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CHAPTER THREE

 

Luna woke, blinking in the light, and even that was a surprise. When she’d slept, she’d expected to slide down into darkness and not wake up, consumed completely by the alien nanobots that were slowly taking over her body. Instead, she could still remember who she was, and where she was, and all the horrors that had struck the world.

It was only when her body stood without her thinking about it that she realized that something was wrong.

“No!” she screamed, but the scream just came out as a groan past lips that refused to move in response to her commands. They weren’t hers anymore, not really. Someone else was pulling the strings that controlled her.

She looked around at the compound where they’d fought against so many of the transformed and the aliens, and Luna had the sense that it wasn’t just her looking around in that moment. Other things were looking through her eyes, making decisions on her behalf, issuing commands without a thought for what it might do to her.

Luna fought against those commands as hard as she could, but it made no difference, just as it had made no difference the last time she had been one of the controlled. Instead, she stood like a prisoner in her own flesh while her body started to walk over to the others, held by walls made of her own muscles. She grabbed a long shard of metal that was as sharp as any machete or knife. If it cut into her hands, she didn’t notice.

Luna didn’t understand that. Before, the transformed had grabbed blindly at people and tried to convert them, stupid in the absence of direct control. This, though… this felt like someone was using her for something far more focused, something far more dangerous. 

She stalked forward, and it was only as Luna did so that she realized exactly who she was heading toward. Ignatius, Cub, Barnaby, and Leon stood ahead—all the people the resistance to the invasion needed. The aliens were going to use her as a knife thrust at the heart of it all, aimed to kill the only people who truly knew how they might stop what the aliens had done. If the aliens could kill them, then who would truly know how the cure worked?

Luna tried to shout a warning, but it didn’t do any good. No sound came out, and while the change in her eyes would be obvious by now to anyone who looked, no one was looking. They were all too busy trying to recover from the aftermath of the battle, patching wounds and trying to find enough food for people who hadn’t felt thirst or hunger for days or weeks. 

Then Bobby the sheepdog ran up, growled, and bit her.

Luna didn’t feel it, because at this stage, she couldn’t feel anything. She looked down at the dog, drawing back her leg ready to kick him, and Luna knew that she would, in spite of all the effort she put into holding herself back. Bobby danced back, snarling and growling, as surely as if she’d been a wolf troubling some ancient flock. Luna stepped toward him, lifting the long shard of metal now. 

“Bobby, what are you doing?” Cub demanded, moving forward.

Luna turned toward him, slashing with the weapon that she held and managing to cut through the skin even as he danced back from the attack. She remembered this strength and this speed, but she’d never had the chance to use it to strike out at anyone before. She hadn’t realized just how dangerous it made her.

“Luna, what’s going on?” Cub demanded, dodging back from another blow. Luna saw him stare at her. “Oh no. No!”

Luna charged at him and the others with all the speed of her kind, breathing out vapor even though she knew it would do nothing to people already inoculated against the danger. A man got in her way and she cut him down with her shard of metal, shoving another man out of her path. 

“She’s transformed!” Cub yelled above the sudden chaos. 

Then he did the unthinkable, and reached for a gun.

Luna was already lunging for him, shoving him back and knocking the gun from his hand so fast she could barely believe how quickly she was moving.

“Grab her!” Ignatius yelled above the chaos. 

Luna struck out toward him, the need to obey the Hive besting any attempt to resist. Inside, she was screaming, but it only came out as a dull hiss. A dozen other people were on her in that moment. Luna shook one of them off, throwing him away with more force than she could have believed, and lashed out at another.

Even so, more people piled in, and for all her strength, all her ferocity, Luna found herself pinned between them. There were too many of them to fight. She breathed out vapor in what seemed like the futile hope that it would turn some of these creatures, these humans… and even as she thought it, Luna caught herself. She wasn’t what the aliens wanted her to be. She wouldn’t lose track of who she was.

“She’s changed,” Cub said, shaking his head. “She’s gone. Luna’s gone.”

He still had the gun in his hand, and his hand seemed to be shaking now, as if he were wrestling with a decision. Luna could guess exactly what that decision was, and she hated it.

“Don’t say that,” Leon said. “She might still be in there.”

Luna wanted to scream that she was still in there. She wanted Cub to see that she was still there, that… well, she didn’t know what happened after that.

Instead, she saw Cub lift his gun.

“I know what it’s like as one of those things. Even if Luna is in there, she won’t be for long. It sucks away who you are.”

“But she’s there now,” Leon said. “We can still save her. The blast—”

“The blast converted people all around it during the battle, but it didn’t save Luna,” Cub said. Luna could see tears in his eyes now. “She’s gone, and now I have to do… I have to do the only thing that can be done.”

Luna could guess what he was thinking: that this was the same as with his father, Bear; that there wasn’t another choice; that he was sparing her from a fate worse than death. Even so, he was pointing a gun at her, and she hated it. How could he do that to her? How could he think, even for a moment, that it was the right thing to do?

“Wait!” Ignatius yelled, and he was the last person Luna would have expected to step between her and a gun. The chemist and former drug maker was nothing if not a coward.

“Get out of the way,” Cub snapped back.

“We can still save her,” Ignatius insisted.

“If she wasn’t saved when the blast went out—”

“Because she was at its center. The eye of the storm!” Ignatius said. He didn’t move aside. Luna hadn’t expected him of all people to stand in the face of that kind of danger. “It doesn’t mean that she can’t be saved. We just need—”

“What? To recreate the blast?” Cub demanded, and Luna might have wanted to dry the tears in his eyes if not for the reason for them. “Recreate a random burst of alien energy tuned to just the right frequency when it hit the crystals? Do you think I wasn’t paying attention to what you’ve been saying, Ignatius? If I thought there was a way…”

He pulled the trigger on his gun and Luna saw the dust at her feet kick up. Her controlled body didn’t flinch, didn’t even react.

“That was a warning, Ignatius,” Cub said, and Luna could hear the certainty in his voice now. “Move.”

Luna tried to get her body to move so that Ignatius wouldn’t be in the line of fire, but she was imprisoned both within her own flesh and by the hands of those who held her. They wanted this. They wanted to make sure that the most people were hurt.

“The blast let us overwhelm the nanites involved in the change for hundreds,” Ignatius said, “but we can still come up with a cure for one person at a time. We just need to process it.”

Luna saw Cub hesitate at that. It seemed to be the only thing that was enough to do it.

“You can really do it?” he asked.

“Not here,” Ignatius admitted. “The damage from the battle is severe, but all I need is a lab with the right equipment, and a few specific pieces of machinery.”

“And in the meantime, we all have to hold onto Luna to stop her killing us?” Cub asked.

“We can build something to contain her,” Barnaby said. He already seemed to be working on it, holding up rough pieces of metal to the remains of a motorcycle trailer as if he could already see the way it fit together in his head.

“And she’ll pull in all the aliens from a hundred miles around,” Cub said.

Luna knew what he meant. The creatures controlling her would see everything through her eyes. They would know where to send more.

“We’re going to do that all by ourselves,” Ignatius said. “We owe her this, Cub, and I promise we can get her back.”

Cub stood there, but Luna could tell that he’d made his mind up. Maybe she should have felt grateful that he wasn’t going to kill her. Maybe she should have felt some pity for the tough decisions that he’d had to take already. Instead, all she could think of as he stood there was that he’d been going to kill her. He’d actually been going to kill her. 

“All right,” Cub said. He backed away. “All right.”

Luna continued to snap and snarl, unable to help herself, while the people held her in place. She was everything that Cub feared she was, but she was more than that. She just didn’t have any way to let people know. A little further over, Barnaby was working on the enclosure designed to hold her. It looked like a kind of cage, made out of parts scavenged from the wreckage of the battle. 

It came together slowly, piece by carefully constructed piece. As quickly as it came together, Luna felt herself gradually falling apart. She could feel memories sliding away into the depths of her being in a way that felt all too familiar. She’d felt this before, the first time she had been transformed, fragments of herself lost whenever she looked away from them, impossible to grasp, impossible to hold onto, like darting fish slipping through her fingers. 

The memories of her parents slid into a vague kind of knowledge, with Luna unable to recall a single moment with them, a single instant spent laughing at home or arguing about chores or even sitting down together to eat. Luna knew the facts of her life, but couldn’t recall it. She couldn’t truly remember what it had been like to be in school, or to sit and watch TV, or to be outside, or…

…Kevin’s face came into her mind so sharply and perfectly that it might have been a photograph, and Luna clung to that image as tightly as she might have held onto a metal post in a hurricane. She wouldn’t lose Kevin, wouldn’t lose a single fragment of him. She wouldn’t lose the moments that she’d spent with him. Those moments seemed etched into her, from being there with him at the NASA Institute, to fleeing to the bunker and hiding from the flow of the vapor, to trying to bring down the aliens together. 

There was something brighter about those moments than the rest of it, somehow. They stood out in Luna’s mind indelibly, and she managed to cling to them, holding onto thoughts of Kevin, and to all the things that she felt for him. That need, that love, seemed like a beacon in the dark that threatened to engulf her, 

“Bring her this way,” Barnaby called out, and Luna looked up to see that he had completed his holding cell, so quickly that it stood as a reminder of just how talented he was when it came to building things. It looked roughly made, but the metal was thick, and the gaps between the bars were small enough that even Luna wouldn’t be able to slip out. 

They carried her toward it, and her body fought even if Luna’s mind hoped that the cage would be strong enough to hold her. She felt her foot connect with a man’s jaw, her elbow slam into someone’s stomach. She felt blows connect hard enough to bruise or break bones, and it didn’t seem to make any difference. Most of the people carrying her now weren’t members of the Survivors, or at least, Luna didn’t think they were. Instead, they had the ragged look of the people who had previously been transformed. They seemed willing to help her even when the others were afraid.

They picked her up and flung her into the cage. Luna didn’t feel the landing. Instead, she rose and stormed for the door, but even her unbridled speed wasn’t enough to make it there before the metal slammed into place and the Survivors managed to lock it shut.

Luna threw herself against the bars, testing the strength of them. The pulsing instructions of the Hive told her to tear her way free and kill, to do as much damage as she could before they cut her down, but the metal didn’t give way under her hands, even when she tore at the bars hard enough to make her fingers bleed. That should have hurt, but like everything else as one of those transformed, it seemed to pass in a dream, almost happening to someone else.

The only problem was that the someone else was her, and this would really hurt if Ignatius was right about being able to change her back.

“Where do we go to process what we found?” Leon asked Ignatius and Barnaby. “We just need a lab, right?”

Luna tried to look away. She didn’t think the aliens were dragging knowledge of the Survivors from her, but she had no way of knowing. Cub was right about that much: she was a threat to the rest of them with every moment that she was able to see and hear. She could draw in hordes of the controlled as surely as a beacon. 

“It can’t just be any lab,” Ignatius said. “We’re going to need specific pieces of equipment. The university would have had them, but with the attack, I’m worried that they might be gone.” 

“Where then?” Leon asked.

Luna saw Ignatius shrug, and in that moment she knew that this was anything but certain. Ignatius had made the process of bringing her back seem so simple, but he obviously didn’t actually know where to find what they were looking for. None of them did, and somehow, Luna suspected that she only had a limited amount of time before everything she was disappeared for good. Even now, she could feel the weight of the aliens’ infection pressing down on her, crushing everything that she was. It felt as though there was a hand behind it, closing slowly on her and making that happen. 

“There are spots that might have what we need,” Barnaby said, pointing out over the city like a tour guide. “There are industrial buildings that way, and if we can find a chemical plant, it will have everything we need. Or we can go that way and look at more academic buildings. Or we can go deeper into the university and hope that something survived.”

Leon thought for a moment or two. Luna knew what she would have chosen, wanting to get to the nearest option, even if it was the least likely. She wanted this done as quickly as possible, and not just because she didn’t want to spend any more time than she had to as the thing she was. She knew that every moment she was like this was a threat to all of the others.

It seemed that Leon disagreed, though, because he pointed to the factory buildings.

“They’re our best chance,” he shouted to the Survivors around him. “Ignatius and Barnaby will tell you exactly what they’re looking for. We need the right equipment to save Luna, and to save other transformed we find.”

The group gathered around them. There were so many now; practically an army, although that would have implied that they all had some kind of discipline rather than just moving forward together because they wanted to. They marched forward in the direction of the waiting factories, going on foot now since the school bus wasn’t going anywhere in the wake of the battle. They dragged Luna along on her trailer, its wheels squeaking with every turn, its frame bouncing with every jolt of uneven ground. She felt like an exhibit in a museum, or perhaps like a captive in some ancient war, put on display before her death.

I’m not going to die, she told herself, trying to get herself to believe it. She clung to the thought of seeing Kevin again, the only point of certainty while more and more of her started to slip away. 

Their procession set off toward the factories, and Luna just had to hope that they would be in time, before she lost even the parts of herself that managed to cling onto thoughts of Kevin. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Kevin saw the swarm of alien ships descending from the sky and looked over at Chloe, not knowing what to say. She still looked horrified, scrabbling at the living augmentation fused with her left arm, trying to tear it away. Kevin put his arms around her.

“Chloe, this isn’t your fault,” he said. “This isn’t because of you.”

“If not me, then who?” Chloe demanded, pulling back from him. She gestured with her altered arm. “I’m the one they can track. I should… I don’t know, just get in a ship and fly away from all of you.”

“Don’t you dare,” Kevin said. “They did this to you, Chloe. You didn’t choose it.”

“Not choosing things makes it worse, not better,” Chloe said, and Kevin should have guessed that she might say that. She shook her head, looking as though she might cry.

General s’Lara was there then, looking up at the sky beside them. “They’re here. I thought that we would have more time. I hoped that they wouldn’t find us.”

“It was me,” Chloe said, holding out her arm. “I don’t want you thinking that Ro did this or anything, because they tracked me.”

“It isn’t your fault,” the general said. “We scanned your arm and found no danger in it. We should have considered that there might be something we couldn’t see before we got anywhere near to the planet, and found a way to block it.” She shook her head. “But that’s done now. We have to focus on what’s happening, not on what might have been. Can the three of you fight?”

Kevin didn’t know if he had a good answer to that. He wasn’t sure that there was one, when no one he knew of had managed to defeat the Hive. “We’ve… survived the aliens before, I guess.”

“And you?” she asked, looking across to Ro, then up to where the sky was filling with smaller ships, some firing down at the ground, some looking as though they were trying to get close enough to land. “Can you fight against your own people?”

“I am impure now, not Purest,” Ro said. “They are no longer my people. I am a horror to them, and they to me. I will fight if it means defending people from the horrors my people inflict.”

“Good,” General s’Lara said. “Because my guess is that soon, we will need every person on this planet to do their part. Come with me.”

She turned and led the way from the balcony, out through the room, and into the corridor. The sense of peace and harmony that Kevin had experienced there before had gone now. The shifting walls all flashed with alarm colors, and arrows telling groups of people where to go, the artwork there long gone in the face of the emergency. General s’Lara led the way to a strong-looking door, flanked by turrets that seemed to have popped up from the floor. Kevin saw the flicker of one AI talking to others, and then the doors slid open to admit them.

Within stood an armory, stocked with more weapons than Kevin could have believed the Ilari might have had. There were long, rifle-like weapons, and shorter pistols, things that fit over hands like gloves, and what appeared to be jumpsuits just a little heavier than the silvery ones the aliens had put him, Chloe, and Ro into.

“Find a suit that fits you,” General s’Lara said. “There should be enough different ones to find suits for all of you.”

“What are these?” Kevin asked. “Flight suits? Are we going to be flying ships?”

General s’Lara shook her head. “Among the trees, only those with an AI running things would be able to plot out a course, and that’s where we plan to fight them, rather than up in open space where they have the advantage. These are armor suits.”

They didn’t look like armor to Kevin, and he could see Chloe looking confused too.

“They have built-in fields and absorption skins that should stop most things,” General s’Lara promised. “They will limit damage from the Hive’s attacks, but remember that the shields are not infinitely strong. There’s no time to waste, though; get ready. Already, some of them are starting to land on some of the outer platforms.”

Kevin grabbed one of the suits and dragged it on. It seemed to shrink in toward him, holding tight to him. There was a hood to pull up over his head, so he did so.

“The suit will defend against falling as well,” the general said, “and will provide communications connections to the rest of us.”

Kevin could hear that now, in the form of hundreds of different voices, and streams of chatter that could only be from the AIs. He understood all of it, all at once. He could hear General s’Lara giving orders and reviewing events even as she stood there in front of them. The others didn’t seem to be hearing as much, and Kevin guessed that only his talent was letting him do this. He could see the battle through the constant streams of information, and he had to concentrate to filter it out.

“Here,” General s’Lara said. “You’ll need weapons.”

She passed a long rifle to Ro, then handed Kevin a shorter, stockier gun. To Chloe, she handed a fat pistol, along with a long stick that crackled with energy.

“All of these are beam weapons,” she said. “Point them and fire. Kevin, yours will fire rapidly if needed. Chloe, your pistol has more of a kick to it than it might seem. Remember that each weapon will need to recharge after too many shots. Watch the power bar on the side.”

She grabbed a weapon for herself, looking worried as she checked that the energy rifle was functioning. 

“There’s a group coming this way,” she said. “We will need to deal with them.”

“What I don’t get is why they don’t just stand off and attack from orbit,” Chloe said. “I mean, we’ve all seen what that world ship can do.”

Kevin had seen it, far too close. He’d seen the whole process of it, but he’d also been a member of the Hive just long enough to understand why they didn’t just destroy this world.

“The weapon will take time to recharge its power,” he said. “And they don’t care enough about their troops to worry about how many they lose trying to do things this way. Besides, it gives them another world to strip for resources once they’ve killed or converted everyone.”

“Speaking of time,” General s’Lara said, “we have to hurry. Go in the spots I point you to.”

She picked out spots in the corridor’s doorways, and Kevin could hear her AI going through options with her, showing her the likely consequences of each one. He could see her trying to find an option that would minimize the danger to the three of them, and Kevin could see only one problem with that: it left the general far too exposed. 

Kevin knew that he couldn’t let the Ilari general risk herself like that, and not just because she was far too important to the battle. After everything he had done, he hated the thought of anyone else dying for him.

Without asking, Kevin picked one of the options that left the general a little safer and moved to that spot.

“What are you—” General s’Lara demanded, but then looked to a turn in the corridor and raised her weapon, ready to fire.

Creatures came around the corner, almost too fast to follow. Kevin had seen some of them before, but the sheer mass of teeth and claws, spikes and fangs made him shudder.

The others were already firing. General s’Lara shot in bursts, bringing down one creature after another, while Ro fired from close to the back, picking off what seemed like the most dangerous of the beasts. Chloe shot with her pistol, and then, as one of them got close, stepped in and struck at it with her energy baton.

Kevin fired now too, feeling the kick of the weapon against him as it released burst after burst of energy. He half expected it to knock him over, but he felt stronger now than he ever had, and he held the weapon steady. He tried to pick his shots, but there was only so much he could do, when this was the first time that he had ever fired something like this. Maybe that was the reason General s’Lara had given him something that fired in bursts—so that he could actually hit something. He did. Creatures fell in front of him, and yet more came. Some of them had energy weapons of their own now, or weapons that used gravity technology to fire darts and balls at impossible speeds. 

Kevin ducked back, but even so, he saw a flare of light as something glanced off his suit’s shield. For a moment, he wondered if he’d made the right decision, putting himself in danger to make sure the general wasn’t at risk, but then he threw himself back into the fight, firing again and seeing more of the alien creatures fall.

Then the turrets opened up, cutting down the rest of the foes in the corridor, scything them out of the way in a wash of energy. They were precise about it too, shooting between him and the others in a way that suggested that they were controlled by some kind of intelligence.

“We need to get moving,” General s’Lara said. “It won’t be long before more of them come, and we need to get to the space we have designated as the control center.”

She ran along the corridor. Kevin nodded over at Chloe.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Chloe said. She clutched her energy stick tighter. “The more of them I get to bring down, the better.” 

Together, they and Ro ran after the general, and again, it was kind of a surprise to Kevin that he could keep up. He wasn’t used to feeling this okay; more than okay. Even as a little kid, it now felt as though his body had been holding him back. When the Ilari had cured him, they’d given him this feeling, and far more. Of course, if he found himself killed in the middle of a battle, that wouldn’t count for much.

Briefly, Kevin glanced out of one of the windows to track the progress of the battle beyond. Ships darted through the sky, weaving in and out of the trees, then turning loops in the air. As when he’d seen them fight before, it seemed that the Ilari ships had the advantage one on one, but the problem was always numbers. The Hive was happy to send more ships, lose more creatures, because nothing less than the Purest mattered to them.

“Quickly,” the general called out. “We’re almost there.”

Ahead, Kevin could see a set of double doors, sealed shut against an encroaching horde of enemies. Some of them wore insectoid armor and carried guns, while one, at the center, shone in golden armor.

“One of the Pure has come into battle,” Ro said. “They seek to advance themselves by showing their worth, or they want the pick of the spoils.”

“Or they want us,” Kevin guessed.

Ro nodded. “We would be a prize worth them coming to fight for. They rarely do so without the promise of such a thing.”

“Well, it’s time to remind them why not,” General s’Lara said, detaching something from her belt and then throwing it in the direction of those clustered in front of the door. “Get down!”

Kevin threw himself flat, seeing Chloe and Ro do the same. He did it just in time. A wave of heat and energy washed out from where the general had thrown the grenade, leaving a cloud of smoke and the scent of burning in its wake. 

Figures stepped from that smoke. Not many, but the ones in black armor and the single figure in gold were among them. They started firing, and Kevin had to roll out of the way as weapons fire hit the spot where he had been. He fired back and his weapon’s energy slammed into the black armor of one of the creatures there, slowly punching a hole through it to whatever lay beneath before the creature collapsed.

Around Kevin, the others fired too, and they succeeded in bringing down foe after foe. One of the armored aliens ran forward, and Chloe leapt to meet it, her energy baton sparking as they exchanged blows. Kevin leapt in to join the fight…

…and found himself facing the golden-armored figure. 

It held a kind of staff, from which energy flashed, flickering past Kevin as he dodged. The alien swung it at Kevin’s head then, and he swayed back, kicking out at the creature and catching it in the abdomen. It fell away from him and he started to raise his gun, but it struck with the staff at full length, catching the end of Kevin’s weapon and sending it spinning. The Purest leapt back into the fray, striking out at Kevin again and again, knocking him from his feet. 

Ro was there in an instant, holding his long rifle just like the weapon that the other alien had and swinging it round in a blow aimed at the other alien’s head that it barely ducked in time. It struck back, and now they were fighting in earnest. They swung their weapons like quarterstaffs, the weapons rattling against one another in a blistering display of blow and counter blow. Ro struck the Purest in the chest with the butt of his gun, knocking it back, but it countered with a low sweep that Ro had to leap to avoid. As he did so, the other alien smashed into him with a shoulder, knocking him back, then smashed the rifle out of his hands.

Kevin picked up his gun, firing straight at the Purest, but the golden armor seemed to deflect most of the shots. Ro stepped into that opening, twisting inside his opponent’s guard and snatching the staff weapon from it, spinning and bringing an end full of crackling energy to bear.

The Purest fell, twitching. 

Around Kevin, he could only see dead aliens, either blasted apart by General s’Lara’s grenade or shot down in the brief fight that had followed. He dared to risk breathing a sigh of relief.

“Inside,” General s’Lara said. “I’ve been coordinating by AI, but we’ve reached the point where we need to actually talk to the others.”

The control room beyond the doors looked a lot like the other rooms of the complex, with screens for walls and a surprisingly soothing, soft environment. Kevin had been expecting large sets of controls, perhaps with joysticks to control weapons. Instead, at least a dozen important-looking Ilari just stood there, looking at the screens and occasionally discussing things with one another.

The screens held a lot more. Some of them held images of the fighting, while another had a plan of the complex with blue and red dots moving on it, probably designed to represent the Ilari and their enemies. Some held streams of numbers and data, and Kevin found that if he concentrated, he could make a kind of sense of it. Some of it seemed to be running simulations of different options for the battle, while other strands seemed to be intercepted communications, the sheer complexity of the Hive’s connections too much to be presented any other way. 

“What’s the current situation?” General s’Lara asked. 

One of the others turned to her. “The current situation is that we are in a lot of trouble, General. Hive craft are descending faster than we can pick them off with the energy cannons. Hive creatures are at the level of the forest floor, and many are attacking the trees themselves.”

Something about the way he said that made it sound like a kind of sacrilege. After all the effort the Ilari had put into fitting into the environment of the world, maybe it was in a way.

“Numbers in the tree base?” General s’Lara asked. 

“So far we have been able to hold them, but look for yourself.” The man gestured to the screens, and on them, Kevin saw fight after fight between Ilari forces and those of the Hive. The friendly aliens fought with a perfect balance of precision and emotion, and Kevin saw them shoot down enemy after enemy. There always seemed to be another ready to step into the breach, though, and now Kevin could see the blue-skinned aliens falling, one by one. He saw a man brought down by energy blasts, and a woman ripped apart by one of the Hive’s creatures. He saw an entire section of tree give way to fire from a squadron of fighter craft, and felt the rumble as more of the Hive blasted their way into the base.

It seemed so remote on the screens, but even so, Kevin could feel the horror of it. Those were people dying out there. Worse, every Ilari death, no matter how hard fought, was another step closer for the Hive.

“We need projections that will work,” General s’Lara said, and then got the faraway look she had when she was talking to her AI. 

As he had in the corridor, Kevin saw the flicker of different potential plans. Judging by the general’s expression, none of them was what she was looking for.

“What’s the problem?” Kevin asked.

“The problem is what it always is with the Hive: there are too many of them. Of all the ones we have killed today, only one will count to its members, and that is the gold-armored one in the hallway.”

“When you say that there are too many…” Chloe began.

“I mean that there are more than we could ever hope to defeat,” General s’Lara replied. “We have run simulation after simulation, but none of them… none of them offers a chance for us to survive. I’m sorry.”

Kevin looked up at the screens again. On them, he saw death and destruction. He saw the Ilari being slowly overwhelmed by the weight of numbers. Worse, he could hear sounds from outside the room now: the tramp of feet and pincers, clawed legs and spines. 

The Hive were coming for them there, in the control room.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Luna stood in the shadow of the world ship, pointedly not looking up at it, determined to look after her people regardless of its presence up there. She looked around at the small army that they’d gathered, still barely able to believe that so many people were looking to her for guidance.

“All right,” she said. “We need to bring Barnaby and Ignatius here so that they can test the materials we’ve found and make sure they are actually something we can use. Captain Harris, I want you to help train the people the aliens enslaved, so that they have a chance when it comes to fighting back. You guys…” She looked across to the black-armored former soldiers of the aliens. “You probably can’t understand a word I’m saying. I really wish Kevin were here right now.”

She didn’t just wish it because Kevin would be able to talk to the aliens directly, rather than making hand signals and hoping they understood. She wanted him there just so that he could be there, with her, while they started making preparations to save the world from the aliens hanging overhead.

Maybe he was here. Maybe he was up there somewhere, along with Chloe. Luna clung to that hope, even though, right then, there were far too many other things that pulled that hope away.

“We need people to continue to mine,” Luna said. “I’m not going to make anybody do it, but if Barnaby and Ignatius confirm what that stuff is, then it might be our best chance to actually win this.”

She saw people moving toward the tools they’d been using in the quarry before, hefting them in calloused hands and starting to work on the walls, starting to pull out more of the mineral. If they got enough of it, then maybe there would be a chance to change all of this. Maybe they would be able to cure everyone who needed the cure. 

“We’ll need other things to fight this,” Leon said, coming up to Luna. He pointed up toward the world ship. “There’s a whole world of aliens up there. We’ll need more than just… well, more than us to fight them.”

Luna nodded at that thought. They would need more than just the Survivors. They would need all the remaining people of Earth; everyone who could fight against the aliens, all at once. In the last battle, there hadn’t even been a real fight, because the aliens had taken over the world’s people before they could fight back. What would happen if they could fight back? What would happen if they did? 

“This time, we’ll fight them,” Luna said. “Leon, can you find a way to contact other groups?”

“Communications are still hit and miss,” he said. “I can send out messages to other local groups, and I guess, for people further off…”

“Send messengers to them too,” Luna said. “Tell them about the cure. Tell them how it can be a weapon, and how it reacts to the aliens’ energy blasts. That news is the biggest weapon we have right now. We need them all to fight back at once, or there will be too many aliens.”

Too many; a whole world’s worth. Now, Luna allowed herself to look up, taking in the shape of the world ship. It hung there, rocky and waiting, ships already starting to come and go from it as it resumed squatting above the world like a toad.

For a moment, Luna paused, thinking about just how difficult this would be, but she forced herself to ignore that thought. This wasn’t about things being difficult or easy; it was about the survival of humanity as a whole. If they didn’t fight back, then who would?

“Any of you who don’t have a job to do yet,” she called out to the others there, “I want you to focus on finding food and shelter for everyone, or helping to scout, or anything else you can think of to do. A situation like this will need all of us working together. We all have to do our parts, and the world might depend on it.”

She left them to get on with the many jobs involved, knowing that as soon as this started, there would be far too much for her to do. There was. It seemed that, almost as soon as people broke away from celebrating their victory, they started to run into problems with what came next. More than that, it seemed that every one of those problems required Luna’s personal attention. 

“Explain the problem to me,” Luna said, as a group of people gesticulated and shouted, standing in front of the black-armored aliens who had come over to their side.

“They… they’re the enemy,” a woman there said. “They enslaved us, and now they’re just standing around the mine with no payback for anything they did.”

“They were just as enslaved as you were,” Luna said. “You saw the way they fought for us the moment we gave them the cure? That’s because the aliens were controlling them, the same way that they have been controlling people on Earth. Now leave them alone and let them help. There’s a fight coming, and if they’re prepared to help us, then we should be kinder to them than this.”

The woman stepped back, and it was a strange feeling for Luna, having adults like this listening to her. They did listen, though, stepping back and getting on with the work of mining the mineral from the quarry’s walls. Soon, it seemed that everyone was working toward some fragment of the greater whole that was the fight against the aliens’ forces.

“I think… I think I’ve been able to set up a meeting with all the other nearby groups using shortwave,” Leon said. “Some of them are pretty jumpy though. They think that it’s some kind of trap. They want to meet out in the open and…”

“And you don’t trust them either?” Luna guessed. She could understand that, she guessed. She’d seen firsthand that the end of the world as they knew it had brought out the worst in a lot of people.

“There’s a lot that could go wrong,” Leon said. “I’ll go, and we’ll take as many of the soldiers as we can. We’ll make it into a show of strength.”

Luna shook her head to that thought. “That’s not how you get people to work with you,” she said. “We’ll take some people, but I’ll go too, and I want us to bring at least one of the aliens with us. I want us to be able to show them that we can win this. I want us to give them hope.”

Leon looked as though he might argue, but he didn’t. That was almost as strange as the rest of it, because Luna was used to him being the leader, telling the Survivors what to do. Somewhere in all of this, it seemed that he’d come to respect her as much as the others had. 

“All right,” he said. “Get ready to leave and I’ll get a few people to see if they can scavenge some bikes together.”

 

***

 

Luna sat on her bike with Bobby the dog in its sidecar. Around her, a dozen other assorted vehicles made their way in formation, heading toward the open plaza where Leon had arranged the meeting. They’d managed to get one of the black-armored aliens onto the back of one of them, his weapon slung across his back, even though it didn’t seem to understand where it was going.

Luna had brought a couple of other things too: a small bag of syringes filled with the cure, and a chunk of the mineral that formed its basis. She figured that, at the very least, she would be able to tell people how to cure the controlled for themselves.

The LA streets were still choked with the abandoned hulks of cars, but the bikes were able to pick their way between them. Bobby sat in the sidecar, his tongue lolling as they made their way toward the spot arranged for the meeting.

“You look a lot more carefree than I am,” Luna told the dog. “But then, I guess you don’t have to worry about what happens next.”

There were so many questions going around in her mind as she approached the heart of the plaza. What if she’d misjudged this? She’d met enough of the gangs of this new world to know what it could be like, so what if these betrayed them? What if this turned out to be an ambush? What if they saw the alien Luna had brought with her, and lashed out? What if she just couldn’t persuade them to take her seriously? What if the aliens learned where she was and attacked?

Despite all of those worries, Luna did what she knew she had to: she went to the center of the plaza and waited. And waited. She stood there by her borrowed bike, trying to look as non-threatening as possible, while she hoped that nobody watching had her in the crosshairs of some kind of weapon. 

Gradually, people started to arrive. The first group came in on foot, sloping in with hoods up and weapons ready. The next group roared in on bikes that more than matched Luna’s, circling the plaza once as if checking it for enemies before coming to a halt. More and more of them approached, spreading out in a rough semicircle while eyeing the others there warily.

“Who are you?” one of the hooded men demanded. “We thought it was Leon of the Survivors who called us here.”

“Like he’s some kind of leader to all of us,” a man from another group said. “Instead, he sends some girl?”

Luna stepped forward. “Leon asked you all here because I asked him to. You’ve seen the world ship come back into the sky. The aliens are coming back, and we need to fight them.”

“Fight them?” a tough-looking man in biker leathers said, derisively. “You’ve got one of them with you.”

“We… served them,” the black-armored figure said, and Luna spun toward him. 

“You speak our language?” Luna said, as much in shock at that as any of the others must have been.

“I… am learning it,” the creature said. “I am… Ka. We served… and Luna freed us… we will fight.”

“How?” another of those there demanded. “We can’t fight so many when they can just change us into things, or kill us with weapons we’ve never seen.”

Luna was about to explain about the cure when a mixture of car horns and sirens started to sound from among the nearby buildings. Luna knew from the Survivors what that meant, even before the first of the controlled started to stalk from the buildings. They’d been found.

“Here they come,” the man in the hood said. “Time to leave.”

A part of Luna wanted to turn and run with them, because there were so many of them this time. Not as many as at the university, perhaps, and none of the larger, more deadly creatures the aliens had brought to the world, but there were still too many to fight head on with only a few rifles and pistols. They came out running in a single, living mass of controlled people, and now it seemed to Luna that even if she did turn the bike and flee, it wouldn’t be enough.

Instead, she took out the lump of mineral that she had brought with her, weighing it in her hand. She turned to the alien in the black armor. 

“How accurately can you shoot, Ka?” she asked, hoping that he would understand her intentions, even if he didn’t get all of her words.

He considered the mineral shard, and then nodded.

Luna hefted it one more time and then threw it overhand, spearing it out toward the crowd of the controlled, sending it arcing just above them. For a moment, she thought that the alien beside her had misunderstood.

Then a bolt of energy flashed out from the energy rifle, crossing the space between it and the mineral shard in an instant. There was a brief ripple of resonance from the shard, then Luna threw herself flat as it exploded.

This explosion wasn’t on the scale of the one that had spread out over the battlefield of the university. The shard wasn’t big enough for that, or the energy the rifle put out wasn’t enough. It was the same alien energy that the mineral had reacted to before, though, and it was enough to create a boom that made Luna wish she’d thought to clamp her hands over her ears before it could happen.

In its wake, the controlled who had been attacking lay on the floor, looking as though they had simply been flattened by the explosion. As they started to stand, though, Luna could hear them starting to talk to one another, see them looking around in confusion as they tried to make sense of what had just happened to them. They were human again, and free.

More than that, they were a symbol.

“It works,” the man in the hood said, something like awe in his voice. “You have a cure.”

“We have a weapon,” Luna corrected him. “We can take the controlled away from them. We can show you how. We can give you a cure. We’ll give you that whatever you want to do, but I’m asking you to help.”

The hooded man considered for a moment, then nodded. “My people will be there.”

“So will mine,” another of the leaders there declared.

“And mine,” a third said.

Luna beamed as they declared themselves a part of her growing army, but she only stood there as long as she had to in order to hear it. Her priorities were elsewhere. As soon as she could, Luna went across to the former controlled. They were the ones who needed her help most in that moment. They were the ones who would be shaken and afraid, not knowing what was happening.

“It’s all right,” she told them. “My name’s Luna. I know what it’s like. You felt like you were prisoners in your own bodies, and maybe you couldn’t even remember what was happening.”

“How do you know that?” a woman asked.

The answer to that was simple. “I’ve been controlled like you, but you’re safe now. Come with me, and I’ll lead you back to where it’s safe.”

She led them back, step by step, toward the quarry. Bobby walked by her side, the dog’s weight reassuring next to her whenever he brushed against her.

“They’ll be wondering where we are,” Luna said to him, knowing that the Survivors would be expecting her to ride back, not walk, and certainly not walk with so many.

Bobby barked in response.

By the time they got back to the quarry, it was starting to get dark, and there were plenty of people watching with weapons. Luna could see Cub up there on the walls, but she ignored him. It was better than remembering the gun he’d pointed her way. 

“You were gone a long time,” Leon said as Luna approached.

She nodded. “I wanted to walk back with the others. Besides, I know you’ll have been running things just fine.”

Leon nodded. “That’s… good to hear. We’ve been busy. I’ve sent out people to look for other mining operations; I figure that the aliens might have targeted other spots where they could find the mineral.”

That was good thinking, and Luna found herself wishing that she’d thought of it.

“I also sent out messengers the way you wanted,” Leon said. “I hope people across the world will know about the cure before long. But…”

“What?” Luna asked.

Leon shook his head. “It might not matter. There’s something Barnaby and Ignatius worked out. Something bad. Come on. They can tell you.”

He led the way through their new camp, to the spot where the two were working. Bobby followed her. To Luna’s surprise, so did the alien, Ka. Barnaby and Ignatius seemed to be looking at a hastily written equation on a board.

“What is it?” Luna asked.

“We know that they’ve destroyed worlds before, right?” Ignatius said. 

Luna nodded. Kevin had said it. Kevin had seen it.

“It seems to be drawing up some kind of energy,” Barnaby said, nodding toward the world ship. “Slowly, but it’s doing it. We’re sure of it. Some of the aliens you ‘saved’ have talked about it.”

“You think it’s getting ready to destroy the Earth?” Luna said. 

Barnaby nodded.

“How long do we have?” she asked. 

“We’ve been trying to work that out,” Ignatius said. “There are so many variables though. How much energy does it take to destroy a world? How fast can they draw it in? How much—”

“Thirty… of your days,” Ka said. Luna stared at him along with the others. “It will take… thirty… of your days. Am I… saying it right?”

Luna hoped not, but she worried that he was. They’d been preparing an army for a war, but now it sounded as though they only had a month in which to win it, and if they didn’t…

…if they didn’t, then their entire planet would be torn apart. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Kevin sat in the bulbous cabin of the Dart, hands gripping onto the arms of the seat as he tried not to show any of the worry that he felt. Around him, the Ilari whom General s’Lara had selected for the mission sat in their own chairs, when they weren’t working to suggest course corrections for the ship. Ro and Chloe were there too, held into contoured seats by padding that surrounded them perfectly, adapting as they moved.

“Is everyone ready?” General s’Lara asked. 

Kevin nodded. “I am.”

They needed to get back. They needed to return to Earth if they were going to have a chance of stopping all of this. One by one, he saw the others nod, and that felt good. He needed to know that the ones taking part in this wanted to be here.

“These are the best we have,” General s’Lara said. “Each one is one of our finest fighters, linked to some of our strongest AIs. Once we arrive, the rest of the fleet will be following behind. They will be moving at maximum speed, and if we are lucky…”

“If we’re lucky, they won’t miss the fight completely,” Chloe guessed. She didn’t sound as though she thought it was likely.

General s’Lara nodded. “For now, we must treat it as if they will not arrive. Even pushing themselves hard, it will take time to reach Earth. Get ready, everyone. The hangar doors are opening.”

Above, Kevin could see the roof of the hangar splitting apart to reveal the sky above. He could see the blueness of it spread out like the oceans that this world seemed to lack on the surface. Below him, he could feel the rumble of the engines as they fired, the shaking of the ship as the energy fields of the ship started to lift it from the launch pad. 

General s’Lara seemed to be the one in control of the ship, although, since she was doing it through her AI, it was hard to tell for sure. She sat there, her hands tapping at the air the way Kevin might have at a computer keyboard. 

In response to her movements, the Dart leapt up to meet the sky. Kevin saw clouds race toward them, then past them, the sky shifting in color as they ripped through the layers of the atmosphere. It was hard for him to keep up with the sheer speed of it all, the sky moving from light blue to midnight, to deepest black in a matter of moments. In the space beyond the world, Kevin could see the remains of the Ilari fleet hanging there, turning with what seemed like a ponderous lack of speed toward their next destination.

“They’re all so slow,” Chloe said, and Kevin was glad that it wasn’t just him seeing it.

“The Dart’s engines are already starting to distort things,” General s’Lara said. “We are shifting from one reality to the next, so things appear slower out there.”

Already, Kevin could feel the speed they were moving at. The Hive’s world ship was probably almost as fast, but it didn’t feel fast in the same way that the Dart did. Maybe the sheer scale of the world ship made it somehow more stable, or maybe it was a quirk of the gravity drives that the Hive used, but it felt so smooth when it was moving that it hardly seemed to be doing it. 

The Dart, by contrast, thrust forward toward the stars, shaking and juddering with the sheer speed and energy involved as it went. Several of the Ilari had looks of concentration as they conversed with their AIs, obviously trying to get them to compensate for that. Looking back, Kevin could see the Ilari planet receding into the distance, the green of it like an emerald against the black.

It went faster, and faster still, the stars in front blurring with the speed.

“Engaging shift drives,” General s’Lara said. 

Now the space ahead shifted in color, from black to an entire rainbow of streaking hues. As it flickered past, it seemed to be doing it at impossible speeds now, the ship not just skipping across space but ripping through it as well. 

The speed and power of the ship pressed Kevin back into his seat with almost crushing force. He suspected that the ship’s shields were doing a lot to protect everyone within from the forces involved, but even so, the acceleration made it hard for him to breathe. He couldn’t have done this if he’d still been ill. If the aliens hadn’t cured him, he would never have survived this journey.

“It’s not done yet,” Kevin reminded himself.

The ship was shaking more now, rattling with the forces it was generating, sounding as though it was about to pull itself apart at any moment.

“We’re getting turbulence from the dimensional shifts,” one of the Ilari said. “We need to slow down, General.”

“If we slow ourselves, we won’t make Earthfall in time,” she replied, before Kevin could say anything. “There’s no point in getting there if the planet is already destroyed. We need this way to win.”

“We could stop,” Kevin said. “You shouldn’t risk your lives for us.”

General s’Lara shook her head in response to that. “We’re committed to this. Besides, the way the shift drive works would make that dangerous. If we drop out from the dimensions without planning it, we could end up anywhere.”

Kevin wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, especially with the way the ship was starting to creak and squeal in response to every move it made. 

“Is this going to hold together?” Chloe asked. She sounded afraid, and Kevin could definitely understand that fear. The Dart felt as though it might be about to fall apart at any moment.

“There’s no way of knowing,” General s’Lara said. “I wish I could be more comforting, but this is an experimental ship, and… damn!”

Alarms started to go off within the cockpit, blaring loud enough that they hurt Kevin’s ears. Lights flashed, and Kevin had a feeling that none of it was good.

“What’s happening?” Kevin asked.

“I’m not sure,” General s’Lara said, and in their own way, those were probably the most worrying words that she could have said. “Problems in the lower right quadrant with one of the shield drives. If it fails, the whole ship could be unbalanced.”

“How bad is that?” Kevin asked.

“Bad.”

General s’Lara signaled to a couple of the other Ilari, who stood and headed for a door at the back of the cockpit. They moved with the kind of urgency that said they had no time to spare or explain or do anything other than try to fix this before it got worse.

All Kevin could do was sit in his chair, pinned in place by the force of the flight, watching down the length of the Dart in the hope that everything would be all right. Because he was watching, he saw the moment when a part of the hull collapsed, tearing off and spinning out into the multicolored space beyond. Figures flew from it, and Kevin felt a pang of guilt and regret that people who had come to help him were dying like that. He wanted to save them. He wanted to help them.

“There has to be something we can do,” Kevin called out.

General s’Lara seemed to be too busy trying to wrestle with the unseen controls of the ship to answer for a moment. Kevin felt the ship lurching beneath him, starting to spin so that the sights beyond the ship rotated almost too fast to follow.

“Someone take the controls!” she yelled. “Kevin, Chloe, Ro, my people need to hold the ship so it doesn’t get lost between dimensions. We need to make sure it doesn’t fall apart. Come with me. Hurry.”

She set off toward the rear of the ship and Kevin rose to follow her. It took more effort than he could have believed just to step out of the chair, the pressure of the ship’s movement threatening to squash him down in place.

“Can we do anything to help the people who fell from the ship?” Kevin asked.

General s’Lara shook her head. “We’ll be lucky if we can even save ourselves. With just the fields we have—”

“Would a gravity field help?” Ro asked. 

“It might,” General s’Lara said. “But to produce one… could we produce one?”

“My field was reshaping flesh,” Ro said, “but I believe I know enough to see how your shields could be adapted. We will have to act fast though.”

The alien led the way through the ship now, and Kevin followed as quickly as he could, given the effort required. Chloe put a hand on his arm. It was the hand with the alien device wrapped around it, and her grip was stronger than Kevin had expected. Together, they pushed their way forward, moving deeper into the ship’s interior, to a space where a door stood waiting.

“My AI says that the space beyond this is vacuum,” General s’Lara said. “If there were more time, we would construct robots for the repairs, but there isn’t. We’ve managed to get a partial shield in place to seal the breach, and your suits will shield you against a vacuum for a time, but we will still have to work fast.”

Kevin nodded, then looked across to Ro. “What do we need to do?”

“I’ll know once we’re in there,” the alien said. “Although you and Chloe should stay. It might be dangerous in there.”

“It’s dangerous anywhere in the ship if we don’t solve this,” Chloe pointed out.

Kevin nodded. “Chloe’s right. We’re helping.”

General s’Lara moved to the door and it slid open. Kevin felt his suit adjust, a flickering shield popping into existence around his head. He could feel forces pulling at him, trying to drag him through, and he had to grab for the doorway to hold himself in place. On the far side of the room, a section of the hull stood open to the space beyond, ragged as a wound. 

“Yes, I think that we can do this,” Ro said. “I will need to describe things to your… machine, but we can work with this. Those connectors will need to be reattached when I say, not before.”

“We’ll do it,” Kevin said, following the line of Ro’s pointing finger. Two large, plug-like things sat disconnected from sockets, while a tangle of wires sat near them.

“General, I’ll tell you what to do while I work,” the alien said.

“You get that one, and I’ll get the one on the far side,” Chloe said to Kevin.

He nodded, and started to make his way across the room. It was hard; so hard that each step seemed to take an eternity, the combined force of the ship’s speed and the pulling vacuum beyond it. Each step was a fight, the soles of his boots clamping to the floor, but the moments in between requiring complete concentration just to push forward.

Kevin could see Chloe dragging herself forward using a combination of the curious strength that the Hive’s reshaping had given her and the grip given to her by her altered arm. Ro was working among the tangled wires, apparently braced against a large piece of machinery. General s’Lara seemed almost to be communing with some of the machinery, whispering to it while parts of it started to reconfigure themselves.

“Quickly, Kevin,” Ro said. “We must do this at the right moment.”

Kevin pressed forward, taking another step, and another, forcing himself to hurry. He felt the moment when his foot slipped, pressing forward a little too far and too fast. He felt the moment when the vacuum pulled at him, dragging him from the deck toward the hole in the ship’s outer skin.

He saw the space outside rushing up to meet him, and then he felt fingers closing around his. Strong fingers, powerful fingers, and not quite human in the roughness of their grip. Chloe’s altered arm clamped around his, holding Kevin in place while his legs dangled from the hole in the ship, threatening to drag him into the beyond. 

Kevin clung to her and pulled himself back down onto the deck, feeling his boots connect to the surface and stick there.

“Hurry, both of you,” Ro called out. 

Kevin remembered what he was supposed to be doing. They needed to make the connections at the right time, or this wouldn’t work. 

“Quick,” he called to Chloe, and started for his chosen cable again. He wished there was enough time to be careful, but he had to hurry even more now. He pushed forward against the drag of the vacuum, reaching for the connector with both hands. He grabbed it and lifted, feeling its weight.

“Now!” Ro called.

Kevin jammed the connector into place and heard the hum as the machinery started. Kevin saw energy fields flicker around the ship and felt the path of the vessel smooth out, so that it was no longer an effort to move across the floor.

“It’s working,” General s’Lara said. “We can get the ship back where it should be. Come on. We might not make it to Earth before the Hive, but we can get there before it is destroyed.”

She rushed through to the control room, and Kevin followed with the others. The Ilari seemed more relaxed now, as if they were able to work on controlling the Dart more easily. They moved forward through spaces that seemed to have nothing to do with the universe Kevin knew. The ship rushed forward, driven by a combination of Ilari and Hive technology. 

“We’re getting close,” General s’Lara said. “We’ll drop out of this shifting space soon, and then we’ll have to find a way past any Hive ships that are still there. Hold on. With the change to the drives, the rate of braking might be affected. You’re going to want to be in your seats.”

Kevin got back into his, feeling the padding wrapping around him to hold him in place as the ship started to slow down.

“It’s taking longer than anticipated,” General s’Lara said. Kevin could hear the worried note there, and that seemed like a bad thing, given how calmly she’d taken control with the ship falling apart.

The sky outside the ship drifted down into shades of black from the unnatural colors it had turned. Kevin saw shapes flickering by, and he recognized asteroids, the round shapes of planets, the fiery mass of the sun in the distance.

The Earth was there, getting closer by the second, the Hive’s world ship hanging over it in silent threat.

“Pull up,” Kevin whispered, willing the ship to slow faster. “Pull up.”

“The ship is too damaged,” General s’Lara said. “I can’t control the speed of our descent enough. I think… I think that we’re going to hit your planet.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Too fast—the ship was moving too fast. Kevin could see the world rising up to meet the Dart, its pole like the bull’s-eye of a dartboard, growing larger by the second. He could feel panic rising, and around him, some of the Ilari were screaming.

They were going to crash.

“We need to pull up!” General s’Lara shouted, and Kevin knew that she had to be shouting at her AI.

He could feel the ship beneath him fighting to do what the general wanted. He could feel it fighting to level out, while around the cockpit of the ship, Kevin could see the red-orange glow of it heating up as it hit the atmosphere. 

“We’re coming in too steeply,” General s’Lara said. 

“What does that mean?” Chloe asked, from her chair.

Ro answered. “If we don’t level out, even the shields won’t keep us from burning up like a meteorite.”

The pressure was back as they plunged toward the world, smashing Kevin back against his seat while the ship tried to level out, slow down… anything. He saw the glow outside go from orange to blue, to white, the shields rippling with it. 

Slowly, though, so slowly that it seemed to take an eternity, the glow receded. But they didn’t stop falling. The ground was still coming up toward them far too fast, and the ship didn’t seem to be doing anything to stop it. 

“Strap yourselves in!” General s’Lara shouted. “The ship is using full reverse thrust, but… we’re going to hit.”

They plunged toward the ground, and below them, Kevin briefly saw snow-covered trees, and mountaintops that came far too close to the underside of the Dart. He even thought he felt something scrape along the bottom of the already damaged ship, but that might have been his imagination. 

Ahead, there was water, and an endless expanse of whiteness. It was only as the landscape passed beneath that Kevin got a true idea of the speed at which they were traveling, slowing by the second, but still moving far too fast to land safely.

They didn’t.

Kevin felt the underside of the ship scrape along a ridge of ice and snow, then the whole thing flipped, tumbling down and rolling, the world flashing past in a circling whirl that Kevin couldn’t keep up with. It was snow, and then sky, and then snow again, until beneath them, Kevin heard something crack.

The ship plunged down through a sheet of ice, and now water surrounded it, pressing in on all sides as it plunged into lightless depths. It bumped against something and held, so tentatively that for a moment or two, Kevin didn’t even dare to breathe. Only when he was sure that it was still did he gasp in air, trying not to let fear at what was happening overwhelm him.

“We’re at the bottom of the ocean,” Chloe said. 

General s’Lara shook her head. “Not the bottom. Sensors say that we have hit a rock shelf attached to one of this world landmasses, and that the ship is currently stable, although it will take the rest of the fleet to salvage any of it.”

“And in the meantime, we’re stuck underwater?” Kevin asked. He shook his head; he knew that wouldn’t work. They wouldn’t have enough food, or air, to simply wait. Around them, he could see bubbles of air rising, heading toward light so far above that it might have been on a different world.

Besides, they needed to get back home, back to where all of this would be fought out. Back to Luna.

“How many people are injured?” Ro asked. It was a question that Kevin knew he should have asked, and he was quite surprised that the former member of the Hive had managed to beat him to it.

“Numerous minor injuries,” General s’Lara said. “Six more serious, two fatalities. With a reduced crew aboard, the ship should have enough resources for those who remain until we can rescue them.”

She seemed to take it for granted that they would find a way out of there, and that they would manage to find a way to win this. Kevin would have hated to be one of those left behind, not knowing if anyone would ever come back for them, if the ship would be recoverable, or if they would find themselves left to sit on the bottom until they either starved or suffocated.

Maybe it was still easier than what they were going to have to do.

“How do we get out of here?” Kevin asked. “What do we do, when we… where are we?”

General s’Lara pointed to a screen, which now showed a map of the Earth. “According to the sensors, we are here.” She pointed to a spot in the far north, up in the white glaze of the Arctic. It was a spot that was blue on the map, just on the edge of frozen land. “We need to move south, to a place called Los Angeles. There are reports of an attempt to fight the Hive there, and of a human girl leading an army that knows how to take them on.”

“Luna,” Kevin and Chloe said at the same time, looking across at one another. There could be any number of other girls it could be, but somehow, Kevin knew that it wasn’t one of them. It was too much of a coincidence if it was some other girl. Only Luna would be able to unite an army behind her against the aliens.

Of course, Kevin thought with a sudden deflation of his hopes, the last time he’d seen Luna, she’d been controlled by the Hive. 

“Whoever it is,” Ro said, “connecting with them represents our best opportunity. Is it far?”

“Thousands of miles,” Kevin said.

“We will gain transport,” General s’Lara said. “We will make it there in time.”

“We still have to make it off the ship,” Chloe pointed out.

“That part, at least, is easy enough. Your suits will protect you from the vacuum of space. A little water is not a problem.”

Kevin wished he had her confidence. She made the frozen waste of the Arctic sound like it was nothing, rather than the kind of place that could kill someone in a matter of moments if they made a mistake there. 

“We will get to the surface,” the general declared, “assess our surroundings, and take up what equipment we can for the fight ahead. Kevin, Chloe, Ro, come with me. I want to see what this world of yours is like.”

She led the way back through the ship, pausing so that the three of them could collect their weapons as they had before, and then demonstrating how the field on her suit formed a kind of air tight bubble around her. She made it all sound so normal and so safe, but even so, Kevin was sure that there were about a thousand things that could go wrong with this. They were about to step out into freezing water, into a world that had nothing to do with the beautiful greenery of the Ilari’s home.

“We will use airlock B,” General s’Lara said. “It is pointing toward the surface, so it should just be a question of swimming straight up.”

Should. It was such a small word, but it carried a lot with it. Kevin could hear in the general’s voice that she wasn’t sure, not entirely. What other option did they have though? They couldn’t stay there. They had to get up to the surface.

They made it to airlock B, stepping inside together. The strangest part about it was that when the outer door pulled back, there was still just a shimmering wall of water beyond, held back by the Ilari’s shield technology. Kevin could see the pale light at the surface now. 

“Once you get outside, swim,” General s’Lara said. “We need to get to the surface.”

“And if the ice has sealed over the surface?” Ro asked.

General s’Lara hefted her weapon. “Then we blast our way through. Ready?”

She didn’t wait for an answer before stepping through. Ro stepped out to follow her, swimming awkwardly.

“Ready?” Kevin asked Chloe.

She took his hand for a moment. “Ready.”

Kevin stepped out of the airlock with Chloe, and he saw the fields around his suit flare as they worked to push out the water. He could see dark shapes further off in the water, and he couldn’t remember if there were sharks in waters this cold. Then he remembered that even if there weren’t, there might still be orca, or leopard seals, or worse. 

He kicked up through the water, feeling some of the cold of it, but not all. Kevin guessed that was down to his suit as well, and he didn’t want to think about what it might be like if he weren’t wearing it. There was even air trapped inside the shield, so that Kevin could breathe as he made his way upward, but he wasn’t sure just how long that air would last, or how long he would be able to hold his breath once it ran out. 

He made his way up toward the surface, seeing what appeared to be an endless wall of white above him. It was further than it looked, and now he could feel his arms and legs growing tired. So soon after the landing, it seemed like too much to demand of his body, but the alternative was falling back into the dark water and hoping that he could make it to the ship before his air ran out.

Kevin was still thinking about that when a dark shape approached through the water, rushing at him.

The killer whale came closer with almost unbelievable speed, its tail flicking as it propelled itself through the water. Kevin saw its mouth open wide, rows of teeth visible amid the black and white. 

A blast of energy from Chloe’s pistol fired near it, sending it banking off. Even so, Kevin felt the wash of its strength as it passed close by. Kevin kicked up hard, trying to get to the surface before the creature could attack again. How long would it take the whale to turn? How long before…

It flashed through the water again, and this time, Kevin was the one to fire at it, with the short rifle, again missing by the narrowest of margins as it flitted away.

“Is it gone?” Chloe asked.

Kevin shook his head. “I doubt it. We need to get up there.”

They headed for the ice above, a solid sheet now that was translucent in the places where it was thinner and a deep blue-white where it was thick. General s’Lara must have broken through there somewhere, but Kevin couldn’t find the spot. Instead, he came up against the ice, where there was the smallest of gaps between the ice and the waves, so Kevin was able to poke his head up to get a brief breath of fresh air. 

He thought he could see something circling below in the darkness. He lifted his rifle, aiming not at the whale, but at the ice above. He fired, holding down the trigger and feeling more than hearing the boom of the ice as it hit. Ice flew in every direction, some of it flying back through the water like shrapnel. 

Sunlight glistened above, a ragged hole in the ice giving Kevin a way out. He clambered onto the ice, digging in with his gun so that he could pull himself out despite the slipperiness. He rolled onto his back, staring up at a gray sky that was howling with wind.

“Kevin! Kevin, help!” Chloe called. Kevin looked over to see that she was struggling at the edge of the ice hole, not able to pull herself out. He couldn’t see the whale in the water, heading up toward her, but he knew that it would be. 

“I’m coming,” he yelled, running over. His feet started to slip, and for a moment, Kevin thought he would end up falling into the water with her. Instead, he threw himself down flat, reaching out for Chloe from what seemed like the first of the solid ice. 

His hand clamped around her wrist, and he pulled, dragging her forward inch by inch. He could see Chloe struggling, trying to get her legs onto dry land. Kevin managed to yank her forward, and they both tumbled back onto the ice. An instant later, the head of the killer whale came thundering up out of the hole. It blew water from its blowhole and dipped back beneath the ice with a clicking squeal.

General s’Lara and Ro were further off on the ice, sitting up on it and looking around as if they couldn’t quite believe what they were seeing. Kevin realized that this was their first view from the surface of his world. It probably wasn’t what they’d been expecting. 

“Is all your world like this?” General s’Lara asked.

Kevin shook his head. “This is the Arctic. The rest of the world… there’s so much here.”

“I look forward to seeing it.”

“We need to live that long first,” Ro said, with a glance toward the ominous clouds above. Kevin could see what he meant—the clouds seemed to be closing in fast, the winds rising until they howled along the ice.

Slowly, one by one, Ilari started to surface from beneath it. Most struggled up to the surface. Some brought equipment with them, and all brought weapons. Some were bleeding. One… one had most of a leg missing, and tumbled back into the water, a dark form rising behind him. 

Kevin raised his weapon and fired down into the water, not knowing if he hit the whale or not.

“There’s no time,” General s’Lara said. “We need to get to true land before this storm hits.”

Kevin looked around, trying to make sense of the place they were in. They appeared to be in the middle of an ice floe, but Kevin could see what seemed like a field of thicker ice, chunks of it sticking out like teeth from the ground. 

“There,” he said, and General s’Lara nodded.

They ran for the ice field, making their way through the snow and ice as fast as it would let them. It wasn’t quickly though, and they had to struggle for grip with every step, fighting to make progress, and hopping between slender gaps in the ice sheets. Kevin’s breath was so cold now that it hurt, in spite of the warmth of his suit. They needed to get to shelter.

The first snow of the storm hit in a vertical wall of white. Kevin, Chloe, and the others ran for the limited cover of the icefield. 

“Dig down into the snow,” General s’Lara called out. “My AI suggests that it is our best chance for warmth. Use your weapons to cut space.”

Kevin nodded, and he turned his gun on the space beneath one of the large blocks of ice. It burned away the snow and ice, turning the top layers to steam. The hole that it cut was too small to call a real shelter, too small to call more than the hole it was. Even so, the ice and snow around it provided shelter from the wind, and meant that the heat from him and his suit could start to fill it. 

As the worst of the snow started to fall, Kevin hunkered down in it and hoped that the heat would be enough.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Luna hid among the buildings of LA, waiting for the alien squad to get close, trying to be still among the ruins of the city. Any movement now might give them away, and they couldn’t afford that. Beside her, Bobby made a low, growling sound. Luna put a hand on the dog’s head.

“Quiet, Bobby. Not yet.”

This was a large force, with phalanxes of the controlled, but also plenty of real aliens, in so many forms that it seemed impossible to keep track of them all. There were spiderlike things and great hairy beasts, black-armored soldiers and slender creatures that moved fast, scuttling along buildings while holding guns.

“Looks as though they’ve started to take us seriously,” Leon whispered, moving up beside Luna.

“It’s probably because we’re taking mines back from them,” Luna replied.

“Or because the people they’re controlling are waking up, thanks to you,” Leon suggested.

Luna shook her head. “Thanks to all of us.”

How did you conduct a war against an alien threat that was so powerful? The answer, it turned out, was that you took away what the aliens wanted. Luna and her army had set about trying to take away the mineral wherever they could find it, and the message about the cure seemed to be spreading too. Now when the Survivors scavenged for resources they were as likely to meet ordinary, cured people as the controlled. 

There was still a long way to go, though. The Hive were starting to fight back. Luna’s people making their bases in the quarries where the minerals could be found helped, because it meant that the aliens couldn’t just target them with their weapons for fear of setting off exactly the kind of reaction that converted their people. Even so, a group like this proved how much the Hive wanted to keep control of the Earth until they had stripped it of its resources.

“Wait for it,” Luna said, trying to judge the perfect moment to strike out at the aliens in front of them. “Wait for it… now!”

She stood up, throwing out a lump of the mineral, and a black-armored figure shot at it from cover. The first shot missed, but the second slammed into the mineral, detonating it and flattening a huge swath of the advancing enemy force. 

Instantly, everything turned to chaos, enemies firing blindly back at them, while Luna’s forces shot with dart guns and slingshots, anything that could carry the cure. They fired into the middle of the controlled, even though it would probably have been better to target the aliens first. The truth was that all her forces had an easier time shooting at aliens with their real weapons than at anything human, and Luna… well, she wished that no one had to die because of the Hive’s cruelty, but wars weren’t fought like that. 

“We’ve finished the first barrage,” Leon said.

Sometimes this was the point where they pulled back, but Luna could see that there were still too many aliens standing for that. Some were standing blinking, trying to work out what was going on, but too many others were charging, or firing back at her people, or just trying to corral the former controlled. If their forces stopped now, then all the people who had just been cured would simply be ripped apart instead.

“Okay,” Luna shouted. “Fire!”

Now the rest of her forces opened up with their weaponry, and it was an increasingly powerful collection thanks to the aliens they’d managed to cure. Some held energy weapons, others gravity-powered devices that could accelerate stones to impossible speeds. The Survivors had a growing collection of guns of all kinds, and those rattled and barked, firing down at any enemy who still seemed to be attacking them. 

Plenty fell in those first barrages, and plenty more started to fall as the cure took effect, turning more and more of the Hive’s forces against the rest. Luna’s people continued to fire down with darts and with globes packed with the cure, while she hefted another precious lump of the mineral, ready to throw.

“Wait until there’s a threat that needs it,” Leon suggested. 

A part of Luna wanted to throw the rock anyway, but she held back for now. She was quickly grateful that she had, as a low, broad, tank-like vehicle hovered into view, weapons bristling from it. An energy cannon fired, and a group of Luna’s people found themselves vaporized instantly. Another shot, and a section of building collapsed, far too close.

“I need to get near it,” Luna yelled. “Someone be ready to fire!”

She ran for the hover tank, keeping in cover as much as she could. The thing seemed to track her, as if sensing that Luna was the danger there. A blast struck a building near her, sending fragments of stone flying and forcing her to duck. Bobby barked and pushed at her, reminding her to keep moving. 

Luna ducked through a doorway ahead of another blast. She threw herself across a passageway while energy ripped through it. A spiked, insectoid thing rose up in front of her and for a moment, Luna thought that she might have to fight it, but then a shot came from behind her, punching through the thing’s carapace.

She was getting close to the hover tank now. Around her, Luna could see the battle continuing, with flickers of energy fire shooting back and forth from the ground to the surrounding buildings. She kept low, and Bobby slunk along at her side, almost on his belly. 

One of the controlled leapt out at Luna, and Bobby sprang at him, snapping and snarling, giving Luna enough time to drag a syringe from her belt and plunge it home in the man. He collapsed, his eyes rolling back in his head, and Luna knew that it wouldn’t be long before he woke again as the man he had once been.

For now, though, she needed to focus on the tank. 

Another cascade of energy told her its location, and now Luna guessed that she was close enough. She popped out from behind the walls that had given her cover, holding the lump of mineral ready to throw. She waited for the barrel of its main weapon to turn to her, and then she flung the rock straight down it, sprinting for cover.

The explosion rippled out, its transforming wave washing over the aliens still controlled by the Hive. Luna threw herself flat, feeling the shockwave pass over, then stood, trying to get a sense of the rest of the battle.

By this point, there was no more battle. They’d won their skirmish, and there wasn’t a figure there that wasn’t either standing around wondering what was happening, or running for sanctuary elsewhere. Either way, they weren’t controlled by the Hive anymore. Luna could see the men and women there congratulating one another on the victory, some cheering, some clapping one another on the back or punching the air. Luna hated to be the one to kill the mood, but she knew that she had to.

“We need to get back to the quarry,” she called out. “We’ll be safe there. Everyone gather up your weapons, and help anyone who is injured. Look after the people next to you.”

She saw some of those who had only just been cured still stumbling a little, but being supported by the ones who had helped to bring about the ambush. They moved along en masse, and it occurred to Luna that in a lot of ways, they were doing to the Hive what it did to the worlds it conquered. They were taking new soldiers with every fight, so that their army grew even as the Hive’s shrank. 

“Come on,” Luna called, leading the way back toward the quarry. Their small army moved together, heading back in the direction of safety, however tenuous it might be. They picked their way through the rubble of LA, and Luna wanted to believe that, while they were doing it, a hundred other armies around the world would be doing the same thing. They would be fighting the aliens everywhere by now, taking back their cities stride by stride, converting the people the aliens had taken.

It was a long march, and an exhausting one, if only because of the effort needed to keep so many people moving in the same direction, and focused on the same things. Luna knew the sheer scale of her army meant that she would soon have to think about other things, like food production and keeping order, but for now, she was just grateful that she had so many people with her, and that they could take on the aliens. 

Then the quarry came into sight, and Luna saw the army of aliens surrounding it. 

“No,” she said. “They wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack… the mineral…”

“Look,” Leon said, pointing to the sky. Ships hung there in the hundreds, some simply waiting, some striking down with blasts of energy as people tried to leave. “It’s not an attack; it’s a blockade.”

Luna understood then. They were going to pen up her people, effectively holding them hostage, or perhaps just holding them in place so that they could be destroyed from above. Worse, looking up, Luna could see the glow coming from the Hive’s world ship. They’d thought that they had thirty days, but how much time had passed now, and how could they be sure that what they thought they knew was true? What if the world ship was already ready to destroy the Earth? What if it would be in just a little while?

Hemmed in, Luna and her people wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop it.

“We need to break through that blockade,” Luna said. “We need to get our people out of there with as much of the mineral as we can, and then…”

That was the problem. They still hadn’t worked out the “and then” part of this. They knew how to convert people. They knew how to use the mineral as a weapon, but they still didn’t know how to deal with the Hive ship hanging above them. 

That was a problem for another day though. Right then, the only thing to do was to strike out, escape, split up, and get the mineral to as many safe places as possible until they could find a way to use it as a weapon. Perhaps they could put it on a rocket, or find some other way to do this…

For now, there was only one thing to do.

“Attack!” Luna called out, and her army trusted her enough to do it. It didn’t matter that some of them were tired, or that they had only just fought another battle. It didn’t matter that there were more true aliens there than Luna had seen in one place, or that this would be far more dangerous. They still moved forward.

They fired as they went, shooting with energy beams and darts and slingshots that fired the glass globes with the cure. Luna pulled out the last of her chunks of mineral, trying to judge the best place to throw it, and deciding that the only option that worked was to fling it among a cluster of the tank-like vehicles. She weighed the chunk in her hand and flung it, aiming as close to the center of the group, trusting that one of the soldiers there would be able to target it with an alien weapon. 

Shots rang out toward it, and one of them connected, sending a blast rippling out across the aliens’ ranks. One of the tanks turned toward the others, blasting out at it with a burst of energy that split it open. Another fired up toward the ships above, winging one of them with a lance of power that made it plummet toward the ground. 

Others started to fire back, strafing the ground, firing down toward the ranks of Luna’s army. 

“Forward!” Luna called out. “We need to get closer to them!”

It was the only place where they might be safe. Out in the open, they would be sitting ducks for the ships. They charged forward, firing with rifles and energy weapons, trying to close in on the Hive’s forces. She just had to hope that the ships wouldn’t dare to fire down into their own forces.

There was just one problem with that, Luna realized as the ships came around for another run: this was the Hive, and the Hive had no problem with slaughtering its own troops if doing so brought it a step closer to victory. 

Energy bursts ripped up the earth along the route toward the fighting armies, then tore into them, apparently without distinguishing between them. More fire came up from the converted tanks, striking more of the ships, but not enough to make a difference, and not enough to change the course of the battle.

Luna saw a large, armor-plated thing charging toward her, and she shot it with a dart gun. It fell back, but there was another one there, and another. People clustered around Luna, forming a hard core of fighters with energy weapons. She waved her hands at them. 

“No! Spread out! You’re just making yourselves a—”

More energy fire tore down toward them and Luna ran with Bobby, throwing herself to one side as it burst on the spot where she had been standing, sending an explosion bursting up into the air. Plenty of the people with her weren’t so lucky. Luna saw Leon lying unmoving on the ground, and couldn’t begin to get close enough to help him as a creature rose up above him. Its claws swept down, and Luna had to bite back the urge to shout out as they plunged home. 

She saw one of the tanks that they’d converted blown to pieces, and a corridor of aliens cut down. The Hive’s superiority in air power was giving it too much of an advantage, so that, whatever happened on the ground, it wouldn’t be enough. They would still be picked off.

Worse, Luna looked up from the ground toward the Hive’s world ship, and she saw the shadow of city ships in the way. They were gathering like giant rays over the city, three of them together, as if to make certain of this battle. 

Luna didn’t know what they could do against that. They could kill the aliens fighting them at ground level, and they were, in energy blasts, and explosions, with human guns and alien ones and close combat weapons. They could cure and convert everyone from the controlled to the aliens who came to fought them. Those then fired up with their energy weapons, managing to bring down some, a few, of the smaller ships.

It wasn’t enough though. It would never be enough. Even as Luna watched, she could see more of the smaller ships pouring down, presumably bringing more and more of the aliens with them. They poured down in a rain of alien technology and twisted flesh, and somehow, Luna knew that this would be happening all over the rest of the world as well.

Worse, though, above it all, Luna knew that the world ship would be building up its energies. This was a battle that mattered to them, but even if they won now, they might still be destroyed. The whole Earth might. If the aliens had had enough of their pillaging, then there was nothing left but the tearing apart of the planet, and the theft of whatever was left.

Luna stared up in despair, because she was supposed to be the ones with the answers, with the army, but couldn’t think of any way to stop any of it. She couldn’t save a single life, couldn’t stop it at all.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

As they headed south, Kevin saw the world burning, and he couldn’t help the pain that came with that. The Hive were striking back against his world, and now it wouldn’t be long before they destroyed it.

“I have seen this before,” Ro said. “But I never understood the horror of it before now. I never truly understood what it meant.”

Kevin could believe that. Within the emotionless cocoon of the Hive, the destruction of a world was just a matter of necessary steps and the inconvenience of resistance from so-called inferior beings. Here, now, with city ships hovering in the distance, striking down with every weapon they possessed, it was impossible not to see it as a horror that would never stop.

“They’re destroying everything,” Chloe said, and Kevin could hear the horror there. From the driver’s seat of the skidder, Kevin could see the destruction of buildings, of public spaces, of everything that got in the aliens’ way.

He could also see the people fighting back. 

In a small town on the northern fringes of California, he saw ordinary men and women struggling with some of the Hive’s controlled warriors, fighting back with guns and other weapons, throwing globes containing a blue substance that seemed to make the aliens rear back, fearful of contact with it in a way that those controlled by the Hive had never before been afraid of anything. 

Those that it did strike seemed to collapse, and then rose up again, looking around in obvious confusion. Kevin saw them turn and then do the impossible: they started to fight back against the other aliens.

“A cure,” he said. “They’ve found it!”

“They have,” General s’Lara said. “And it may give them the chance that they need.”

Then Kevin saw a group of alien ships closing in, getting ready to fire. One of the Purest stood on a golden disk, commanding the destruction from above in shining golden armor.

“We have to help,” he said.

General s’Lara shook her head. “We can’t, Kevin. You know that we can’t. Sometimes, you have to focus on winning the war, not every—hey!”

She cried out as Ro pushed her from her skidder, her suit slowing her descent so that she landed with no more than a gentle tumble.

“I’m sorry, General,” the former Purest called out, “but I cannot stand by while another of my kind commits these atrocities.”

Ro shot toward the fighting, lifting the weapon that he held and firing at the aliens as he went. His skidder couldn’t go as high as the Hive’s ships, but it was still enough to get it close to the golden disk as he shot at it.

“We have to help him, Kevin!” Chloe called out.

Kevin was already accelerating toward the fight, weaving their vehicle toward the conflict across the landscape, and skidding around the edge of a set of buildings. He lost sight of Ro for a moment, and when he saw the alien again, he was struggling with the Purest on the golden platform.

They fought hand to hand with the same speed and beauty that Kevin had seen the last time Ro had fought one of his own kind. The two exchanged attacks with utter precision and ferocity, fighting back and forth while beneath them, the greater fight continued.

Then the Purest struck out with a blade of pure golden metal, knocking Ro down to one knee. 

“Jump away, Ro!” Chloe called out, although at that distance it was impossible to know if the former Purest would be able to hear them. “Your suit will save you!”

It was the sensible thing to do. If Ro jumped, they would be able to get to him, and Kevin was sure that the Ilari would be able to find a way to heal him. Ro just needed to jump clear, or better yet, hold on until Kevin and Chloe could get there to help.

Kevin saw Ro look around, and for a moment, he thought the alien was looking their way. For an instant, just an instant, Kevin was sure that he felt some flicker of the connection the two had possessed when they had both been a part of the Hive.

Thank you both. I am free thanks to you. I die as myself! I choose this!

“No!” Kevin called out, but Ro was already forcing himself to his feet. The other Purest didn’t hesitate, striking out with that golden sword, clutching Ro close as he thrust it up through his abdomen. 

Then Kevin saw Ro grab back at the Purest, holding on tight and dragging the helmet from its head. The former member of the Hive pulled the helmet on even though the Purest struck out with the blade again, and again.

Below, every alien still under the control of the Hive froze in place, while ships started to tumble from the sky. It was everything that Kevin had managed on the Ilari’s world and more. It was a moment of perfectly held peace, even as the Purest continued to thrust with that deadly blade. Below, Kevin could see the people there striking out, attacking the frozen aliens while they had the chance to do it.

Kevin ignored all of it, powering the skidder up toward the golden disc while Chloe fired her pistol at the golden figure again and again. Some of the shots hit, but they merely glanced from the armor. The golden figure turned to them, raising its sword aloft so that it crackled with power like a lightning bolt and letting Ro collapse. 

Kevin knew it was about to fire at them, and when it did, they wouldn’t be able to avoid it. That much power would blast their craft from the sky, and even if it didn’t, it would probably punch straight through their shields.

Then Ro reached out, grabbing hold of the Purest again. Power crackled around both of them as he did it, seeming to flow over every surface of them. It was only as Ro took a step toward the edge of the disc that Kevin understood what his friend was about to do.

“No, please no,” Kevin whispered.

Ro flung himself and the Purest from the disc to tumble down toward the world below. Ro tumbled clear of the Purest as he fell, floating as his suit tried to protect him, but Kevin could see that it was already too late for that. The Purest tumbled faster, crunching onto the ground, leaving it unmoving.

Kevin didn’t care about the Purest. He only cared about getting to Ro.

He plunged the silvery skidder down toward the ground, and the spot where his friend had fallen. As soon as they were at ground level, Kevin jumped clear, and Chloe jumped with him, both ignoring the fighting that was continuing even now. The people there would have the advantage now, after all Ro had done, and out of the corner of his eye, Kevin could see the Ilari joining the fight. They fought from their skidders, firing from the back, striking out with deadly accuracy.

Kevin ignored it all as he went over to the fallen form of his friend. Kevin could already see that Ro was gone, his body too still, too limp, too lifeless.

“No!” Chloe said. “He can’t be. He can’t be dead.”

For a moment, Kevin didn’t know what to say, but then he remembered the words he’d heard across that brief moment of renewed connection with Ro. 

“He said that he was free thanks to you,” Kevin said. “He said that he chose this. He chose, Chloe.”

He put a hand on her shoulder, not knowing how else to comfort her. Kevin could feel his own grief at the death of his friend, but he also knew that this was the biggest freedom Ro could have had: the freedom to save others instead of hurting them; the freedom to atone for the past.

He stood there with Chloe while around them, people started to gather. Some of them looked like former soldiers, some like scavengers, some like they were just ordinary people who had found themselves caught up in the violence. Even some of the aliens were standing around, clearly confused about what they were going to do next.

One man came forward, dressed in combat fatigues. “I don’t know who you are, but you arriving like that changed the course of this. All of you,” he added as General s’Lara and the Ilari started to touch down in the space around them. 

“My name is Kevin,” Kevin said. “This is Chloe, and General s’Lara, and…”

“Wait, Kevin?” the man said. “As in Luna’s friend Kevin?” He stepped back from Kevin for a moment, staring at him. “It is you. My name’s Mullins. I remember you from the Survivors’ camp, and from the news. If you’re back… Luna will want to see you.”

“Luna?” Kevin said, unable to contain his sudden need to know. “Luna’s alive, and safe, and—”

“I don’t know about safe,” Mullins said. “I think everywhere is a war right now. The quarry…”

“What quarry?” Kevin asked. “Where is Luna?”

Mullins looked over to the others there. “She sent us out from the quarry to tell people about the cure, and about how it could be used as a weapon, if the right energy is put through it.”

“The right energy?” Chloe asked. Kevin could see the tears on her face, but she seemed to be ignoring them. Perhaps she was thinking about revenge.

“Enough energy causes a reaction with the mineral that forms the basis of the cure,” Mullins said. “It bursts, and the energy wave… it’s like a cure in itself.”

General s’Lara looked thoughtful, and Kevin could definitely understand why.

“Energy can be arranged,” she said, touching something on her suit so that one of the shields there flashed into visibility.

Kevin saw Mullins shake his head, though. 

“It doesn’t work like that. They… Barnaby tried to explain it. Something about having to tune the energy to what it’s trying to affect. It needs their energy. We’ve been shooting lumps of it with their energy guns, or planting it where we know they’ll fire. It lets us win battles in seconds.”

Kevin could see the obvious problem with that, though, and it seemed that so could the general.

“Down here, but not against the city ships, or that world ship of theirs.”

“Maybe Luna will have a better answer,” Mullins said, although he didn’t look happy.

“What is it?” Kevin asked. 

The man sighed. “This is what it’s like here, where we’ve just been gathering a little of the cure, but the quarry… it’s one of the main sites for gathering it, and it’s our base, and… Luna has an army now. Worse, we think we saw three city ships heading for LA.”

“Three?” Kevin said. If that was where Luna still was, then she was in grave danger. The kind of danger that made his heart tighten in his chest. “Where is she?”

“There’s a quarry near LA,” Mullins said. “If you have a map, I’ll show you.”

General s’Lara touched something on her arm, and an image of the world appeared, obviously taken from sensors of some kind. 

“Here,” Mullins said. “We’re here, and the quarry is… here.”

It seemed so far to go, even then, but that just meant that there was no time to lose. 

“Any people you have to spare,” he said, “bring them to LA. That’s where this will be fought and won.”

“Or lost,” Mullins said.

Kevin knew he was right, but he couldn’t think about it like that. All that mattered was getting there. It was their best chance of winning all this; their best chance of actually finding enough of the mineral to make a difference.

Kevin got back on his skidder, and he was alone this time, because Chloe got on with General s’Lara, in the spot Ro had occupied. Kevin guessed it was the best way she had to feel close to him, so soon after he was gone. One by one, the Ilari mounted up, turning their vehicles toward the south again.

Kevin launched his forward, moving with all the speed that it had, and hoping that he would get there in time. He raced for LA, for the chance of winning this, but above all, for Luna.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Kevin was determined as he guided his skidder toward the quarry, the battle flashing past beneath him. Energy fire came up at him, and he wove the vehicle left and right, trying to avoid the worse of it. Some of it flickered off his shields even then, while more washed off the skidder’s silver surface. 

Kevin kept going, not even bothering to fire down in response. It didn’t matter now whether he killed one enemy or a hundred; all that mattered was getting to the quarry, and to Luna. He kept his head down and powered the skidder forward, hoping that its sheer speed would carry it past the danger.

It didn’t.

Kevin felt the moment when the energy blast hit the skidder full on, slamming into it and sending sparks crackling across it. The skidder tilted to the side, flipping over like a surfboard that had caught a wave at the wrong angle. Kevin could see a hole punched through it, and it took him a moment to realize that he was seeing it from several feet away.

He was falling, and only the effects of his suit slowed the fall enough that it wouldn’t be fatal. Kevin remembered to tuck and roll this time, spinning over the hard ground around the quarry while somewhere a little further off, the skidder crashed into the ranks of the enemy’s forces. Kevin heard the thud of the explosion, and felt the wash of heat from it.

He was already up, his energy gun in his hands, running for the Survivors’ lines, and the quarry beyond. He couldn’t stay and fight all the Hive’s troops, but he could get past them, get through them and continue. Kevin fired as an armored Hive soldier stepped in front of him, bringing it down without stopping, Then dodged to one side as a mantis-like creature with blades for arms darted into the space he had just occupied. Kevin kept moving, not slowing even for an instant.

“We see you, Kevin McKenzie,” voices hissed around him in unison, speaking from a dozen throats at once. “You cannot escape the Hive. We will bring you back to us, and make you a part of us once more. You will give us more worlds. You cannot avoid this.”

Hands turned in toward him, some grabbing, some holding weapons and apparently trying to kill. Kevin threw himself flat as energy fire went over his head, rolled back to his feet, and shot back as two large, beetle-like creatures ran at him.

Step by sprinting step, Kevin made his way toward the quarry. He felt as though it stood a hundred miles away, but in reality, it was probably only that many yards. He fired ahead of him, trying to aim at the spots where the Hive’s creatures looked as though they were the most dangerous, trying to cut a path through the chaos of the battle. 

It was anything but easy. Around him, people and aliens fought, and fired, and sometimes leapt for cover. All the while, Kevin kept his eyes open, looking out for any sign of Survivors he knew, or better yet, of Luna.

He saw Bobby before he saw Luna, barking around the edges of a thick knot of Hive troops who were firing from the cover of a cluster of rocks. They had a group of humans pinned down a little way away, near the entrance to the quarry. 

A second later, and Kevin saw Luna for the first time since he’d left Earth. She was there amid the group of human fighters, firing back at the aliens and shouting orders that it seemed that everyone rushed to obey. Right now, though, it seemed that the Hive’s soldiers fired every time she dared to stick her head out from cover. Several of them were slowly working to flank her cluster of fighters, moving around so that they would have a clear line of fire from which to pick them off.

Kevin didn’t hesitate. He ran forward with a cry, firing at the Hive soldiers who were pinning Luna and the others in place. Firing from this angle, he was able to catch them almost from behind, shooting down a couple before they could even start to react. Others turned toward him, returning fire, and Kevin leapt to the side, hunkering down in a section of grass while he fired. 

The distraction seemed to be enough for Luna and her troops to act. Even as the aliens fired at him, he saw Luna spring from her cover, shooting down one of the enemies who had been trying to flank her. The others with her brought down more, and now, Kevin was able to open fire again, trapping the last of them in the crossfire. 

Most of the Survivors were standing there looking relieved that they had survived the firefight, but Luna ran forward, throwing her arms around him.

“Kevin! You’re alive!”

“And you’re cured,” he managed in response, barely able to believe it. “How? What happened?”

Luna might have started to say something to that, but Bobby chose that moment to jump up at them, almost knocking them both over. 

“Yes,” Kevin said to the dog, as Bobby wagged his tail frantically. “I’m happy to see you too.”

He was more than happy to see Luna. He thought that he’d lost her forever. He thought that he would never have a chance to tell her everything that he felt about her. Kevin couldn’t stand that thought, so he opened his mouth to tell her exactly that…

But an explosion nearby cut him off, shaking the ground beneath his feet.

“Maybe we should do this inside the quarry?” Luna suggested, and Kevin could only nod, almost deaf from the boom of the impact.

She led the way, back past a defensive line from which members of the Survivors fired out with rifles and energy weapons, machine guns, and even a rocket launcher. Kevin had no idea where they’d managed to get all of that weaponry, but he was grateful they had, because at least it meant that they could put a dent in the Hive’s attempts to attack the quarry.

“We should be safe here for a little while,” Luna said. “But we only have a little bit of time. The battle is too close.”

Kevin had seen that. The whole thing felt poised, and unless they found some way to change things, Kevin had a horrible feeling that the Hive would win eventually. For now, though, there was only Luna, and the brief moment of safety when they could talk.

“How did you get back?” Luna asked. “Where’s Chloe?”

“We…” Kevin shook his head, not knowing where to even begin when it came to telling Luna everything that had happened. “The Hive took us for a while, and they made me a part of it, but we escaped. Another group of aliens too us in, and they brought us back to Earth.”

“They’re the ones on the surfboard things?” Luna asked. “They’re the ones having that battle?”

She pointed up, to where the Ilari fleet was still engaged in a vicious conflict with the Hive’s forces. Ilari ships fired energy beams and rippled with shields, destroying smaller Hive ships with ease. There always seemed to be more of them, though, and even as Kevin watched, he saw another of the Ilari vessels reduced to silvery dust. He didn’t want to think about how many of the aliens would have been aboard. 

“They’re… incredible. They look as though they could almost beat the others.”

Kevin nodded. “Their leader is General s’Lara. They all have their own AIs, and they know things about shields and weapons and things that almost no one else does. The Hive still managed to destroy their world, though.”

“How?” Luna asked.

“They used me.”

Luna didn’t say anything, just threw her arms around Kevin, and he knew that she would know exactly how guilty he would feel, and how easily the image of it flashed through his mind whenever he closed his eyes. 

“We’ll stop them,” Luna said. “We have a weapon: the mineral… Do you know about the mineral?”

“The one that can break the Hive’s control when you put energy through it?” Kevin said. Luna nodded. “One of your people told us about it.”

“Did he tell you that it’s not enough?” Luna asked. She looked around the battle deliberately. “We can sit in the quarry, and they don’t dare to fire on it because of the blast it will cause, and we can transform any aliens they send at us on the ground…”

“But they just keep coming,” Kevin said. He knew how the Hive worked. It didn’t care about its troops. It would just keep sending controlled creatures until it overwhelmed the fighters below, or until its world ship could fire down from above and destroy everything. “And… and you can’t deal with the ships.”

“Exactly,” Luna said. “We can’t use the mineral against them. We can’t do anything about that.” Kevin saw her point to the world ship above. 

“Can I see the mineral?” he asked.

Luna nodded. “If we’re quick. The others know what they’re doing, but they will need to see me. A lot of them say they are only fighting because I’m there.”

“Trust you to start off controlled, and end up with an army,” Kevin said, with a smile that was mostly about the fact that Luna was safe, and free, and still the same old Luna. He loved that about her, but then, he loved everything about her.

Luna led the way down into the quarry, to where pile after pile of blue-tinged mineral sat waiting.

“We know what it can do,” she said, “and we know how to process it to make a cure. We even know that firing on it with the Hive’s weapons will make a blast that will disrupt any of their controlled aliens around it, but we don’t know how to make it work on a large scale.”

“What’s the problem?” Kevin asked. There was so much of the mineral here that it seemed as though it would be easy to convert the Hive’s entire army.

“We have a couple of people who have worked this out,” Luna said. “You remember Barnaby?”

Kevin nodded. From what he remembered, the boy had been as clever as anyone he’d met. He’d been able to help them find the first potential cure when no one else could. 

“What have they worked out?” Kevin asked.

“There are three elements to this weapon,” Luna said. She gestured to the piles of minerals waiting there. “The mineral is the first one, reacting like that. It’s the one we have.”

“And the other two?” Kevin asked. The mineral looked impressive enough as it was, but it also seemed still and inert. It wasn’t giving off any sign of the power that Luna claimed it possessed.

“The second part is energy,” Luna said. “We had a battle by the place where we found the mineral, and when the alien energy bolts came close, it glowed. I… I managed to put it where they would shoot, and it exploded. It converted the controlled.”

“If it’s just a question of energy,” Kevin said, “the Ilari can produce all the power you need. They have energy cannons and shields, and…”

He saw Luna shake her head, and it was enough to make him trail off. 

“It’s not enough,” Luna said. “The energy… it’s like it vibrates at a specific frequency. If we hit the mineral with the aliens’ weapons, it works, but nothing else seems to. Barnaby sad something about it vibrating at the right frequency to affect the nanites they use to control people.”

That was enough to make hope rise up in Kevin’s chest. If they could genuinely disrupt the source of the connections that formed the Hive, then this might be enough to do everything they had hoped. It might actually be enough to win the war, not just the battle in front of them. 

“So how do we use it?” Kevin said.

“That’s the problem,” Luna said. “We can throw lumps of it and hit them with shots from their rifles. We can put bigger pieces of it in places we think they’ll shoot.” She shook her head. “It’s not enough.”

No, Kevin thought, it wasn’t. It meant either targeting a few of the Hive at a time, or waiting and hoping that they made a big mistake. Either way, it wasn’t going to do anything about the world ship, or the battle in the sky, or any of the parts of this that mattered to the world. To do that, they would have to find a way to change the way the mineral reacted, or somehow tune an energy signal to the frequency it required, or…

“I have an idea,” Kevin said. He patted his suit, trying to find if it had an inbuilt communicator. “General s’Lara?”

It took him a couple of attempts before the suit’s AI got the message, and the general’s voice came through in his ear.

“Kevin?”

“General, we need your help back at the quarry. They have a weapon there, but we need things to make it work.”

“What things?” the general asked.

“We need energy, and we need to be able to tune that energy to a specific frequency,” Kevin said. 

“We can provide all the energy you need,” the general said. “Would an energy cannon from one of the ships be enough?”

“Only if we can tune it,” Kevin said. “And I’m pretty sure that the Hive has defenses against energy blasts. What we need is some kind of signal that can get through what they have and…”

Now an idea came to him. It wasn’t a good idea. It certainly wasn’t a safe one. Even so, he couldn’t think of a better way to do things. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was. This was what he was meant for. 

“You’ve thought of something, haven’t you?” Luna said.

“I… think so,” Kevin said.

He explained his idea to them. It didn’t take long. Kevin watched Luna’s face while he did it, and he could see the worry there, the fear.

“No,” she said, “you can’t.”

“I have to,” Kevin said. 

“No, I won’t let you,” Luna said.

Kevin shook his head. “I’m not a part of your army, Luna.” 

“But you’re my…” Luna paused, as if she couldn’t find the words.

Kevin put a hand on her shoulder. “I know. This is the only way though.”

“I…” She threw her arms around him.

Kevin didn’t say goodbye, but they both knew that it might be. There were so many things that he wanted to say to her then, so many moments that he wished he could share. All he could do, though, was hold her close, wishing that he never had to let her go.

Finally, there was nothing to do but pull back.

“General s’Lara, do you know what you have to do?” he asked.

“I believe so,” the general replied.

This was it then—the moment when he had to actually do this; the moment that he’d been heading toward since the very start of all of this. Kevin wasn’t sure what the odds of surviving this were, but he suspected that they weren’t very good at all.

He held onto Luna briefly, and her grip was so tight that when he pulled back, it was hard to do it. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t want to let go of her. Then it was time, and he pulled away, heading for the center of the quarry. Above, the world ship continued to glow, building up the power to tear the Earth apart.

He had to hope that this would work, or the whole world would die.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Kevin sat at the controls of a small Ilari ship, staring up at the Hive world ship as it got bigger and bigger, trying to ignore the fear of everything that might happen next. Chloe sat beside him, looking strangely calm considering that they were both going back toward the place that had done them so much harm before.

“You didn’t have to come for this,” Kevin said. 

“Yes I did,” Chloe said, as if he were being stupid by even suggesting that she could have stayed behind. She flexed the altered arm that the Hive had given her. “Yes, I did.”

“Okay,” Kevin said. His hands brushed over the controls, but didn’t really do anything. This was an Ilari craft after all, and the AI controlling it was more than capable of flying a simple course like this. Around them, more ships flew in formation, unoccupied except for more of the mineral, moving close to the world ship as one.

“You realize that there’s a chance they might just shoot us out of the sky as we get closer?” Kevin said. “This might not work. I need to be on the world ship for this, but—”

“And I need to be there to make sure that you get out okay,” Chloe insisted. “Luna won’t forgive me if I don’t bring you back to her.”

“I wouldn’t have thought you would care what a cheerleader thought,” Kevin said, thinking back to what Chloe always used to call Luna. She’d meant that Luna seemed like she had a perfect, cared for life where nothing bad ever happened. Kevin guessed that things had changed for them all since then.

 “Yes, well, we’ve all been through a lot,” Chloe said. She looked over at him. “She loves you, Kevin, and it’s obvious you love her. You need to let her know that when you get back.”

She made it all sound so easy. Then again, Kevin guessed that compared to fighting off an alien invasion, practically anything counted as easy. As he looked across at her, Chloe seemed determined, and more focused than she had since they first met. He guessed that this had changed all of them. If somehow they came through this, the whole world would need to start to adjust to everything that had happened to it. 

First, though, they needed to find a way to get through this.

“They won’t shoot us down,” Chloe said. She sounded as though she wanted to believe it. “They won’t shoot us down.”

“Not with the mineral aboard,” Kevin said. Not with them there either. The Hive had been trying to recapture him in the battle, and had been seeking out the mineral that they carried when they came to Earth. Between the two, he had to believe that the Hive would want to let them land.

He wanted to believe it, but that didn’t mean it was certain. They could still shoot the ship down. They could still decide to kill him and Chloe, and there would be nothing either of them could do.

Slowly, little by little, the world ship grew closer, an aperture on its barren surface open to receive them. Kevin felt a slight jolt, and the ship’s engines whined, then a synthesized voice filled the ship’s interior.

“The ship has been controlled by a gravity ray,” the voice said. “We have decided to allow it to avoid engine overload, and because it is where we are going anyway.”

Their ship floated toward the waiting mouth of the world, coming up into a space that was far too familiar as the endless city of the interior came into view. Kevin had been in this space before. He recognized the factory districts below, and the vat-filled spaces, the tenements, and, beyond it all, the golden spire.

The ship flew in a straight line toward the square in front of the tower, touching down as delicately as if it had been placed there by a giant hand. Around the ship, Kevin could see at least a dozen of the Purest standing there, all wearing their golden armor and carrying the weapons that seemed so devastating in their hands. 

Kevin heard the engines shut off and he stood, moving with Chloe to the main doors.

“Are you ready?” Kevin asked her.

Chloe shook her head. “No, but we’re going to have to do it anyway, aren’t we?”

“Yes,” Kevin said. He activated the door and stepped out.

The weight of pressing gravity hit him and Chloe at the same moment, squashing them flat. But they had felt this before, and Kevin didn’t fight it. He knew it wouldn’t do any good. Besides, he’d been half expecting it.

“Bring them up,” Purest Lux called from the heart of the group there. The alien stood in light golden scales that formed a kind of robe, leaning on a staff that seemed to snap and sizzle with potential power. 

Kevin and Chloe found themselves led forward, permitted to walk across the open square. Above, Kevin could see the great weapon of the world ship crackling with power, far closer to being able to fire than Kevin might have thought. It looked as if it was only hours, days at most, from destroying the Earth.

“So, you brought whole shiploads of the substance,” Purest Lux said. “You were no doubt hoping that we would fire on you? Your friend has made good use of that tactic in her irrelevant little war.”

“If it’s so irrelevant,” Kevin said, “why are you bothering to fight it?”

Purest Lux seemed to consider him for a moment or two. “There were those of the Purest who wished to fight, while complete control of a world always makes dissecting it easier.”

The alien said that without a flicker of recognition regarding the lives that might be ruined by that “dissection.” 

“If you want the rest of the mineral,” Kevin said, “you’ll have to go out onto the surface to collect it. The landers are spread out around your world.”

“A petty move,” Purest Lux said. “Unless… do you hope that the Ilari ships can self-destruct to trigger the mineral? Our world is stronger than that, and the Hive’s link will not be severed by their energy. You have come here for nothing, Kevin McKenzie. You have failed.”

Kevin shook his head. “I came to give you a chance. This can still end without the Hive being destroyed. Take your people and go. Withdraw from Earth. Give us back our planet, and every single thing you have taken, and you’ll get to walk away from this.”

“Such arrogance!” Purest Lux said, looking around at the other members of the Purest standing there. “Do you think that you can come here and give commands? Do you think that you can come here and demand that we act this way or that? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blast you from existence, human.”

He lifted his energy staff, and it was far too similar to the blade that had struck down Ro. For a moment, all Kevin could do was stare at it, but he knew that if he only did that, then Purest Lux would kill him.

“I think I’m too valuable to you for that,” Kevin said. “After all, you’ve sent people after me down there whenever you’ve spotted me, haven’t you? You still want me, and what I can do.”

“So that is what this is?” Purest Lux said. “An attempt to bribe us to leave your planet alone? What is it that you offer? You, and the girl, and the goods you have brought in exchange for us leaving the Earth be?”

“Would it work?” Kevin asked, because if it truly would, then maybe he would even consider it. He might let them take him if it would avoid more death, and destruction, and worse.

“You cannot bargain when you have already brought everything with you,” Purest Lux said. “I think we will just take you both, and the things you have brought, and still destroy your world.”

He waved a slender hand, and the other Purest moved forward, grabbing Kevin and Chloe. Chloe fought back, kicking one away, but with so many of them there, it was impossible for her to do more than that. They grabbed her arms, pinning them in place.

They held Kevin too, all but carrying him as they moved together up into the golden tower. Kevin knew without having to ask where they were heading for. 

“If you make me a part of the Hive again, you’ll be destroyed,” he promised.

Purest Lux laughed at that. “We are the Hive. We will not be intimidated. We do not know fear.”

No, they didn’t. Kevin had been counting on that. 

They hauled him and Chloe up through the tower, up toward the room where they had been imprisoned before. The same machinery was there, the same screens showing views out over the Earth. Kevin had the feeling that the similarity was more than coincidence.

“You will return to being a part of the Hive,” Purest Lux said. “The girl will be dissected to see how she managed to corrupt one of our number. Things will be as they should have been from the start.”

“This is your last chance,” Kevin said.

“Enough stalling,” Purest Lux replied. “Bring him. Convert him.”

They dragged Kevin to the machines. He fought against it, but only because he could remember what it had been like when the Hive had gone through his thoughts before. He could remember the pain, and that made Kevin fight back while they dragged him into place and fixed living, pulsing connectors to his head.

The pain was unbearable, or it would have been if Kevin had not been used to being in pain. He’d lived his life in it, had to fight through it every time his illness had struck at him. After the pain came the sensation of the Hive somewhere beyond, all those connections stretching out so that Kevin could feel the way it all fit together. He could feel the energy of the nanites that connected the Hive starting to vibrate through him, and he could feel the frequency of that vibration as surely as he had ever felt any signal.

In that moment, Kevin knew that this was the moment he’d been living his whole life for. Everything had brought him to this. Without his illness, he wouldn’t have been strong enough to do this. Without his gift, he wouldn’t have been able to do any of what he did next.

“Now,” Kevin said, into the communicator of his suit. 

The Ilari signal came through it, vibrating through Kevin, and he grasped it as it came into him, matching it to the signal that he felt from the Hive in conjunction with the suit’s AI. Kevin could see the two signals, the Hive’s and the Ilari’s, and he watched and watched until the two started to overlap.

“Almost there,” Kevin managed. “Almost…” He saw the two overlap perfectly. “Now!”

His suit vibrated with the signal, its shields relaying it perfectly, pumping it out into the Hive’s world ship. This, this, was what Kevin was for—the last piece of the weapon, the sight needed to aim it precisely. He did, and he felt the Hive’s grip start to melt away.

“What is happening?” Purest Lux demanded, and Kevin could hear the emotion in the alien’s tone now. 

Kevin could feel the spread of the effect now. It rippled out in explosions at a frequency that no human would be able to hear. Those explosions did damage, ripping into the world ship at points that the Ilari had calculated, but their real effects came as Kevin felt creature after creature torn free from the control of the Hive. He felt their emotions coming through, felt each consciousness pass back to itself.

He even felt the Purest as emotions rushed into them, and that was the point where Kevin stood up, pulling the connectors from himself now that they couldn’t hold him down any longer.

Around him, the Purest were pulling back, recoiling from the emotions that roiled through them. Kevin saw one on the ground, crying, while another was pressed back against the wall, hands out as if to ward off some kind of enemy.

“No, no, I didn’t mean to, I couldn’t…”

On the edge of the room, two more of the Purest seemed to be working screens, and those started to show riots in the streets of the world ship, creatures running in every direction, and violence breaking out as some of the more feral ones fell on others, and crowds started to gather around the golden spires.

Others headed for ships as alarms started to sound around the world ship.

“What have you done?” Purest Lux demanded. “What have you done?”

“What one of you should have done centuries ago,” Kevin said. “I’ve picked apart the Hive. I’ve taken the thing you thought you didn’t need, and given it back to you. How do those emotions feel?”

“It’s overwhelming, isn’t it?” Chloe said. “All those emotions flooding in; it’s hard to cope with. Ro could have taught you how to deal with it all, but you killed him.”

“I’ll kill you!” Purest Lux said, lifting the energy staff. Power crackled out from it, and Kevin knew that there would be no way to dodge or avoid it. Not this close, and not with the effects of the connection to the Hive still so fresh. 

Then a golden-armored figure threw itself between them, the flickering energy slamming into its armor and sending it sprawling to the wall. 

“Why?” Purest Lux demanded, shouting it at the Purest who had just sacrificed itself to save Kevin’s life.

“Because what we are doing… is evil,” the Purest said. “Because… we need to… stop this…”

It collapsed back, and Kevin saw Purest Lux standing there, the energy staff still held ready.

“No,” Purest Lux said, looking toward Kevin in obvious anguish. “No, you don’t understand what you have done.”

“I’ve given you back emotions,” Kevin said. “I’ve given you empathy. I’ve let you see what you’ve done wrong.”

“Wrong is what hurts the Hive!” Purest Lux screamed. “Right is making us strong! Emotions nearly destroyed us before, with their weakness, and their impulsiveness, and their blind rage. We must act calmly. We must act together.”

Kevin looked around pointedly at the Purest who were still being overwhelmed by their emotions, and at the scenes of chaos slowly spreading across the world ship. Now, it seemed that more and more of the creatures there were heading for the Hive’s ships. It didn’t look like an invasion to Kevin so much as an evacuation; a world’s worth of creatures heading out into space in the hope of somewhere better, having their freedom, but nothing else. 

“No,” Purest Lux said. “No, I will not allow it. We worked so hard to bring the Hive together. To stop the wars! To make us great! I will not allow it.”

“Too late,” Chloe said, beside Kevin, obviously enjoying the moment. 

Purest Lux gestured, and in an instant, they were both flattened to the floor by increased gravity. It only took a moment for another of the Purest to release them, but by then, Purest Lux was already running.

“I will not allow this!” Purest Lux called out. “The Hive will be saved, and the chaos of Earth will be destroyed!”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Kevin and Chloe chased Purest Lux through the golden tower, seeing the flash of light from the golden armor as they tried to keep up. Kevin was a little surprised that, despite how old Purest Lux looked compared to the other Purest of the Hive, he and Chloe were still having to run flat out to keep the alien in sight.

“It must be heading for the weapon,” Chloe said.

Kevin nodded. He could see the glow of the world ship’s weapon beyond, still charging, ready for its strike against Earth. Was it fully charged yet? Kevin didn’t know, but he wasn’t sure if it even mattered. If the energy beam just cracked the surface of the planet and burned its atmosphere rather than tearing it apart completely, that wasn’t any better. It might not let the Hive harvest minerals from the Earth’s interior, but it would still kill everyone down on its surface.

“We have to get there first!” Kevin called out.

The two of them kept running through the golden spire. They passed the fallen body of a guard, obviously brought down in the violence that had started in the wake of the Hive’s control. Kevin stooped as he ran, snatching up the creature’s energy weapon and firing after the retreating form of Purest Lux. The energy bolts flew off the walls.

They seemed to be catching up now, but ahead, they saw Purest Lux on a patch of ground that Kevin recognized. It touched its arm, and now one of the golden discs rose into the air, speeding out through an opening in the spire’s wall. 

“It’s getting away,” Kevin said, but Chloe looked determined. 

“Not yet.” She lifted her altered arm and squinted in concentration while she pressed something there. Another of the discs rose, and they hopped on it together.

They shot after the receding figure of Purest Lux, out through the city, sliding beneath an upside down walkway, then banking around a post that seemed to have been made from living flesh. 

Below them, Kevin could see the world ship emptying. Creatures were still fighting in the streets as they were freed from the Hive’s control, but now they seemed to be fighting to get away as much as to get revenge on the system that had controlled them. A few golden-armored figures appeared to be fighting back against them here and there, accompanied by those creatures who were too used to obeying to do anything else. They were too few, though, and the creatures around them quickly started to overwhelm them, simply trampling them in the rush to get clear of the Hive.

“The city ships are breaking away,” Kevin said, pointing as below, several of those city-sized vessels that had remained as part of the world ship were breaking away from it, leaving shield-covered gaps out into space.

“Trying to concentrate,” Chloe said as they zipped around more of the world ship’s structures. Purest Lux was taking a weaving path ahead of them, through conduits and around large structures. Winged creatures flew past, ignoring all of them as they moved toward the waiting fleets of ships, obviously trying to find a way out of there.

“Left!” Kevin yelled as he saw Purest Lux lift the energy staff and aim it in their direction. He felt the golden disc jerk as Chloe wrenched it to one side, a bolt of energy rippling past to slam into a building behind them. It smashed a hole in the building, leaving fragments of metal and living building materials tumbling down.

More bolts of energy flickered past them, but now Chloe was trying to dodge, and they missed, again and again. The energy got close, but every twist and turn they took sent it past them to burst on the city around them. 

“Fire back!” Chloe shouted out, while she continued to pilot the disc. 

It took Kevin a moment to realize that he was just standing there, watching the progress of their chase, when he was still holding the energy rifle that he’d taken from the fallen guard.

He lifted it and started to fire, aiming for Purest Lux’s retreating form. If the alien had been truly trying to flee, Kevin might have felt bad about firing at it from behind like that, but if they didn’t find a way to stop Purest Lux then the Earth was doomed. He fired again and again, the shots cascading off the surfaces of the Hive’s ship.

“Too close!” Chloe shouted as a bolt grazed the outer edge of their disc. It tumbled in the air for a moment, and Kevin could see the strain on Chloe’s face as she righted it, but eventually they were flying level again, and Kevin kept firing at Purest Lux.

Some shots came up from the ground. Kevin couldn’t work out if they were aimed at him and Chloe, at the now hated form of a Purest above the city, or just generally at the sight of golden discs.

There weren’t many of the aliens down there to do it now. The world ship seemed to be emptying with frightening speed, leaving behind the shell of a world. It was a shell with cracks, too, because Kevin could see the spots where the Ilari craft had exploded, laden with the mineral that had amplified the blast and turned it into something more. Fissures spread across the surface of the world ship, as the Ilari’s AIs had calculated that they might, but Kevin knew that if the Hive had enough creatures working to repair it, they eventually would.

With so many of them leaving the ship, Kevin knew that would never happen. The best that would happen to the world ship now was that it would limp away so that the Hive could abandon it in favor of another place. Their time using it to pick worlds clean was over.

The two golden discs flashed through the interior of the world ship, locked in a chase that was only made more difficult because they all knew where it ended. The glow of the weapon ahead of them felt like a beacon, shining out and drawing them in toward it. It was the spot Purest Lux needed to get to, and the place Kevin and Chloe needed to reach first.

As they approached, Kevin kept firing, but now he was more careful with his shots, because he wasn’t sure what would happen if the blasts struck the gathered energy of the weapon. It seemed to crackle there in the heart of the world ship, powerful as a sun even though it was compressed into a fraction of the space.

There was a kind of walkway around the weapon that probably served as a combination observation platform, command center, and spot from which to maintain the world ship’s heart. At first, it didn’t seem very large, but as Kevin got closer, he realized that it was just distance that had made it seem that way. Instead, the platform was broad enough that it could have held an entire choir of the aliens, there to witness the destruction of whatever world it was aimed at.

Kevin could see the Earth below, visible through a great aperture in the wall of the world ship, filling the whole of that space as if it sat in the crosshairs of some giant rifle sight. It did, when Kevin thought about it like that. The only question was whether they could do anything to prevent that weapon from firing and destroying everything.

“He’s getting ready to land,” Chloe said, bringing the golden disc around.

Purest Lux was indeed circling lower. The golden disc skidded in toward the platform, moving slower as it approached. Kevin risked another shot at the Hive’s leader, but the alien fired back, and they barely banked away in time to avoid the energy blast. They moved in close now, their disc slowing in turn as they landed.

Purest Lux was ahead of them, standing at a console whose surface changed color in response to the movement of its hands. Its energy staff stood beside it, leaning against the console while it worked on the weapon’s controls. The alien spun toward them as they advanced, and Kevin raised his gun in response.

“That’s enough,” Kevin said. “Step away from the controls, or you’re dead.”

“Then why not shoot me now?” Purest Lux demanded. “If you had the strength that comes from freedom from emotion, you would have done it by now.”

“I’ll do it,” Kevin said. “Move, and I’ll do it.”

“What’s wrong, boy?” Purest Lux asked. “Finding it hard to kill? Finding it hard to do what must be done? That is the weakness that comes from emotions.”

“You don’t seem to be having any problems with it,” Chloe observed. “You’re not a part of the Hive anymore, but you still want to destroy the Earth. What’s wrong with you?”

“Wrong?” Purest Lux shot back. “Wrong is what harms my kind! I will not let you stop this. The Hive will be saved!”

It started to reach for its energy staff, and Kevin fired close to it. The blast skittered off the platform, making Purest Lux pull back sharply. 

“The Hive has been saved,” Kevin said. “All the people you’ve controlled for so long have been freed. They’re abandoning your ship. You won’t control them anymore.”

“Freed?” Purest Lux shot back. “Chaos isn’t freedom. It’s destruction.”

“The only thing I want to destroy right now is you,” Chloe said, and she started forward toward Purest Lux before Kevin could tell her not to. Kevin could hear the anger in her voice as she kept going.

“You’ve hurt so many people,” Chloe said, jabbing one hand into Purest Lux’s armored chest. Her increased strength meant that the push forced the Purest to take a step back. She pushed out again. “Kevin might not be able to kill you, but I—”

She didn’t get a chance to finish that as Purest Lux grabbed her and spun her round, snatching up its energy staff and holding it across her throat. 

“This is what emotions do to you,” Purest Lux said. “They make you weak. They leave you vulnerable. Look at the boy. He won’t shoot, because that would risk shooting through you. Now, we’re going back to the controls.”

Kevin could only watch as Purest Lux dragged Chloe back toward the controls it had been working on. The Purest held her there with one arm and the staff, while the other started to work the controls, raising the hum of the energy weapon crackling overhead. Kevin saw Chloe struggling against that grip, but it seemed that Purest Lux was a lot stronger than its slender frame would suggest.

“Do it, Kevin!” Chloe called out, and Kevin knew what she had to mean. He didn’t know if he could though. Luna might be the one he loved, but that didn’t mean that he could just risk the life of a friend he had spent so long traveling with, and been through so much alongside. He aimed down the sights of his borrowed energy gun, Purest Lux’s skull weaving in and out of focus. 

Purest Lux laughed. “You think Kevin will do anything? It is the curse of the weak that they hesitate. They stand paralyzed when they should be acting. How does it feel, boy? How does it feel to know that the weapon is primed, and that with just one more touch, your world will be—”

Kevin took a deep breath, held it, and pulled the trigger.

The energy blast caught Purest Lux on the shoulder, spinning the alien around and leaving it facing Kevin, its grip on Chloe broken. It still had a grip on its energy staff, though, starting to raise it in spite of the burn marks that spread across its golden armor. Kevin knew that the moment it was level with him, the weapon would fire, and he struggled to bring his own up faster.

Chloe was quicker still, stepping forward and kicking Purest Lux in the chest as if she were kicking in a door. The impact carried the alien to the edge of the platform on which they stood, and then, with a shriek, Purest Lux fell over it.

Kevin could only watch as the Purest fell improbably, impossibly upward, toward the energy weapon at the heart of the Hive’s world ship. Its energy staff was still clutched in its hands, and Kevin had to throw himself to one side as shot after shot rained down, slamming into the platform on which they stood.

Then Purest Lux slammed into the ball of energy poised to slam down into the Earth, and the alien’s last cry echoed through the interior of the Hive ship, then it burst apart, the energy consuming it completely.

“It’s over,” Chloe said.

Kevin went to help her, wanting to make sure that she was all right. 

“I don’t think it is,” he said.

Above them, the energy that was gathered there was starting to crackle unstably, spurts of it flaring off in random directions. He wondered what effect Purest Ro’s armor, energy staff, and other devices would have on a weapon that was already filled to bursting with energy, on the verge of firing. He wondered what would happen to it when the whole of the Hive ship was already covered in cracks and fissures, barely holding together. He thought of the spikes of golden power on the surface, and what might happen if they had shifted even a little.

As more flares of energy flamed out, he decided that answer to that couldn’t be good.

“We need to get out of here,” Kevin said. “I think… I think it’s going to explode.”

“How do we get out of here?” Chloe asked, a sweep of her arm taking in the rest of the ship.

She had a point. By now, the place was almost deserted, ship after ship leaving through every opening it possessed. The big city ships were gone, the smaller ones filtering out wherever they could find the space. There might be more down there, but how long would it take to search a space the size of a small planet?

The weapon above them didn’t look as though it would give them anywhere near enough time to find one and escape.

“We have to get off this ship,” Kevin said again, looking around, trying to think of a way to do it. “Maybe the golden discs…”

Even as he said it, he knew it wouldn’t work. The golden discs were connected to the Hive ship. They would only work within it. They might take him and Chloe as far as the aperture that looked out over the Earth, but the moment they passed that, they would fall away, leaving him and Chloe floating in space.

“The discs won’t work,” Chloe said, obviously having the same thought. 

They needed to find something that would, and fast. Kevin could see the energy ball above them pulsing now, looking like a heart on the verge of bursting. He looked again at the aperture, and found himself thinking of all the things the Ilari had said about their suits… about their shields, and about how they would slow their fall if they came off their skidders. It wouldn’t be enough, would it? It couldn’t be enough.

What other option did they have?

“Chloe, do you trust me?” Kevin asked.

“Of course. Why?”

“I think… I think we need to jump.”

“Jump?” Chloe asked.

Kevin explained his plan, and he could see the look of horror on Chloe’s face while he did it.

“No, we can’t, we’ll be killed.”

“We’ll be killed if we stay here,” Kevin pointed out. “We have to.”

Chloe stood there thinking about it for heartbeat after heartbeat of the great ball of energy.

“Chloe…” Kevin said.

Chloe nodded. “All right, let’s do this. Get on a disc.”

Kevin stepped back onto the disc they’d taken, and felt it rise up underneath him, lifting them both from the platform. They rose through the Hive’s world ship, heading for the aperture that looked out toward the Earth. They got closer and closer, rotating as they did so that now it sat below them like an image in a pool of water.

Kevin looked down at it, then over at Chloe.

“Ready?” he asked. Behind them, the energy ball was expanding again, this time beyond the borders of the platform, melting it as if it wasn’t even there.

“I guess we’d better be,” Chloe said. 

Together they stepped up toward the edge of the platform, poised there like divers on the edge of a board. Kevin took the deepest breath he could…

…and leapt.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

“We followed tracking signals on your suits,” Luna said, with a gesture toward General s’Lara. “The general said that—”

Right then, Kevin didn’t care what the general had said, only that Luna was there, in front of him, and she was safe, and they had won this. He threw his arms around her, crushing her close.

“I missed you,” he said, because it was the only thing that he could think of to say. 

“I missed you too,” Luna said. Her hand held onto the back of his head, her fingers caught up in Kevin’s hair so that he could feel their tips against his scalp. This close, he could feel as if they were one person, not two. “From the moment you went up into the world ship, I thought—”

“I know,” Kevin said, because he’d thought it too. When he’d gone there, he hadn’t expected to come back. He hadn’t even dared to hope, not really.

“And then when it blew up…” Luna went on. Kevin was surprised to hear her sounding that frightened about it, that vulnerable. Normally, Luna was too tough to ever let herself sound vulnerable. 

“I know,” Kevin said, more softly this time. He pulled back from Luna just enough that he could look into her eyes. Even that felt like too much space, and he wanted to close the gap between them then and kiss her. Two things stopped him: one was that they were in a ship that also contained Chloe and General s’Lara, along with a pair of other Ilari who were obviously there in case of trouble.

The other was that Bobby chose that moment to jump up at them, knocking them both off balance and causing them to laugh.

“Yes, yes, I missed you too,” Kevin said. He stepped back and ruffled the dog’s fur.

He saw Luna turn to Chloe. “Thank you for bringing him back.”

“What are friends for?” Chloe replied, and the two girls actually seemed happy around one another, with no hint of the rivalry or jibes that had been there for so much of their time together. 

Luna actually hugged Chloe then, and that seemed to catch her almost as off balance as it did Kevin.

“I’m glad you’re safe too,” Luna said.

“You were the one stuck in the middle of a battle when we left,” Chloe pointed out. “Besides, the most difficult part of it all was making sure that Kevin didn’t mess up the plan.”

“Hey!” Kevin protested, but he seemed to be outnumbered for the moment.

General s’Lara stood up from the pilot’s seat, coming back toward them while another of the Ilari took over. She held Kevin out at arm’s length, looking into his eyes as if searching, and Kevin knew exactly what she would be searching for.

“I’m not controlled by the Hive again,” he promised.

“You can’t be too careful,” the general replied. “All of this seems almost too good to be true, so there’s still a part of me that wants to make sure it isn’t a trick.”

Kevin could understand that; even he was having a little trouble believing that all of this had really happened the way he thought it had, and he’d been there for it. He’d felt the pressure of the world ship blowing up. He’d seen Purest Lux fall into the energy weapon and destabilize it. 

“What do your sensors tell you?” Kevin asked. “What does your AI say?”

“I don’t even need it for the obvious one,” General s’Lara said. “Because my eyes say that their world ship is destroyed. As for the rest of it… it seems to be over.”

Over was good. Kevin wished that they could just leave it at over. Even so, he needed to know all of it. 

“What exactly has happened?” he asked.

“You first,” Luna said from the side. “I want to hear all about how you saved the world.”

Kevin could hear the yearning there, and he couldn’t work out if it was the same yearning that he felt toward her, or simply that she’d wished she could have been there for the last part of it, or both.

“You couldn’t go,” Chloe said. “They called it Luna’s Army. It wouldn’t have worked if you weren’t there. You were too important.”

“You’re important too,” Luna assured her, putting a hand on her arm. Was it a coincidence, Kevin wondered, that she picked the arm that the Hive had bonded with one of their living devices?

“Tell us what happened on the world ship,” General s’Lara prompted. “I need to understand what happened there.”

Kevin explained as best he could. He told her about the signal, and the disruption it had caused, about the aliens fleeing their ship once the Hive didn’t control them, and about the final race to try to stop Purest Lux from destroying the Earth. Finally, he told them about the way he and Chloe had escaped just ahead of the blast.

“It must have overridden many of the safety measures to try to fire the device before it was ready,” General s’Lara said. “That would explain why it was so unstable.”

“Really?” Luna said. “These two skydive, or space-dive, or whatever down to Earth, and that’s the part you’re focusing on?”

“I’ll admit, that is rather impressive,” General s’Lara said. “I must try it sometime…” She looked away in the way she did when her AI was talking to her, and Kevin had a brief glimpse of projections and simulations. “Or not. You two realize that you were incredibly lucky to survive?”

“But we did,” Chloe said, “and that’s the part that matters. Besides, it was so cool.”

Kevin saw the general smile at that, though it was obvious that she was trying to look stern.

“Cool, yes.” General s’Lara appeared to consider for a minute. “I’m glad to hear the way things were up there. Even though the Hive were our enemies, I wouldn’t like to think of all the creatures they controlled being trapped aboard their world ship when it was destroyed.”

“We saw their ships pouring out and we thought it might be another attack,” Luna said. “But at the same time, everyone we were fighting just… stopped.”

“Stopped is the wrong word,” the general pointed out. “They were not still, and some did not stop fighting. They were freed, and some were freed to be wild, or cruel, or so mad that they sought to kill everything.”

Luna nodded, and there was something about the way she did it that said that things had been anything but easy, even in the moments after Kevin had channeled the Ilari’s signals. But then, he’d seen it for himself; he’d seen the way the Hive’s ship had fallen into fighting when its creatures were freed, because some of them knew nothing else except how to fight, and some of them had that much hatred of their former masters. A few were even loyal.

“So you won the battle?” Kevin asked. He wanted to be sure.

“Better,” Luna said. “After whatever you did up there, there wasn’t even a battle, not really. There were some creatures we had to fight, but all of the controlled people either stood there or came over to us, and most of the aliens did, or they ran, or they fought with each other. Even the ships flew off.”

It sounded perfect. Well, no, actually it sounded chaotic and difficult and like it filled the world with whatever monsters the Hive had unleashed in it, but at least it meant that the fighting had stopped.

“There will be a lot to do, in time,” General s’Lara said. “We will need to decide what to do with those creatures left on Earth. What do we do when they have no home? What do we do when they are nothing but things built in the flesh factories to kill?”

It seemed like a lot, but it also seemed like a bizarrely wonderful problem to have. It was the kind of problem that came only because they had won, because the Hive didn’t have control over the creatures anymore.

“We’ll work something out,” Kevin said.

Chloe nodded, looking determined.

“General,” the pilot said, “we are getting close. I will be taking us in to land in a moment.”

“Thank you, Lanx. Take us down.”

They landed, and Kevin could see the huge crowds of people standing around the quarry, looking as though they didn’t know what to do next. Most were human, but many were not. He could see small Ilari ships coming and going, apparently transporting people here and there.

“We are taking the ones who want to go back to their lives back to the places they remember,” General s’Lara said. 

“And we’re having the ones who are staying for now bury the dead,” Luna added. A part of Kevin admired that she had been able to organize so much in such a short time; another part of him hated that she’d had to. They were both supposed to still be kids, after all.

When they went out of the shuttle, it was obvious just how much she was the heart of it all. Maybe him too. The crowd there stopped when they landed, human and alien, Ilari and Hive, all turning to stare at them. For a moment, the coordination of it all was enough that Kevin thought maybe they’d failed, and somehow the Hive had reasserted control over everything.

Then the first people started to applaud. 

They clapped, and they stamped, whooped and yelled, the noise rippling out around the walls of the quarry before turning into a crescendo. It felt completely overwhelming to be at the heart of that, and in it, Kevin thought that he could hear people shouting his name, and Luna’s and…

“Wait, that’s my mom’s voice!” he said. 

Beside him, General s’Lara smiled.

“And that’s my mom,” Luna said, “and my dad, and… aren’t those the people from the NASA institute?”

It was, and Kevin looked from them to General s’Lara and back, not knowing what to say.

“Our people are very good at finding people, it turns out,” she said. “We thought that, after everything you’ve done, you should be the first ones reunited.”

“Thank you,” Kevin said, and he would have hugged the general except that in that moment there was only one person he wanted to hug. He pushed his way through the crowd of people, although the truth was that he didn’t have to push much. People stepped back for him, apparently in awe. He could see Cub there, starting to step toward him and Luna, but Luna just pushed past him and Cub turned to head off in the other direction. Kevin might have asked her about that, but they both had something more important to do than any question they could ask. He made his way to his mother, threw his arms around her, and held tight while beside them Bobby barked excitedly.

“You’re alive!” he said, holding onto her. “I’m so…”

There weren’t words for what he was. His mother was alive, and not controlled, and safe. Happy wasn’t enough for that. Glad would have been an insult to everything he felt.

“I love you so much,” his mother said, and held him out at arms’ length. “They tell me that you did all this; that you saved us.”

“Not just me,” Kevin insisted. He gestured over to where Luna was reuniting with her own parents, obviously just as happy as he was in that moment. “Luna did a lot of it, and Chloe…” A thought came to him, and for a second, doubts intruded on Kevin’s happiness. “Mom, I have to go make sure that Chloe is okay.”

“Then I’m coming with you,” his mother said. “After all of this, I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

Kevin made his way back through the crowd to the spot where Chloe had been. He was surprised to find Luna moving on the same path. Obviously they’d had the same thought when it came to their friend.

General s’Lara was waiting for them, but there was no sign of Chloe right then.

“She is over that way,” the general said, gesturing. “She is safe. I know enough to know not to bring her family anywhere near her. She will need a little time, though. In the meantime, there are people who need to talk to you two.”

“Do they need to, or do they just want to?” Kevin’s mother asked.

General s’Lara paused for a moment. “There is a man claiming to be the President of this place. Is he the President of Earth, or something else?”

“The President wants to speak to us?” Luna asked.

“I think that there are many people who do. For one thing, you have what appears to be an army, and I imagine people will want to know what you want to do with it. There will be people who want to talk about rebuilding, and about what happens next, and—”

“And I’m sure Kevin and Luna will be happy to talk to them soon,” Kevin’s mother said. “But not now. Now, they’re going to see their friend. They’ve earned that much, at least.”

Kevin couldn’t have been more grateful for his mother being there than he was in that moment. He, Luna, and Bobby set off through the crowd again, and he thought that he caught a glimpse of Professor Brewster beckoning to him, but he also saw the former soldier, Ted, pulling the scientist back. Apparently, at least some things didn’t change.

“Eventually, they will want us to deal with complicated things,” Luna said.

“Not now though,” Kevin said. 

“Not now,” Luna agreed.

They went to the spot where Chloe was sitting on a flat piece of rock. Bobby went alongside her, hugging close to her. Luna and Kevin did the same.

“We’re sorry,” Luna said, putting an arm around her.

“For going to your families?” Chloe said. “For having families happy enough that you want to? You shouldn’t apologize for that. It’s not your fault that I have—”

“Don’t say ‘nothing,’” Kevin said. “You have us.”

“Yes,” Chloe said with a smile, “I do, and it’s really wonderful, you know? But eventually, the world is going to start to settle down. All the adults are going to start running things again, and I’ll be a girl left on her own, or in a home, or—”

“You could stay with one of us,” Luna said, and it meant a lot to Kevin that she was the one making that offer. It obviously meant a lot to Chloe too, because Kevin could see the tears in her eyes.

“Thank you, both of you. You’re… you’re the best friends I’ve ever had. General s’Lara already made me a different offer, though.”

“What kind of offer?” Kevin asked.

Chloe gestured to where people and aliens were still milling around, trying to make sense of things. “Look at this. The whole world is changed now. Whole galaxies have changed, and people will need to make sense of it. There are creatures on Earth that are dangerous, even without the Hive to push them into being horrors. There are whole other fragments of the Hive out there somewhere. There are worlds that need to be rebuilt, and fights out there, and a whole universe full of things I haven’t seen…”

“You’re going with them, aren’t you?” Kevin guessed.

Chloe nodded. “I think so. I never really fit in on Earth, so why not? And the Hive made me strong and fast, they gave me this arm…” She held up her altered arm. “No one even knows what I can do. Maybe the Ilari can help me find out.”

“I…” Kevin hugged her hard. Luna did the same, until they were all hugging together. “I’ll miss you so much.”

“So will I,” Luna agreed. “And I’ll be really jealous of you too.”

“I think I’m the one who gets to be jealous,” Chloe said with a look between Luna and Kevin. “No, it’s okay. I’m happy for you, both of you. Be happy for me too?”

“We are,” Kevin assured her. He guessed that there weren’t many happy endings for Chloe on Earth. Maybe up in space, she could find everything she’d ever hoped for.

Chloe stood, walking off in the direction of General s’Lara. That left Kevin and Luna sitting on the rock, with Bobby at their feet.

“We’re going to have to work out so many things,” Kevin said. 

“Like who gets Bobby?” Luna said. “Simple, I do. That way, you have to visit me lots.”

“I think they’re going to want us to work out more than that,” Kevin said, with a glance back toward where an assortment of official-looking people were starting to gather around General s’Lara. 

“I figure they’ll want to know what we’re supposed to do about food, and water, and government, and about a million different things,” Luna said. Kevin put a hand on her cheek, smoothing away the frown that was starting to grow there.

“Maybe if we leave them long enough they’ll realize that they’re the adults here, and maybe they should be working this stuff out,” Kevin suggested. 

“What, deal with all of it and leave us both to go back to being ordinary kids?” Luna asked.

Kevin smiled at that, because he didn’t think either of them would ever be that ordinary. “Maybe.”

“Is that what you want? You want to go home? You want it all to be normal?” Luna asked.

Kevin barely had to think about it before he nodded. It had been pretty much all that he had wanted since the doctors first told him he was dying, and now that he wasn’t, well, it seemed like as much of an adventure as any battle could be.

“Yes,” he said. “I want a normal life for a while where we both just get to be kids. Well, as long as you’re there.”

“That sounds good to me,” Luna said. She put her arms around his shoulders. “Particularly the part with you.”

Kevin couldn’t tell which of them kissed the other first in that moment. He wasn’t sure it mattered.

All that mattered was that they were there together, and they had won, and everything else…

Everything else could wait awhile.
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