relieved it's us and not them. Relieved they get to stay here in the nice safe station while we burn.

A few civilians watch too. Pressing against windows. Staring. Some are crying. Most are just numb. They've seen this before.

The transport bay is massive. The freighter sits in the center—a brutal, ugly thing. All cargo capacity and thrust. No windows. No comfort. Just a hold big enough for four thousand bodies and the drop pods that'll fire them into fire.

"Proceed to harness stations."

Inside the hold, it's worse than the first time. Rows and rows of standing harnesses. Four thousand slots. Four thousand convicts shuffling into position. The air stinks of sweat and fear and the chemical smell of new thermal suits.

They strap us in. Lock the restraints. The harness holds me upright but everything else is failing. The fever spikes. One-oh-three point four. Point seven. The infection spreading through my blood.

The collar tracks it all. Every system failure. Every degree of temperature increase. Every marker that says I'm dying.

The suit computer chimes. Updates my status. Flashes a warning: "Medical intervention recommended."

No shit.

Around me, convicts stand in their harnesses. Some praying. Some silent. Some crying. Some screaming. Guards move through the rows with shock prods. Keeping order. Keeping us in line.

A woman three rows ahead is having a breakdown. Full panic attack. Hyperventilating. The guards hit her with the prod. She convulses. Goes limp. They leave her hanging in the harness.

Ghost is to my left. She stares straight ahead. Doesn't blink. Her jaw is set. Her hands are clenched into fists.

"You scared?" I ask over squad comms. Private channel.

She doesn't look at me. "Terrified."

"Good. Means you're sane."

"Sanity's overrated."

Doc's voice crackles in. "I'm not going to make it to the refinery. The chest wound—I can barely breathe as it is. Twenty minutes in that heat and my lungs are going to cook."

"Then we'll carry you."

"You won't have time."

"Then we'll drag you."

"Felix—"

"We're not leaving you behind."

Silence on comms. Then Priest's voice. Quiet. Calm. "We go together. All of us. That's the deal."

"That's the deal," Ghost echoes.

Chen is still silent. Still injured. Prefers not to say a word. I let her.

The freighter's engines ignite. The deck vibrates. We're moving.

"Batch transport initiated. Estimated travel time to Refinery Complex Seven: six hours. Survival protocols have been uploaded to your suit computers. Not that it matters."

The AI's voice cuts off. The hold goes dark except for the red emergency lights and the blinking collars. Four thousand red lights in the darkness. Four thousand heartbeats counting down.

Six hours strapped upright in a harness while my body cooks itself from the inside.

Six hours before they drop us into a burning refinery.

Six hours before we hit fourteen hundred degrees and see what kills us first.

The punishment for insubordination is getting dumped into an industrial oven and calling it a mission. Fuck it. Worth it.

I close my eyes. Try to rest. Can't. The fever won't let me. It's climbing. One-oh-four. The infection in my blood. Sepsis setting in.

The scientists are watching. Recording. This is what they wanted. Baseline data on how fast a septic convict dies in extreme heat. How long before organ failure. How long before the body just gives up.

I'm their lab rat.

We all are.

The freighter accelerates. I can feel it in my bones. Heading north across Titan's frozen surface toward the refinery that's been burning for sixteen days. Toward the Hanbiri that adapted to the flames. Toward the reactor that's going to explode and take half the mining network with it.

Unless we stop it.

Unless we somehow survive long enough to reach sub-level forty and shut it down.

Survival rate: zero.

Time crawls. One hour. Two. The hold is silent except for the hum of the engines and the occasional sob or scream. Someone's singing. Old Earth song. Something about going home. It's off-key and broken and it makes everything worse.

Three hours.

My fever hits one-oh-four point something. The suit's medical readout flashes warnings. Critical infection. Septic shock imminent. Recommend immediate evacuation and treatment.

Recommend. Like there's a choice. Like anyone gives a shit.

Doc's breathing is getting worse. I can hear it over comms. Ragged. Wet. He's drowning in his own blood. The chest wound leaking into his lungs.

"Hang on," I tell him. "Just a little longer."

"For what?" His voice is barely a whisper. "So I can burn to death instead of drowning?"

"Yes."

He laughs. It turns into a cough. Then silence.

Five hours.

Ghost hasn't said a word since we launched. She's just staring ahead. Watching the darkness. I wonder what she's thinking. If she's scared. If she's already accepted this.

Now Chen is Ghost number two. Quiet as a mouse. But I know she’s calculating. Maybe there’s a chance after all. Somehow.

Priest is still praying. Has been for five straight hours. I don't know how he has the energy. I don't know how he has the faith.

Five hours thirty minutes.

The engines shift. Deceleration burn. We're approaching.

"Attention. Insertion begins in thirty minutes. Proceed to drop pod assignment stations."

The harnesses release. Four thousand convicts stumble forward. Some fall. Can't stand. Guards drag them to their feet. Keep moving. Always moving.

My legs don't want to work. The fever's too high. Everything's too heavy. Ghost grabs my arm. Keeps me upright.

"Come on, Felix. Not dead yet."

"Working on it."

We file toward the drop bay. The pods are different from before. Heavier armor. More thermal plating. Reinforced everything.

Still coffins.

Just coffins rated for fourteen hundred degrees.

"Zero-79. Pod Seven-Eight-Six."

I find it. Climb in. The interior is cramped. Padding everywhere. Coolant lines running through the walls. Emergency systems. Heat shields.

None of it matters if the pod lands in a fire zone. None of it matters if the Hanbiri are waiting.

They strap me in. Lock the restraints. The pod door seals with a hiss.

I'm alone.

Just me and the fever and the infection and the knowledge that in thirty minutes I'm going to be fired at a burning refinery.

The suit computer updates. Final status check.

Temperature: one-oh-four-point-nine.

Infection: critical.

Sepsis: advanced.

Prognosis: terminal without immediate intervention.

Estimated time to organ failure: four to six hours.

Estimated time to drop: twenty-eight minutes.

Well.

At least the refinery will kill me before the sepsis does.

The squad channel crackles. Ghost. "See you on the ground, Zero."

Doc. "If we make it to the ground."

Chen. “Unlikely.” First damn words.

Priest. "When we make it to the ground. Have faith."

"Faith's got nothing to do with it," Doc mutters.

"Then we get lucky."

"We've never been lucky."

"We're still alive, aren't we?"

"Debatable."

I close my eyes. Let the fever burn. Let the infection spread. Let the collar track everything.

Somewhere above me, scientists are watching. Recording. Taking notes. Excited about the data they're about to collect. Excited to see what kills us. How fast. What order.

The AI voice cuts through my delirium. Clear. Perfect. Final.

"Batch insertion in ten minutes. Destination: Refinery Complex Seven. Current status: catastrophic fire across thirty-two levels. Temperature range: eight hundred to fourteen hundred Celsius. Hanbiri biomass: estimated fifteen thousand. Survival rate: zero."

Zero.

They keep saying that word. Like it means something. Like it's supposed to break us.

But we're already broken.

And I’m sure an admiral or two is overseeing this with a grin.

"Five minutes to drop."

I grip the plasma cutter. Feel its weight. Check the power cell. Full charge. Eight minutes of cutting power. Eight minutes to get through whatever's waiting down there.

"Two minutes."

My heart's pounding. Not from fear. From the fever. From the infection. From the knowledge that my body's failing and there's nothing I can do about it.

"One minute."

The pod shudders. Launch systems engaging.

"Thirty seconds."

Ghost's voice. Quiet. "See you on the other side."

Doc. "If there is another side."

Priest. "There is. I promise."

Chen. “Unlikely odds. But right now I’m a believer.”

"Ten seconds."

I close my eyes.

"Five."

Think about Remo. About his laugh. About his stupid jokes. About the way he died pulling me out of that tunnel.

"Three."

See you tomorrow, brother.

"Two."

"One."

The pod launches.

The pod slams into the burning deck plates at nine hundred Celsius.

This is as close to hell as we have ever been.


CHAPTER THIRTY

The pod doors blow simultaneously. Four explosions in sequence.

I’ve called places hell before. But now I see the real thing. I feel it.

Heat hits like a physical thing. Like getting punched by the sun. My visor goes black automatically—photo-reactive coating saving my retinas. Even through the thermal plating, I can feel it. The air itself is burning.

The suit's outer layer starts to smoke.

I stumble out. The catwalk is a maze of twisted metal and burning debris. We're three levels down inside the refinery. Above, the ceiling is gone—just open sky and more drop pods still coming down like meteors. Each one punching through fire. Each one carrying more meat for the grinder.

Below, methane lakes burn with blue-white flames, fed by ruptured liquid oxygen tanks spewing oxidizer into the fuel. Industrial storage tanks ruptured. Fuel everywhere. The fires feed on it. Grow. Spread.

I get it now. Perspective. All this Titan Zero bullshit. All the politics. The unbearable heat is a great reminder of what I really am. What I’ve always been. Expendable flesh.

The temperature gauge hits one thousand degrees. Fifteen minutes of coolant left.

"Form up! Move to the reactor shaft!"

There’s hundreds of conscripts all around me. Panicked. Burning. I try to corral them but it’s no use.

Ghost emerges from her pod. Half her thermal plating is melted. Exposed underlayer smoking. She's moving but I can see the pain in every step.

Doc stumbles out. He never fully recovered. Fuck fully. He never should have gotten out of that med bed.

Chen looks better, but still like another medical patient, not a soldier fit for a battle in hell.

Priest comes last. His pod landed cleanest. He's intact. Weapon ready. Already scanning for threats. Somehow, looking decent.

Then the Hanbiri scream.

Not the usual hive-scream. This is different. Higher pitched. Faster. Like the sound itself is burning.

They explode out of the smoke—eight feet of black chitin that's somehow adapted to the heat. Their carapace glows cherry-red at the joints. Steam hisses from vents along their spines. Heat dissipation. Evolution in real-time.

They move faster than anything that size should move. Faster than before.

The fires made them better.

"Contact! Fire!"

I squeeze the trigger on the plasma cutter. The beam punches through the first Hanbiri's chest. Superheated plasma meeting superheated chitin. It screams—keeps coming. Takes three more hits before it drops.

Behind it, a dozen more.

"Fall back to the reactor shaft!" The others don’t listen. They think there’s another way out. Or they’re just too terrified to listen. It’s just my squad.

We run. Five convicts in smoking armor sprinting through hell.

The refinery is a nightmare. Corridors half-melted. Floors collapsed into burning pits. Methane venting from ruptured pipes—igniting randomly, turning entire sections into flashpoints.

A pipe bursts ahead. Fireball erupts. I throw myself sideways. Hit a wall. The thermal plating cracks. Coolant leaks. Twelve minutes left.

Ghost is ahead. Moving fast. Too fast. She's running from something.

Behind us, the Hanbiri swarm. Dozens. Hundreds. Their heat-adapted carapaces glowing like embers in the smoke.

We hit a junction. Three corridors. All burning.

"Which way?" Priest shouts.

"Center!" Ghost points. "Reactor shaft is two hundred meters straight ahead!"

We take the center corridor. The temperature spikes. Eleven hundred degrees. The suit's readout flashes red warnings. Coolant at fifty percent. Ten minutes left.

Doc goes down.

Not from the bugs. Not from combat.

A vent erupts twenty feet ahead. Methane explosion. The fireball catches him full-on.

He screams. The sound cuts through everything. Through the roar of fires. Through the Hanbiri shrieks. Through the blood pounding in my ears.

Chen tries to help. Futile.

He's burning. The thermal plating is melting off his suit. The underlayer igniting. He's cooking inside his own armor.

But he's still standing. Still trying to move forward. Still reaching for his med kit like he can patch this. Like he can fix himself the way he fixed all of us.

"Doc!" I lunge toward him.

Chen blocks me. "There's nothing—"

"Felix." Doc's voice. Broken. Barely human through the melting faceplate. He stops reaching for the kit. Lets his arms fall. "Stop. It's done."

"We can—"

"You can't." He laughs. It's a horrible sound. Wet and crackling. "Believe me. I know what this looks like from the inside." A breath. Ragged. "Kept count, you know. Everyone I couldn't save. Thought I'd carry those numbers forever. I will reunite with them, in Valhalla. I forgive you brother, they’ll say."

He falls to his knees.

"Guess I don't have to worry anymore. My shift is over."

"Doc—"

"You were a good squad." The words are fading. Smoke rising from inside his helmet now. "Best I ever had. Don't waste it. Don't waste any of it."

Ghost raises her rifle. Hand steady. Eyes not.

"It's okay," Doc says. "Do it. Please."

She fires. Three plasma bolts. Center mass.

Mercy kill.

Doc drops. Still burning. But not screaming anymore.

Ghost stares at him for half a second. Like she’s done this before. Then her hand is on my arm. Pulling me forward.

"Move."

I don't look back.

But I hear his voice in my head. Don't waste it.

I won't, Doc.

I won't.

***

The corridor opens into a larger space. Some kind of processing floor. Massive. Industrial equipment everywhere. Most of it melted. All of it burning.

And in the center—the reactor shaft entrance.

A massive door. Reinforced. Sealed. The control panel beside it is half-melted.

"Chen—get it open!"

She runs to the panel. Starts working. Her hands moving fast. Bypassing systems. Rerouting power.

Priest, Ghost and I form up behind her. Weapons ready.

The Hanbiri pour in from three different entrances. Dozens. Their carapaces glowing. Steam venting from their spines. They move like liquid fire.

I fire until the plasma cutter overheats. The housing starts to smoke. Warning lights. I switch to the backup power cell. Keep firing.

Priest is beside me. His weapon cutting through chitin. Through limbs. Through everything. But there's too many.

Always too many.

"Chen—status!"

"Almost—there!" She slams something. Sparks fly. "Got it!"

The door shudders. Hydraulics engaging. It starts to open. Slow. Too slow.

The Hanbiri swarm forward.

One gets through. Scythe-limb aimed at Ghost's back.

Priest throws himself in the way. The blade punches through his chest. Clean through. I see the tip exit his back.

He looks down at it. At the black chitin protruding from his sternum. Then he looks at me.

"Go," he says. Blood on his lips. "Get to the reactor. Shut it down. This was it. The last straw."

"Priest—"

He pulls a brick of mining explosive from his harness. Old stock. Unstable as hell in this heat. "I'll hold them. You run."

"We don't leave—"

"You know what held me back? It wasn’t the people, the suffering around me. I asked God, do these things, these monsters, do they have a soul? I wasn’t sure. But now I know. Now I fucking know. They are soulless. It’s us or them. It’s always been us or them. Now move. You don't have a choice!" He arms the charge. Five seconds. "Go!"

Chen grabs me. Pulls me through the door. Ghost follows. Into the reactor shaft.

Behind us, Priest smiles.

No anger, fear, remorse.

The expression of a man that knows he’s going to a better place.

He earned his penance for his crimes. At least to me.

The explosion tears through the processing floor. The blast wave hits us. Throws us down the shaft. We tumble. Fall. Twenty feet before hitting a lower catwalk.

I land hard. Something else breaks. Shoulder. Collarbone. Both.

The door above collapses. Sealed. Priest and the Hanbiri gone.

***

Three left.

I push myself up. Everything screams. The fever. The infection. The broken bones. The eight-minute coolant warning flashing in my visor.

"We have to keep moving," Chen says. She's worse off than me. Burns covering her left side. The thermal plating completely gone. Just the underlayer. Already smoking.

"Can you make it?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"No."

"Then I can make it."

Ghost is not much better. All three critical.

The reactor shaft is a vertical maze. Catwalks spiraling down forty levels. At the bottom, the reactor core—a sphere of contained fusion twenty meters across. Still running. Still feeding the fires.

Still counting down to detonation.

We descend. One level. Two. Five. Ten.

The Hanbiri follow. They drop from above. Climb from below. Skitter along the walls. Their glowing carapaces reflecting off the metal. Dozens of burning stars in the darkness.

I fire until the plasma cutter dies. Both power cells exhausted. Switch to the backup weapon—a hand torch meant for cutting metal. Barely does damage.

Ghost is out of ammunition too. She's using the plasma cutter like a club. Swinging at anything that gets close.

Now Chen is out. She tries to use a club, awkwardly. But its something.

Twenty levels down.

Thirty.

The reactor control station should be here. Sub-level forty. But the shaft is damaged. Collapsed in places. The catwalk ends in a gap. Ten feet of nothing. Just a drop into the fires below.

"We have to jump," Ghost says.

"You can't make that with your injuries."

"Watch me."

She runs. Launches herself across the gap. Lands on the other side. Barely. Her leg buckles. She catches herself on the railing.

My turn.

I run. My body's failing. The fever at one-oh-fuck-you. The infection shutting down organs. The broken ribs making every breath agony.

I jump.

Don't make it.

Fall short. My hands catch the edge of the far catwalk. Fingers scrambling. The thermal plating making my grip slip.

Ghost grabs my wrist. Pulls. She's not strong enough. The burns. The exhaustion. The suit failures.

But she pulls anyway.

Hauls me up. Over the edge. We collapse together on the catwalk.

"Thanks," I manage.

"Don't mention it."

“Your turn Chen!”

She hesitates.

Then jumps. Does better than me. Good.

Three minutes of coolant left.

The reactor control station is ahead. Behind a wall of fire and Hanbiri biomass.

We can't reach it.

Can't breathe.

Can't—

A blade punches through my side. Clean through. I see it exit my chest. Black. Glowing red at the edges.

The Hanbiri lifts me off the catwalk.

The fever spikes. It didn’t like the gaping wound. The infection blooms through my blood. Sepsis. System failure.

The Hanbiri lifts me like I weigh nothing.

Chen screams my name.

I look down. See the reactor control rod twenty meters below on the final platform.

The scram switch. Red handle. Glowing with heat.

One pull and the core shuts down.

The Hanbiri shakes me. Acid blood sprays across my visor. Eats through the outer layer.

I laugh. Blood in my mouth.

“Tell them Zero-79 made it useful.”

I rip the emergency release on my harness grenades—four bricks of mining explosive taped to my chest.

Ghost’s eyes go wide. She understands.

“Felix—no—”

I arm them. Two-second fuse.

The Hanbiri screeches victory.

I grab its scythe-limb with my acid-scarred arm. Pull myself closer.

Whisper into its eyeless face.

“See you tomorrow, motherfucker.”

I kick off its thorax.

Fall.

Straight toward the scram rod.

The explosives detonate behind me.

White flash. Shockwave.

The Hanbiri comes apart in burning chunks.

I hit the platform. Violently. Vision blacks.

But my hand finds the rod.

I pull.

The reactor howls. Magnets disengage. Control rods slam home.

The fires dim. The countdown stops.

Somewhere far above, Ghost and Chen are wondering what the fuck just happened.

I hear noises, humming, motors, gears. Something is happening. But I’m too weak to tell. Too broken.

Darkness takes me.

***

I see Danny's face. He could be out there, somewhere. Waiting for me to find him. Worrying if I'm alive. I have to know. If I survive, I'm finding him. That's the deal I make with whatever's listening. I see the hive. Countless swarms of Hanbiri. The spore pods. I see the giant monster still lurking somewhere in the deep. Something so horrific even Ghost freaked out. Along with countless other monsters still to kill.

And I see them.

Faces I never knew. Faces I'll never know. Huddled in dark corridors, watching the lights die, feeling the air grow thin. Children asking questions no one could answer. Old men rationing breaths that wouldn't matter. All of them waiting for help that wasn't coming.

Because of me.

I killed a foreman for hurting one person. What do you call someone who kills thousands? Who lets them die and justifies it? I tell myself it was necessary. That more would have died if the hive spread.

That logically it always makes sense.

But I don’t hear the whispers. At least not right now.

I wake strapped to a med-table.

Real medics this time. Not prison orderlies.

Ghost sitting beside me. Bandages all over her body from severe burns, but alive.

Chen is across the room, barely conscious.

Eleven other familiar faces in the recovery bay—from the batches. Banged up. Missing limbs. But breathing. No Priest. No Doc.

Ghost has a hint of a smile. In all this fucking mess. She gestures to a bed three down for me.

I look. More like squint. Like I’m seeing a ghost.

It doesn’t make sense. It can’t. I saw him buried under a ton of rocks.

“Well isn’t that motherfucking lovely,” a familiar voice says. “Zero woke up!”

“Remo! Are you fucking kidding me? How? I went to the morgue. I stood over a bag. I said goodbye.”

“Bureaucracy at its finest,” Remo wheezes, touching a fresh band of metal around his neck. “I found a maintenance crawlspace before the ceiling came down. Rocks broke my collar’s computer chip. The cleanup crew must have found some other poor bastard’s half ripped corpse—probably one of the new guys—burnt beyond recognition near my position. Instead of running a DNA scan, they just checked the roster, saw I was missing, and tagged the meat ‘Remo’ so they could finish their shift.”

He tries to laugh, but it turns into a cough.

“Lazy fucks almost buried me alive. Dig team heard me banging on a pipe three hours later.”

“Holy shit Remo. I can’t believe it. I’m fucking mad. But it’s damn good to see you.”

I look at what’s left of the squad.

Of the conscripts.

The Corps.

Four survived zero percent survival odds against the Directorate’s wishes.

Fuck them.

A scientist I’ve never seen before stands at the foot of the bed. Clipboard. Smug.

“Conscript Zero-79. Survival rate exceeded projections. Congratulations. Next deployment in 48 hours. That floating city above us—Sagan. The city everyone calls the Jewel of Saturn? Someone like you would never be allowed up there. It went dark three days ago. Fifteen thousand population. No comms. Hanbiri biosignatures across forty decks. We think a queen was somehow transported up there. And you know what happens next. You're going up. Try not to die too quickly — the data’s more useful when you are under severe stress.”

“That’s charming. Sounds like a nice change of scenery from mining caves and refineries on the surface.”

"The admiral is calling Titan surface operations a success. For now." He checks his clipboard. "The remaining Hanbiri have been driven deep underground. Seismic sensors are tracking something large moving through the lower tunnel networks—bigger than anything we've catalogued. Command has designated it a Priority One observation target. No nomenclature exists for this specimen." He says it like he's naming a new species of beetle. "It appears to be retreating toward Titan's subsurface ocean. We lose tracking at about forty kilometers down. Could be dying. Could be hibernating. Could be regrouping."

He shrugs. Not his problem.

"You will receive full medical treatment. Once you are inserted, there is no exfiltration until the mission is complete. They want to rescue some of the wealthy people at Sagan. Earth and Mars diplomats, scientists, families. And the workers, time permitting. It’s not like the surface. Tight areas, close combat. One explosion at the wrong location and the whole city goes down. They need as many conscripts as they can get to clear the Hanbiri, or die trying.”

I nod. Lay back down.

Still orange.

Still Zero-79.

I close my eyes. It hurts to smile, but the guilt hurts worse—thousands dead from my calls, echoing Damion's blood on my hands. No victory here, just more graves. More ghosts to carry into the next drop.

See you tomorrow... if there's anything left of me worth seeing.


Ready for the next drop?
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