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    Foreword: by Craig Martelle 
 
    I love science fiction.  
 
    Sci-Fi is where we visit when we let our minds wander. I’d like to think that science fiction authors see where the world is headed and help us to realize those predictions. 
 
    Jules Verne set the standard with forecasting what was possible. Most of his visions are now reality. Even Star Trek showed us things that today, we can take for granted – the datapad for example, and hand-held scanners. These are all great things, made possible through scientific advancements. Science will always continue until we understand the nature of the universe and in humanity’s way, seek to impose our will upon it. 
 
    I doubt that will work out well for us. We’ve had much better luck when learning to live in harmony with what nature provides. Maybe a little more Thich Nhat Hanh added to our Stephen Hawking.  
 
    What will you find in this edition of The Expanding Universe? A few newer authors who are starting to make their mark in addition to plenty of established authors who want to get a shorter piece out there for award consideration. We boast another offering from Jonathan Brazee who is both a Nebula and Dragon Award finalist. As a matter of fact, we have a two-time Hugo finalist (David VanDyke), two-time Dragon finalist (R.R. Virdi), and more. I’m sorry that I don’t keep better track, but the award nominations only reflect on the quality of the authors, it is still up to each reader to make their own determination of what they like. 
 
    We each have our own style and own story to tell. I think you’ll like what you see in these pages. So many great stories, some dark, some light, but all with a message.  
 
    Let’s fight the good fight together. Join me among the stars.  
 
      
 
    - Craig Martelle 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Information War 
 
    By Craig Martelle 
 
    The first casualty, when war comes, is the truth.  
 
    - Hiram Warren Johnson 
 
      
 
    “Did you see that? They killed every man, woman, and child! They have to die!” With each word, foam flew from the old man’s mouth toward the video screen mounted over the bar. He was furious. His face twitched from his rage. He perched above his barstool.  
 
    “Where did that happen?” the young man wondered aloud. “Did anyone actually see the dead?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” The old man turned on him, waving a skeletal fist in his face. 
 
    “I think so, but what do I know,” the young man replied, recoiling from the old man’s anger, his press pass concealed in his pocket. Kenny Freeman considered himself a researcher first and a journalist second. He thought that made him a scientist, because he loved the data. He put a hand in one pocket as he tried to assume a casual pose. The old man continued to vibrate, shaking his fist at anything and everything.  
 
    The hard part of the reporter’s job was determining the facts. Maybe that was the impossible part of his job. 
 
    “Maybe we can get some more information before we draw a conclusion.” He pointed to the president’s latest scrip, a short text message sent on all communication media. ‘Bugs attack outpost, but the Space Force is out there, protecting you.’ 
 
    “What does that mean? You calling me an idiot?” the old man accused. His fist continued to shake as if a living monument to anger.  
 
    “Relax, old timer. If I’m going to write an article about this, I want to interview the families of the fallen, post names and pictures of the children. Remember the children!” Kenny assumed people would always respond positively to calls to protect the children. 
 
    “They were all killed!” the old man snarled as he leaned forward, his fist raised like a mallet. For a second time, Kenny jumped back in fear of getting attacked.  
 
    The reporter decided to extricate himself from the no-win situation. “You are most likely correct, and we should probably just kill all the bugs and be done with it. Thank you for your time, good sir, and you have a great day!”  
 
    He smiled and waved at the old man, who finally stuffed his fist into a pants pocket. His face twisted into a scowl before he harrumphed his displeasure. 
 
    The reporter hurried away. He had stumbled on the scoop of the century but couldn’t publish it. He was in the bar to watch the people’s response to various new reports. He had all the information he needed, but his scoop was about the news. His piece could warp the entirety of reality.  
 
    But whose reality? A dark cloud hung over his thoughts, slowing his pace. There was no reason to hurry, because the story had already been written. 
 
    *** 
 
    “There has never been a time like the one in which we now live. We must act if humanity is to survive. I call on all of you to tighten your belts as we respond with a force that will guarantee our place as the dominant species in the universe.” The president’s executive gray seemed more pronounced as he stared from the screen at every person watching. “It’s now or never. Peace, my fellow humans. Peace through strength.”  
 
    The screen went dark for a moment before a list scrolled by of items to be dropped off at neighborhood collection points. Silence followed as the men and women in the hotel lobby watched. It was all voluntary, until it wasn’t.  
 
    Text scrolled across the screen. President Bjornskaal scrips to universe: ‘No bugs near Sol. We’re coming for you!’ 
 
    “I have some titanium drill bits I won’t be needin’,” an old man exclaimed before trundling out. The others remained in the hotel lobby, drinking and looking angry. 
 
    People gathered where there were other people. Ever since the alien invasion began, humanity sought solace in the company of their own.  
 
    “I hope the bugs can read the scrips. I’m not a fan of leading the universe with a scrip, but damn straight! No bugs!” a woman grumbled and gave the finger to the screen showing a grainy picture of an alien spaceship. “Sit and spin, creeps.” 
 
    “No bugs! No bugs!” the group started the chant. 
 
    The reporter watched the crowd. He took out his notebook and jotted down a few words. He documented the scrolling scrip and the time. He closed his notebook, wrapped the band around it to hold it closed, and slid the pen into his shirt pocket, all the time watching the crowd. He slipped out unnoticed as the next news item appeared on screen. Murder!  
 
    “We got bugs to kill! Can’t be killing each other...” a voice grumbled into a diatribe of vitriol about people’s stupidity. The reporter walked out the front entrance without anyone noticing. 
 
    *** 
 
    The newsroom always had a low din, like a foundry running, but there were no big machines, only people and their terminals, always talking, sometimes just to themselves. The young man bowed his head as he walked between desks and cubicles on his way to his. A plate stuck on the outside of a half-height panel verified the extent of his domain. It said Kenny Freeman.  
 
    The reporter dumped his bag on the floor and sat at his terminal. He swiped a finger over the reader to log in. The screen came to life and wondered what Kenny was going to do next, the blinking cursor begging him to take action.  
 
    He looked over his shoulder to make sure no one was watching, but shook his head at his own folly. Of course they were watching, but from inside the system. Every key he stroked would show up somewhere if the words weren’t what they wanted. He tapped out a quick release condemning the bugs and the invasion, while extolling the virtues of the Space Force.  
 
    It’s true enough, he thought. The aliens are in our system, and the Space Force is out there.  
 
    A small commotion from the far end of the floor made him peek over the cube wall. All the screens had been turned to a competitor’s channel. He hurried to join his co-workers. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kenny wondered. 
 
    “That knucklehead from The Post has some Space Force guy on, live from the outpost on the moon of Io. You have to get a load of this. I feel sorry for him. He must have space sickness or PTSD or something.”  
 
    Someone shushed the people in the back while another turned up the volume.  
 
    “Let me get this straight,” the reporter was saying, looking purposefully at the camera before turning back to the young man. “You’re saying there aren’t any aliens?”  
 
    “No. We saw the ship and knew it wasn’t one of ours, but they turned away and assumed a high orbit. We sent a drone up, but that got shot down.”  
 
    “So you’re under attack.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “It sounded to me like you did,” the reporter pressed. 
 
    “We aren’t even on alert. The station is conducting business as usual.”  
 
    “What about the women and children who were killed in the sneak attack?”  
 
    “What women and children?” The view of the Spacer faded to be replaced by the reporter in his studio. He woefully shook his head, sadness gripping his expression. “I feel so sorry for that young man. The scars run to his very soul. What will his world look like when he finally comes to grips with this intergalactic tragedy unfolding before his very eyes? Stay tuned for a message from our sponsors.”  
 
    “That poor man,” a young woman lamented.  
 
    “The bugs are coming,” a chubby man growled.  
 
    Their faces showed the appropriate balance of concern and anger. Kenny couldn’t tell if it was an act. He looked concerned, too, but by the first casualty of war.  
 
    *** 
 
    The alert scrolled across Kenny’s screen. The President sends new scrip! The reporter waited, expecting the scrip to appear, but it didn’t. He shrugged and continued his report to run in the evening edition.  
 
    He typed quickly. “The world’s citizens are uniting against a common enemy. Across the dark of space, we stare down these unwelcome visitors. Outposts are easy fodder for the alien bile. Listen up, alien scum! The people of Earth are ready for you!” He re-read it. It was supposed to be news, but it said what they wanted to hear, to bolster their courage in the face of the unknown. He should have included the budget projections or accusations of self-dealing within the government, but that would enrage the editors and get him fired.  
 
    All because the narrative had been set by the first report of the alien spacecraft’s arrival.  
 
    He put his notebook in his lap and started to furiously scribble. He needed to get it down, tell the tale, for posterity’s sake, if nothing else. Maybe he could tell his children that he saw the truth. But like the Earthers in his so-called news report, his bravado in staring down the enemy was also fabricated.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t, and if the aliens came to Earth, the people would stand together against them. He looked at his notes, crossed out a word or two, and rephrased another sentence. It sounded good, in his mind, but the only judge of his researching and reporting skills was the editors.  
 
    Not him and definitely not the readers or viewers. Kenny tried not to think too hard about that. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kenny lay on his bunk in the small apartment. At least he didn’t have to share. He was senior enough to get a place to himself. He was alone, but not lonely. He wondered if the apartment was bugged but discounted it. Who had those kinds of resources?  
 
    The team player in him wanted to discount the conspiracy theory, too. The human wanted to believe that humanity would persevere in an epic battle with alien invaders. The reporter in him noted the discrepancies and lack of real facts. The realist in him suggested others had to know, because he was hardly the smartest guy in the room.  
 
    A text scrolled across the bottom of his screen. Space Force strikes at the heart of the enemy, perseveres despite catastrophic losses. President to address congress tomorrow. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Mister President,” Defense Secretary Ted Stonebeck acknowledged. “Can we get another hundred billion?”  
 
    The president looked sideways at the former admiral. “Is that all?”  
 
    “We can make do, but if you can get us more, it would be greatly appreciated.”  
 
    The president turned to his Budget Secretary. “What do you think? Can we push the alien angle a little bit further?”  
 
    Before she could answer, Press Secretary Nolan Boyd interrupted. “We have to take care with our words. We should avoid quips like, ‘alien angle.’” The former football player smiled pleasantly as he looked down his nose at those present. President Bjornskaal turned away, his lip curling in disgust.  
 
    “A hundred billion?” Stonebeck reiterated.  
 
    The president and Budget Secretary both turned to Press Secretary Boyd. “It isn’t going to happen overnight.”  
 
    The president rolled his finger in impatience. He never understood the Press Secretary’s penchant for drama.  
 
    “You need to say something outrageous.” Boyd tried to gauge the group’s response. The secretaries covered their mouths and politely coughed to hide their snickers.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” the president said, without skipping a beat. He hammered a fist into his hand. “Mars! I’ll tell them that I’m launching a complete embargo on Mars. We’ll get our red rocks elsewhere! We need concessions. These one-sided deals have gone on for far too long.”  
 
    “But there’s nothing wrong with the trade deals with Mars,” the Budget Secretary suggested. “And there is no other place to get red rocks like that.” 
 
    “You know that and I know that, but they don’t know that.” The president pointed toward the city, where millions of Earth’s recovering population called home.  
 
    “They’ll want to know about the aliens,” the Press Secretary said.  
 
    “Collusion!” The president howled. “Mars may have signed a secret pact, pushing the rest of humanity away. We can’t have that, now can we?” 
 
    “Of course not, Mister President,” the Press Secretary fawned.  
 
    “A hundred billion?” Stonebeck, a former admiral and the current Defense Secretary, hoped.  
 
    “Yes, yes. Plan on it. We’ll have them digging into their own pockets to support the war effort.”  
 
    The Budget Secretary snickered, followed by the other two secretaries. The president laughed out loud. “Well, maybe they won’t go that far.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “How did you get a seat in here?” a senior reporter from the Gazette asked. Kenny shrugged, shook his head, and looked over the balcony rail. The politicians on the floor below worked each other, angling for influence. A riot of sound ensured that no one could hear, but they kept talking anyway. It took a while to get them under control and seated as if everyone wanted to be the last one standing.  
 
    The one with the final word left a lasting impression. At least that was what they thought. It was a politician’s power rule and made debates more theater than substance. Deliver that last snipe after the bell has rung. Listen to the response from the audience. Internally cheer your victory. 
 
    Kenny watched it play out. The speaker banged his gavel repeatedly and started his welcome speech for the president, thus denying the loud mouths their crescendo. He banged the gavel at the intransigents, stopping his speech to berate them until they sat down. The final word was his. You could see them tremble with rage, their moment stolen, or so they perceived.  
 
    The speaker finished his introduction and after the appropriate delay to make sure that everyone knew their time was less important, the president appeared and strolled down the aisle as if he’d just won the Oscar for Best President. He slapped hands and smiled, said a word or two to key supporters, ignored the detractors, and moved to his place before the assembly.  
 
    “I won’t mince words or waste your time,” the president started, having already wasted thousands of manhours by demanding a public announcement before the assembly. “The world’s citizens are uniting against a common enemy. Across the dark of space, we stare down these unwelcome visitors. Outposts are easy fodder for the alien bile. Listen up, alien scum! The people of Earth are ready for you! I take these lines from the Times, and no truer words have ever been spoken. With the alien arrival, we’ve had to come to grips with the fact that we are not alone. With their attack on our outposts farther out in the solar system, we find ourselves in a position where we can’t happily greet them, but have to meet them at the end of our pulse and ballistic weapons.”  
 
    The crowd roared and shook fists, not at the president but at the threat to all of humanity. Kenny sat up straight when he heard his words repeated as gospel and a rallying cry for all of humanity. His jaw fell. The shock slammed into him like an ice cold tidal wave. He clutched his notebook to him. The truth would be buried even deeper now.  
 
    What if the president wasn’t wrong? Kenny’s face contorted through a series of emotions as he struggled to find solid ground on which to hold himself steady. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” the older reporter asked.  
 
    “Who has the facts?” Kenny blurted. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” The man looked skeptical. “They do.” He pointed at the floor below. “And it’s our job to wheedle it out of them.”  
 
    “How can you tell fact from propaganda?”  
 
    “Good reporters can tell, sonny. How did you get a seat in here?” 
 
    “The president quoted my piece from the Times. I’m Kenny Freeman.”  
 
    “Lucky shot. You’ll be nobody in a week, same as you were last week,” the man sneered with a dismissive wave.  
 
    “I have no doubt about that,” Kenny agreed so the man would leave him alone. He turned his attention back to the speech. 
 
    “...one hundred billion dollars. I know it’s a lot of money, but if we can stop this war before it starts, then the savings isn’t in dollars, but in the salvation of the human race. There is no price I’m not willing to pay for that. Peace, fellow humans.”  
 
    “I thought the war had already started,” Kenny mumbled. “And you won’t be paying, Jack. It’ll be us.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Money for the war approved in late night emergency session! Thank you to the Assembly. You are heroes for all humanity, the scrip rolled across the video screen.  
 
    “Well done, Mister President. You didn’t even have to talk about Mars,” Press Secretary Boyd stated.  
 
    “I didn’t want to shoot all my silver bullets at once,” he replied.  
 
    “It’s only a hundred billion...” Defense Secretary Stonebeck started, rubbing his hands together at the thought of growing the military, ensuring his future in both legend and fact. He made to continue, but the president stopped him. 
 
    “It’s all you’re getting, at least for now. Go build us some more spaceships and mega space weapons. I want big ones that can blow those aliens out of our space!”  
 
    “Yes, sir, Mister President. We’ve got plenty of things in the works, but money always helps the contractors pick up the pace.” In his mind, Admiral Stonebeck saw himself sitting on the boards of directors of the big three contractors, drawing millions in stock options while he fished and played golf.  
 
    He knew the human race would survive because the threat wasn’t everything that it had been made out to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    None of the Space Force ships were armed for space battle. They were troop carriers with a single railgun that fired at a slow rate and a small bank of defensive missiles. They had been designed without knowing what the threat would be. Aliens had been contemplated and dismissed. The railgun was to break up asteroids heading toward Earth. There were nukes, too, but those were for the same purpose and the delivery systems were primitive, even by Earth standards.  
 
    Captain Woods stood with his hands behind his back, watching through a series of small squares of high-impact polymer that made up the front window of the small bridge. There was room for three to sit or two to sit and one to stand. There was no room to pace, and the captain wanted nothing more than to walk back and forth as he contemplated his tactical situation.  
 
    “Send the enemy packing,” he muttered.  
 
    “We can hit them with everything we’ve got, but I don’t think it’ll do anything,” Commander Hoss Travis suggested.  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking. How do we carry out our orders and survive without pissing off our new friends?”  
 
    “You have a way with words, Woody, but as Hoss suggested, if we hit them with everything we have, then we’ll be dead in the water. If we don’t kill them, then we’re sitting ducks. I don’t want that. I don’t want to be the first spaceship lost in an interstellar war, although history would know our names. Remember the Alamo!”  
 
    “You have things mixed up, Reefer. I have no intention of dying, maybe in prison for refusing to follow stupid orders, but not out here on the wrong end of a death ray.”  
 
    Reef R. Weed was an unfortunate name for the brilliant engineer, but he wore it proudly. He was also right. The power systems on the ship couldn’t handle a surge like Hoss had suggested.  
 
    “What are you thinking, Reefer?” 
 
    “You know we can’t win a real fight. If they could fly here across interstellar space, then they are way ahead of us on the technological scale. We should be bowing and scraping to them, begging them to tell us how to reach the stars.”  
 
    “Hoss?”  
 
    “I second the vote for begging. Too bad this isn’t a democracy.”  
 
    “It isn’t, but I have to throw my vote in with yours. We’ll approach at an offset angle, spiral toward them so we’re never pointing our weapons their way. We’ll keep the weapons systems powered down.” 
 
    “Is there that small a chance they’d be effective?” Reef wondered. 
 
    “Risk and reward, my friend. Blowing up aliens is too high risk for my blood. If we prove they are hostile, then maybe we’ll survive the learning experience so we can give them a big hairy what-for, while also bringing a dozen of our closest friends.” 
 
    “You know what they say, Captain. Here goes nothing.” Hoss made the adjustments to their flight profile and started nosing away from a direct confrontation with the alien vessel. “It’ll be about five seconds before NASA is all over our change in course.”  
 
    The captain flipped a switch, darkening a third of the lights on one panel. “That’ll learn ’em,” Captain Woods said with as much bravado as he could muster, before staring out the window at the pinpoint of light that was the alien ship.  
 
    *** 
 
    “What the hell are they doing up there?” Stonebeck howled. “I want answers!” 
 
    A mob of people had gathered in the situation room to watch the proceedings. The external sensors of the warship fed the active tactical screen, but they were missing a big part of the engagement. The commentary.  
 
    “It seems that they’ve shut off their radio.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t!” the Defense Secretary continued to bluster.  
 
    The Press Secretary leaned close. “It’s alien interference,” he whispered.  
 
    “Those damn bugs are blocking their signal. That’s a declaration of war!”  
 
    The former football player leaned back with his hands behind his head, relaxed as he always appeared to be. It was part of his persona. He was a big man and his pose blocked the view of the screen for most of the people behind him. A number shifted their chairs to see what was going on.  
 
    “The Lunar Star continues on a corkscrew course toward the alien vessel. Their weapons are not powered,” the briefing officer said softly. The Defense Secretary snarled at the man and waved him away from the lectern, leaving the podium empty.  
 
    “Everyone out!” the Press Secretary suddenly demanded, standing and pointing toward the door. The group moved slowly toward it. “GET OUT!”  
 
    The headlong rush cleared the room in mere seconds. The last person out closed the door behind them. The Defense Secretary and the Press Secretary were left alone with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the CJCS as they called him. 
 
    “What is going on up there?” Admiral Stonebeck asked, different from the firebrand persona he’d shown the others.  
 
    “I don’t know, Mister Secretary. If I had to guess and you’re nodding that I’m supposed to say something, then it would be that they’re trying to make nice with the aliens. They don’t want to appear threatening.”  
 
    “What were their orders, Bob?” Stonebeck wondered if General Bob Decker knew. 
 
     “Blow the aliens to kingdom come.”  
 
    “It doesn’t appear to me that they’re doing that.”  
 
    “From the beginning of time, ship captains have had a great deal of latitude in executing orders. This is for the security of all mankind, probably the highest stakes engagement in human history. I expect that Captain Woods has his reasons.”  
 
    “Maybe we’ll find out what those are if he survives long enough to get court-martialed.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’ll come to that,” the CJCS said. The Secretary of Defense raised one eyebrow. The Press Secretary stood and approached the screen.  
 
    “How many people are watching this feed?” he asked. 
 
    “Maybe thousands,” General Decker replied.  
 
    “That won’t do at all. We need to cut the feed, everywhere but here. We need to take control of the message. If they are successful, we take credit. If they aren’t, as in, they are destroyed, then we rally the forces for a counterattack. Is the rest of the fleet on the move?”  
 
    “Yes.” The CJCS was not amused at taking orders from the Press Secretary. Admiral Stonebeck rested a friendly hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Take it easy, Bob. There’s nothing we can do from down here except play the long game. We put in our order for more ships and better weaponry. We sole-sourced the contract to the big three and threw wads of money at them. I’m told we’ll see a great deal of forward momentum in as little as one month’s time. But that’s a month. What we’re seeing has already happened, minutes ago.” The Secretary of Defense pointed at the screen. “There’s little chance that a race advanced enough to travel between the stars isn’t going to conduct a wholesale slaughter, but that doesn’t mean we want to give them a neighborly welcome.” 
 
    “Why not?” the CJCS asked. 
 
    The Press Secretary sputtered and threw his hands up in disbelief.  
 
    “Don’t ask too many good questions, Bob. Sometimes the right answer is that we’re not ready for aliens, not yet. We have to chase them off. We may not kill them, but if we’re hostile enough, maybe they’ll leave on their own and consider us too much trouble.”  
 
    “They haven’t attacked us,” General Decker said matter-of-factly. “I personally checked every unit. We are one hundred percent. There have been no engagements and definitely no casualties.”  
 
    “Shh.” The Press Secretary pressed his finger to his lips as he gave the chairman a knowing look.  
 
    *** 
 
    Reefer swallowed hard. “We’re getting bombarded by waves of radiation.”  
 
    “Naturally occurring?” Woody asked. 
 
    “No way.”  
 
    “Maybe that’s how their scanning systems work. I hope they see that we’re not powered up, but they have to know that we’re armed. They’ll also have to know that we’re armed with nukes.” 
 
    “Probably not the best way to say hi,” Hoss suggested.  
 
    “It’s a little late to jettison them and pick them up later. I wish I would have thought of that before now.” The captain blew out a breath. Every muscle in his body was tight from the tension. He tried to relax, but was having no luck. 
 
    “Maybe the aliens are smarter than us and will be able to figure it out,” Hoss offered.  
 
    “Let’s give them time to reach the right conclusion. Slow forward momentum to one-third.”  
 
    Reefer activated the forward thrusters. The three men strained against their harnesses as the ship braked. Two minutes later, the thrusters stopped firing.  
 
    “Have we come to a complete stop?” the captain asked. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have.” Reefer looked concerned as he checked the instruments. “We’re maintaining a steady ten meters per second.”  
 
    “Which means it’ll take roughly a year to close with the alien.” 
 
    “I remember what my old man used to tell me,” Hoss interjected in his best southern accent. “Don’t be in a hurry to your own death.”  
 
    “That makes sense, but we’ll also die of thirst well before we reach them. I thought I asked for one-third speed.”  
 
    “You did, and I executed the commands properly, but there’s something holding us up,” Reefer explained. He pointed at the spot where the alien ship remained motionless.  
 
    “That little ship can stop our forward momentum at this range?” The captain sounded skeptical. He shook his head. “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “If we see it with our own eyes, then clearly it’s possible, even if we don’t understand the science behind it. Damn! What I wouldn’t give to get a peek behind that curtain.”  
 
    “Do you think they understand Morse code?” Hoss asked.  
 
    “You have to be kidding me.” The captain released his harness. He needed to pace, but would have to settle for standing and staring out the window.  
 
    “We flash our lights at them in a regular pattern until they flash back. Simple as that. We can use Morse code because that’s what we know. They’ll use what they know and maybe the smart people back on Earth can figure it out.”  
 
    With a single curt nod, the crew went about making it happen. Reefer quickly programmed the computer to use the forward asteroid radar to flash the message. He set it on auto-repeat and punched the button. “Welcome to our solar system. We wish to determine your intentions here. We hope we can peacefully meet.”  
 
    “Or feel the wrath of my multitude of weapons with your bug faces drawn on their warheads!” Hoss quipped.  
 
    “Do we know that they are a bug species?” The captain wasn’t sure.  
 
    “That’s what they’re saying on Earth,” Reefer replied. 
 
    “How would they know?” Captain Woods asked.  
 
    Hoss shrugged and shook his head. Reefer rolled his eyes.  
 
    “They don’t,” Reefer finally admitted. “Did you hear the reports about the sneak attack?” 
 
    “Garbage,” the captain replied.  
 
    “Why does anyone listen to that stuff?”  
 
    “I wish I could answer that question, Reefer, because that would give me insight into creatures more mysterious than the aliens, and that’s human beings. No one knows why they do what they do.”  
 
    “We’re getting flashed,” Reefer said quickly as he fingertips jabbed at his keyboard. He looked up with a smile splitting his face. “We’ve made contact.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Space Force is fighting for you! the scrip read. It included a grainy picture of the alien ship. It could have been an asteroid for as much detail showed. New and better weapons coming soon. Thank your legislators for protecting you! 
 
    Kenny Freeman looked at his screen in disbelief. He pulled out his notebook, checking over his shoulders before scribbling a few more notes. The standoff between the Space Force warship Lunar Star and the alien vessel was being live-streamed on all channels. It didn’t need commentary, but with any sport, commentators were there nonetheless.   
 
    The narrative? Give it to ’em good! No aliens in our solar system. Humanity must determine humanity’s destiny.  
 
    Kenny watched the live feed for five seconds to assure himself that nothing was happening. They don’t look like they’re threatening us, he thought. He switched stations to listen to the competitors’ takes. It was more of the same.  
 
    He caught the same phrase parroted across all the channels. “Humanity’s destiny.” What does that mean? he wondered.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Send in the reinforcements! Max speed. They’ve got our ship.” Defense Secretary Stonebeck pounded the table. The tactical display showed the two ships static in space, the distance between them constant. 
 
    “Maybe we should let this play out?” Boyd wondered. 
 
    “Doesn’t that go against everything you’ve been preaching? Human dominance is assured when we blast these creatures out of our space?”  
 
    The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs sat back and watched. He hated being in the middle of politics.  
 
    “There are two elements at play here. Us and them.”  
 
    “You are such a dick,” Stonebeck blurted. The Press Secretary maintained his composure, raising one eyebrow, amused by the outburst.  
 
    “I’ll explain for those in the military who don’t understand politics.” The CJCS clenched his jaw and stared daggers at the football hero. The admiral, wearing a suit in his role as Defense Secretary, swelled with anger so much that his buttons threatened to pop. The Press Secretary reveled in the rise he’d gotten from the older men. “Us means the president and his supporters. They will be well compensated in their lives for this time of change. Them is everyone else. The common citizen.”  
 
    “What do you mean “common,” you prick? My military come from those ranks. This isn’t a monarchy,” Stonebeck spat. 
 
    “The common citizen is just that. Your average soldier doesn’t need to know any of these things. They only know what we tell them, which includes why it’s important. Out there?” The Press Secretary flipped his hand toward the live image of two ships doing nothing. “That doesn’t matter for anyone down here except their perception of humanity’s place in the universe. Otherwise, nothing has changed. Isn’t it better if we tell them what their perception should be rather than let them fuel it with rampant speculation?”  
 
    The Defense Secretary put his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands. “Information warfare, and we’re conducting it against our own people.” 
 
    “Not at all. Of course, being military, you equate everything to war. It is simply politics. More of this and we stay in power. Less of this and the other guy gets in and we’re put out to pasture, which means, corporate boards and speaking tours. No matter what, we’re all rich, and that means you, too, you prick,” Press Secretary Boyd growled before straightening his suit coat, reaffirming his winning smile, and leaving the situation room.  
 
    “Send an update to orders, Bob. Cancel the previous order and issue new instructions supporting the actions of the Lunar Star. Order the others to maintain their positions. Captain Woods is in command, and they’ll respond to his directions. When he turns his radio back on, he’ll find that we’re behind him one hundred percent. Someone has to lead this planet to a better place, and Captain Woods has shown us the way. If we’re fired on, and I don’t see that happening, then fire back. Otherwise, weapons hold. If you’ll excuse me, I have a few calls to make.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more, Mister Secretary. I don’t want war here on Earth, and I sure as hell don’t want one out there. We need to be ready, but it chaps my ass that we’re trying to start a fight.”  
 
    The Defense Secretary gave the CJCS a friendly push. “I’m back in charge, Bob. We are not going to start a war with aliens.”  
 
    *** 
 
    By the fourth day of the standoff, nerves were fraying. Not for Captain Woods and his crew, but on Earth.  
 
    “Maybe they’ve stopped time?” a reporter posited. Kenny fought with himself to keep from rolling his eyes. He lost the fight. “What, Freeman? You got a better idea what’s going on up there?”  
 
    “Have you ever communicated with someone who doesn’t speak your language? They’re trying to establish a line of communication without a central frame of reference. How long do you think that will take?”  
 
    “But they killed our people!” 
 
    “Where’s the proof?” Kenny came unhinged. He’d had enough stupid to last a lifetime. “Aren’t we supposed to dig until we find the truth? When’s the last time you dug into anything?”  
 
    “Enough!” the editor shouted. “Freeman. My office.”  
 
    The reporter smiled with his smug victory. Kenny gave him the finger before following the editor storming through the news room. 
 
    Kenny entered the office and shut the door. He crossed his arms and prepared to lose his job. His plan of playing nice until the time was right was coming apart.  
 
    The editor blew out a long breath and reached into his desk drawer to pull out a stack of papers. He dropped them in the middle of his desk. He then pulled out a bottle, took a swig, and put it back. “Do you know what these are?”  
 
    Kenny shook his head.  
 
    “All the articles that asked the hard questions, got close to the truth, the stories we didn’t print.” He let that hang in the air like a cloud of acrid smoke. Kenny knew that none of his work was in there. He had been a team player. “Our role in society has changed over the decades. We used to be the government’s watchdog, but then we realized how much we could help. We keep the peace. We lower crime. We help people live better lives.”  
 
    Kenny blinked rapidly, his arms falling to his sides. “But that’s not what reporters do,” he tried to counter.  
 
    “It’s exactly what reporters do. Is a society ready to go to war with each other better? We can shape public opinion in a way that’s best for the people.”  
 
    “Who decides what’s best for the people?”  
 
    “We do,” the editor said in an old, tired voice. “Take the rest of the day off. Come back if you want. Turn in your badge if you want. You’re a good writer, a good member of the team. It’d be a shame to lose you.”  
 
    “Maybe I’ve lost myself,” Kenny whispered as he showed himself out.  
 
    *** 
 
    Hold him steady as we get ready to punch him right in his bug face! the scrip read. Kenny watched it scroll by twice before returning to his notebook. There was always someone who thought they knew what was best for everybody else. He thought he knew what was better, too. Tell the truth and let the people decide what’s most important. But then ratings might fall. People might stop paying their subscription fees.  
 
    Fear of the aliens, the bugs, which may not even be bugs. Fear of a war that wasn’t happening, or was it? Fear of losing one’s job, from the lowly reporter all the way to the president. Not just a job, but careers. Who determines what’s best for the people? Kenny’s internal voice cried in despair. He sat on his bunk, expecting to get kicked out at any moment. He hadn’t quit, but he hadn’t confirmed that he wouldn’t. 
 
    His career. He added a few more paragraphs to his story before going back to the beginning to edit his words.  
 
    Words had power, as the editor had confirmed, but he already knew that. Write the words and make them the best ones possible, but leave the conclusions to the people. Stop telling people how they should feel, he thought. He laughed when he found a sentence. “You must be outraged!” He pencil-changed it to, “I am disappointed in how you’ve been misled.”  
 
    When Kenny finished his review, he closed his book. He needed to go to the office because he had one last report to post. His phone rang. He decided to answer it, just in case it was the hammer falling. It would save him a walk on a dreary day. The voice on the other end wasn’t who he expected.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I need to talk with you alone, Mister President, on an issue of national security,” the Secretary of Defense said, glaring at the Press Secretary. 
 
    “Then we need him in here, because we don’t want to send the wrong message. He’s an expert in shaping the message.”  
 
    “So he says.” 
 
    “Polls suggest,” Press Secretary Boyd started, “that you are beginning to look weak on the aliens. Maybe the military can give us a little something for the evening news?”  
 
    “What say you?” President Bjornskaal asked. 
 
    “I say that I need to talk with you alone.”  
 
    “Fine,” the president agreed, waving his hand for the Press Secretary to go, before fixing his Secretary of Defense with a steely gaze. “He’s already told me what you’re up to, undercutting my orders, so you better have your A-game.”  
 
    “Second liar never has a chance,” the admiral quoted. The Press Secretary winked as he strolled by. The general resisted the urge to punch the man. Maybe resigning was in everyone’s best interest. He was fed up.  
 
    Once the door closed, the president crooked a finger to his Defense Secretary. “Say your piece or rest in peace.” 
 
    “I believe Captain Woods has made contact with the aliens and is attempting to communicate. We have to give the aliens the benefit of the doubt. They shot down a drone that was coming at them, but they haven’t attacked us in any other way. If you want humanity to be a leader in this universe, we have to understand what’s out there. If they flew between stars, their technology is already lightyears beyond ours.”  
 
    “You were all for announcing the war!” the president snarled.  
 
    The admiral shook his head and pointed toward the door. “We came along for this ride because he made it sound like it was the right thing to do. I didn’t know that the reports regarding the outpost attack were fabricated. By then, it was too late. We’d already chosen our path.”  
 
    “We’re still on that path. What’s changed?” The president leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms and pursing his lips.  
 
    “What’s changed is that our people are smarter than we are. The Space Force wasn’t going to race to a war they couldn’t win with an enemy that isn’t an enemy, not yet anyway, but there’s one way to guarantee they’ll be an enemy and that’s by shooting at them.”  
 
    “What I hear is that your people are afraid. You need better people, Admiral.”  
 
    “My people are conscious of the situation. They’re out there. Not us. Why hire good people if you aren’t going to listen to them?” Admiral Stonebeck looked pointedly at the president.  
 
    “All I hear is that you and the Press Secretary aren’t getting along. Boohoo. You’re the goddamned Secretary of Defense. Pull your panties up nice and tight and get to work.” The president grabbed a paper on his desk and made like he was reading it, studiously ignoring the admiral.  
 
    “I think that finally I’m doing just that. Here you go, Mister President.” He placed a short, hand-written letter on the center of the desk. “I learned a lot and won’t let the door hit me on the way out. I had to cancel the one hundred billion in contracts since I wasn’t going to be here to provide oversight. Money like that makes the contractors do weird things.”  
 
     The president looked up. He was angry, until the situation cleared in his mind. “To make this work, we have to destroy you. Nothing personal. It’s just politics,” he said sadly.  
 
    “I expect that. I’ll disappear.” Ted Stonebeck faced the President. “You can save face and for God’s sake, please don’t start a war that we can’t win.” Stonebeck didn’t bother saluting. He left the president to his thoughts. The Press Secretary pounced the second the Secretary of Defense appeared. Before the bigger and younger man said two words, the admiral kneed him in the groin. The Press Secretary collapsed in a heap, holding his damaged goods.  
 
    “I hope you all have a nice day,” Ted said with a smile, waving to the staff in the outer office.  
 
    *** 
 
    Woody, Reefer, and Hoss looked at the information on the screen. “I can’t make heads or tails of it. Computer can’t identify any patterns either,” the captain said.  
 
    “Looks like computer code to me, just different from what we use. We’re assigning letters and characters based on our language. I’m sure we’ve screwed something up. They’re probably scratching their heads, too,” Reefer suggested. 
 
    “It’s been six days. We have lots of data and not a single thing of substance. What do you say we send a pad over? They can look at our stuff on our terms.” Hoss waved his computer pad in the air.  
 
    “But then they’ll get some of our technology,” the captain started to argue, but stopped himself. “Maybe they’ll do the same thing and we’ll get some of their tech. I think that would make Hoss the universe’s number one interstellar trader.”  
 
    “I’ll add a battery backup to give it longer life and launch it over. Let me configure the main screen’s icons—us, the solar system, some math, lots and lots of pictures...” He talked as he worked. When he finished, Reefer nodded that the drone was programmed. Hoss climbed from his seat and crawled into the rear section of the ship. He pulled himself along in the zero-gee until he reached the work bay.  
 
    He strapped the pad on, left it powered up, and put it into the airlock. Once the system cycled, the drone maneuvered into space before assuming an indirect course toward the alien ship.  
 
    Hoss returned to the small cockpit. His crewmates were engrossed in the flight of the drone. It moved quickly over the longest distance before slowing on final approach. “This is the distance where the other drone was destroyed,” the captain intoned. “Come on, little fella, make it past that. He’s your friend, say hello and see what there is to see. Good stuff, not a bomb, not a virus. He’s your friend.”  
 
    Reefer chuckled while looking at the instruments, making minor adjustments to the drone’s flight profile. It closed to within a hundred meters of the alien ship before it stopped.  
 
    “Now what?” Hoss asked.  
 
    “We wait,” the captain answered.  
 
    “We’ve had a lot of practice. We should be good at it, but I’m not feeling like a good waiter,” Hoss remarked. 
 
    “Me neither,” the captain admitted. 
 
    “We won’t have to wait for long,” Reefer said. “Check it out. They’re sending a drone of their own. Did you know that your camera is functional?”  
 
    “I didn’t. It wasn’t turned on when I strapped it on.” 
 
    Reefer smiled devilishly. “It is now.”  
 
    The image transferred to the screen. All data feeds were pushed to the side as the three focused on seeing what no human had seen before. The alien ship wasn’t lean like Space Force vessels. It seemed to be carved from a chunk of rock, although it had a shape to it, more oval with a flat bottom.  
 
    “Not a flying saucer, but a flying egg,” the captain muttered. The alien drone carried their gear into an airlock. The screen showed a mechanical arm removing the pad from the drone. A light flashed and the inner door opened. “Moment of truth.”  
 
    “They look just like us!” Reefer said softly. The three men leaned close to the screen, fascinated by the first view inside the ship. It was light with fantastic artwork on the walls, carried by people, two arms, two legs, heads with hair. They wore uniforms, judging by their consistency.  
 
    The captain checked to make sure it was recording, breathing a sigh of relief when he confirmed that it was.  
 
    “Want to talk with them, Woody?” Reefer asked.  
 
    The captain started to hyperventilate. “Until two minutes ago, I hoped that we would get something from them in days. And now I can talk with them? I have nothing prepared, but I wouldn’t be a pilot if I couldn’t wing it. Patch me through.”  
 
    Reefer tapped a button. The alien’s expression changed on screen, suggesting that his screen was now filled with Woody’s face. “Welcome to our solar system,” Woody said slowly, clearly enunciating each word. “I am Captain Woods of the Space Force vessel, Lunar Star. I hope that this small gesture opens a greater universe for both of us.”  
 
    The alien said something in a sing-song language.  
 
    “Running it through the computer translator,” Reefer said and pointed to the side screen. Thank you for your welcome. I am Ablegar Fossik of the research vessel Eks Seven Four.  
 
    “They speak an Earth language?”  
 
    “Mandarin Chinese, it appears,” Reefer confirmed. “And it seems they understand us, too.”  
 
    “Please look through what we’ve sent you,” the captain said, returning his view to the main screen. “We need to coordinate with the leaders of Earth and would like to talk with you again. You can control the pad by touching the small images on the screen. To turn the camera on and off, the controls are in the lower righthand corner.”  
 
    Ablegar Fossik nodded, a very human gesture, and said something they all understood. “Thank you.”  
 
    The image went dark.  
 
    “I think my heart is going to explode,” Woody exclaimed.  
 
    “You did it, Captain.” Hoss clapped the man on the back. 
 
    Woody looked at the darkened panel. “Time to check in with the head shed. As soon as we make contact, transmit the video.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Kenny typed in the last of his scoop. He titled it ‘The Information War’ and listed the Secretary of Defense as his co-author. He wasn’t running it as part of the headlines because that would have put it through the quality control channels where it would be killed a dozen times over. He needed it to go out raw.  
 
    He selected a broad range of social media channels, the new unit’s live feed update, its breaking news section, everywhere he could post directly. He put his personal items in his pockets and pressed send. He logged off, not bothering to power down, got up and walked quickly to the elevator.  
 
    When the doors opened, someone started yelling. “Freeman, you traitor!”  
 
    He got in and headed down, expecting to get intercepted on the ground floor, but no one was waiting. He left the building and once on the street, he started to run. It had taken all his courage to send the article. Now the fear hit him. He wasn’t a crusader. He was a team player, except he’d changed sides. His new team was the people. If they didn’t see it that way, he’d have no team at all.  
 
    He passed a bar, ducking his head so he wouldn’t be recognized. They were cheering. He wondered if it was about his article because at this point in his day, he could think about nothing else. He went inside, but sat in a darkened corner.  
 
    The news was showing the aliens speaking a familiar language. His first thought was what the source of the video was, and that it was fake. He couldn’t believe anything he was seeing. The next image was of the Press Secretary being led away in handcuffs. He was walking hunched over. And then, the talking head referenced Kenny’s article, calling it a revelation from the Secretary of Defense.  
 
    Everyone was happy to point fingers at the other guy for manipulating public opinion. In a matter of minutes, all those pointing fingers had found a scapegoat.  
 
    The Press Secretary was yelling at the cameras as they stuffed him into the back of a darkened car. “I was only doing my job!” 
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    Checkmate 
 
    By Jonathan P. Brazee 
 
    Winning is everything, especially in war.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Lettie,” Jorge muttered as he popped up out of the fighting hole and snapped off a burst at the advancing Valks. 
 
    He ducked back as return fire showered dirt and debris over the three in the hole. 
 
    “What the hell is taking her?  The damned Valks are closing in!” 
 
    “Lettie’s on top of it,” Military Tech 2 Isaac Stein said, gripping his Compton-3 to his chest.   
 
    He raised his rifle over the edge of their fighting hole and blindly emptied his mag, exposing only his hands for a few seconds.  He knew he hadn’t hit anyone firing like that, but hopefully it would give the advancing Valks pause. 
 
    “What are you worried about, Jorge?” MT3 Anatasha Dela Cruz asked, only half-facetiously as she pushed up the snakeyes.  “PrimeMil takes good care of us.  Only the best medical care for their miltechs.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.  You don’t have exes and kids to support.  I can’t afford to get zeroed.” 
 
    “If you’d just keep your dick in your pants, you wouldn’t have to worry about that, lover boy,” Tasha said as she examined their field of observation through her commercial fiberoptics tube. 
 
    Jorge rolled his eyes at Isaac, hoping for moral support, but Isaac was having none of it.  Jorge was a horndog, pure and simple, and that was why he’d signed on with Prime Military Contractors, Inc.  Seven kids by three women and court-ordered child-support meant he needed the money. 
 
    “Better zeroed than ghosted,” Tasha said as she adjusted her line-of-sight. 
 
    “Tell my exes that,” Jorge retorted. 
 
    Aside from inconsequential fact that he’d be dead, there was a degree of truth to what Jorge had just said.  If he was ghosted, his beneficiaries would receive a two-million-BC payment, courtesy of the United Alliance of Military Workers.  If he was wounded and required anything over a Class 2 treatment, however, his entire financial holdings were subject to confiscation, leaving him with a big fat zero as his bottom line.  Incentive, the contracting companies said, for miltechs to fight.  Utter bullshit.  They were on the hook for all medical costs for injuries, and they just wanted recourse to recoup at least some of that. 
 
    Three jobs ago, Jorge had tried to run a backdoor to protect his earnings, having his new girlfriend open an account and transferring his money into it.  Said girlfriend had left him a week before this job, closing the account and disappearing.  
 
    “I’d be better off with the Valks,” Jorge said, firing off another burst.  “Looks like they’ll be getting the winners’ share this time.” 
 
    “Ha!  Fat chance of them taking you,” Tasha said. 
 
    As in zero chance.  The Valkyrie Brigade was a top-of-the-line, professional company, but one that only accepted female apprentices.  They were expensive, but claimed they were worth it.  Maybe they were.  They boasted a superb win-lost ratio, at least.  Isaac hadn’t been overjoyed when he found out the GMI had hired on the Valks for this trial, but if he’d refused to fight, he’d lose his union card.  Lose the card, and not a single Tier 1 company would hire him, leaving only the gray-market companies, which fought nasty, semi-legal trials in the shitholes of the world. 
 
    “Skipper, I’m counting a full platoon coming up the west side of our pos,” Tasha said into her throat mic. 
 
    “A platoon?  Shit,” Jorge said as he overheard her.  “Where’s Lettie?”  
 
    “Charging the beast,” Isaac said. 
 
    At least, that was what he hoped she was doing.  Military Engineer 3 Lettie Patel was young, gifted, and very aggressive.  She had a habit of pushing the envelope, which had paid off so far. But living on the razor’s edge meant failure was only a millimeter away, and that failure could be catastrophic. 
 
    “The skipper says hang tight,” Tasha, their team leader, relayed. 
 
    Debris showered them as automatic rifle fire ate up the edge of their fighting hole.  Tasha’s snakeyes took a direct hit, flinging the top portion to the rear of their fighting position. 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” she snarled, pulling it in and examining the ruined lens.  “A hundred-and-a-half BCs gone.” 
 
    Tough on Tasha’s pocket.  More pertinent to Isaac was that now they had no eyes on the Valks unless they exposed themselves.  Each of the three had the latest and greatest helmets from Anodyne, and they should protect their heads from whatever the Valks could throw at them, even their J4, but should was the operative word.  Two missions ago, Kofi Ocloo had taken a .221 round that cracked his helmet and ghosted him.  “My bad, so sad,” was crux of the Anodyne rep’s response to the union complaint. 
 
    Their position was rapidly becoming untenable.  Gryphon Company’s 2nd Light Chasseur Platoon was trained for quick, rapid movement.  Comprised of smaller miltechs, chasseurs were lightly armed and trained for hit-and-run action.  They were not organized nor trained for static warfare, and Isaac hadn’t liked being split up and on their own in what was essentially a three-person observation post.  With a Valk platoon on them—and from the chatter of the big J4 gun, a heavy dragoon platoon—the three of them didn’t stand a chance unless Lettie came through.  Despite sticking up for her a minute ago, Isaac was beginning to wonder if this time she’d gone too far and left them hung out to dry.  PrimeMil didn’t have a rep for wasting techs, but sacrificing three to score a win over the Valks might pencil out, especially with regards to booking future trials. 
 
    “Hey, PeeEms!” a voice shouted out from below them.  “I hope your union dues are paid, ‘cause you’re about to get ghosted.” 
 
    “Did you hear that?” Jorge said, firing another wild burst over the edge of the fighting hole. 
 
    “The bitches are just trying to panic you,” Tasha told him. 
 
    “They’re doing a good job at it,” he muttered. 
 
    Isaac glanced at his wristcomp, checking the time.  Surely the beast’s capacitors were charged by now.  But nothing, not even a hint. 
 
    What’s Lettie doing?  She’s got to see what’s happening.   
 
    The longer this went on, the closer the Valks came to overrunning them, and the more being a sacrifice sounded like the game in play.  That sucked big time.  Within the union, there was an unofficial policy of limiting casualties when all was lost, but the Valks had a reputation of going all out all the time.  Isaac had almost saved enough to buy into the navigators’ guild, and getting zeroed would set him back to square one.  He was getting too old for this shit, so getting zeroed might be all she wrote with his career. 
 
    “Princess Lettie’s finally over-reached.  Too bad it’s you grunts who have to pay the price.  Come on, just surrender.  We promise we won’t hurt you,” the voice called out. 
 
    “Much, that is,” another voice, sounding very young, shouted out as laughter rolled up the hill—laughter that was getting very close. 
 
    Jorge looked at the other two.  Surrender would forfeit their union cards, never to work again.  But they wouldn’t be zeroed.  They could simply cash out.  Isaac was tempted, but Tasha’s scowl made her opinion known.  Besides, although time was running short, Lettie could still save their asses. 
 
    “Think Beaker Ag will pull the plug?” Jorge asked, his voice hopeful. 
 
    “We’re the only ones in contact, Jorge,” Tasha said.  “They aren’t going to give in to GMI that easily.  ‘Sides, they haven’t tallied up much in broadcast credits yet.” 
 
    The financial incentive for a company or state to order a stand-down was significant.  The fewer miltechs wounded, the less they’d have to pay for medical treatment and rehab.  Even with the miltechs themselves contributing their entire savings, costs almost always exceeded that by far.  More than a few companies and/or their insurance companies had gone bankrupt after keeping a hopeless fight going too long.  But the corporate or government heads were humans, with all their foibles, and some just couldn’t bear to see a hated rival win.  So they made stupid decisions . . . and the miltechs in the field paid the blood price. 
 
    “So, we can crouch here like cornered rats and wait, or we can go out with a bang,” Tasha said.  “Maybe get the fan vote.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” Jorge said with a sigh.  “Might as well give it a shot.” 
 
    “OK, then.  Let’s kick a few asses.  On three:  one . . . two . . . THREE!” she shouted as she popped up along with Jorge and Isaac. 
 
    With most of the fire coming front the front and keeping the three pinned, eight Valks were moving quietly out in the open on their left flank to envelope them, not 20 meters away.  The shock on their faces was almost comical as they dove to get out of the line-of-fire, but they were too close to miss. 
 
    “Get some!” Jorge shouted as he sprayed fire on them. 
 
    Isaac was a little more deliberate, targeting vulnerable legs.  He hit a Valk in the back of her knee as she ran pell-mell back down the slope.  She tumbled spectacularly, ass-over-head before sliding to a stop a good ten meters from cover.  Isaac let her be as she curled into a ball, clutching the back of her leg.  He followed union practices, even if rumor held the Valks did not. 
 
    Two rounds hit him from the Valk base-of-fire, one pinging off his helmet, the other smacking him right in the chest.  Luckily, neither were fired from the Valk’s JP4 machine gun, and the smaller rounds didn’t penetrate his armor, but they were enough for him to duck back down into the fighting hole. 
 
    “Oh, man, did you see them?” Jorge said, breathing heavily as he laughed like a maniac.  “Running like rabbits.  That might be enough for fan favorite, don’t you think?” 
 
    Isaac didn’t think.  Sure, it could hit the highlight reels, but it probably wouldn’t be enough.  Not that he wouldn’t appreciate it if it did get the vote.  Ten-thousand BC’s was nothing to sneeze about, and that was untouchable even if they did get zeroed.  But he nodded and said “Sure.”  Jorge was flighty as a butterfly, going from despair to exultation in the space of a few heartbeats, but at 5’4” and 131 pounds of solid muscle, he was one of the more physically imposing members of the platoon and could be a good soldier when they were in the shit. 
 
    “How many did you get?” Tasha asked, ever the professional. 
 
    “One for sure.  Took out her knee,” Isaac answered. 
 
    “I got three or four,” Jorge added. 
 
    Which wasn’t true.  Isaac had seen only one Valk go down.  Jorge might have hit three or four, but body shots that didn’t penetrate their armor meant nothing.  He didn’t say anything.  Better to have Jorge on a high. 
 
    “Medivac!” a Valk’s amplified voice rolled up the hill. 
 
    “Five minutes!” Tasha yelled back, relying on pure lung power. 
 
    All three popped their heads up to watch, hoping to better spot the disposition of the Valks facing them.  Only two appeared, rushing out to the Valk Isaac had shot.  Her groans were clearly audible as they lifted her, one on each side, clasped hands making a seat.  Within a few moments, they had carried her out of sight where she’d be shot up with painkillers and left until the end of the battle.  No one would be wasting power to get her off the battlefield before then. 
 
    “Honor to you,” the voice called out again, the standard thanks for the truce, and the signal that it was now over. 
 
    “See anything?” Tasha asked the other two as they slid back into their fighting position. 
 
    “Just those three,” Isaac said. 
 
    “Yeah, I got her good, didn’t I?” Jorge said, slapping the stock of his Compton.  “That’s what you get when you take on PrimeMil, bitches,” he added, drawing out the “beetches.” 
 
    “Think they’re going to try a frontal assault again?” Isaac asked Tasha, ignoring Jorge. 
 
    Tasha was a MT-3 with 18 campaigns under her belt.  She’d been zeroed three times and was considered a hard-ass soldier.  This was only Isaac’s seventh campaign, third with a Tier 1 company, and he respected his team leader’s experience. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, eyebrows scrunched up as she thought about it.  “They’ve still got that JP4 with them to provide a good base of fire, but it would still be costly.  They might bring a squad, but the power draw . . .” she trailed off. 
 
    “Could they bypass us?” 
 
    “Sure, and maybe they will.  But with the other five teams, they need to take some of us out before they go after the skipper and the rest of the company.  And I think we’re the most vulnerable.” 
 
    Isaac had been afraid of that, but it was still sobering to hear Tasha confirm it.  While the two forces felt each other out, the Valks hadn’t revealed enough yet for the skipper and Lettie to know what they were up to, but it was obvious that they’d have to take out at least a couple of the OPs.  The fact that the platoon facing them had a JP4, with all the weight penalties that entailed, was proof enough that the Valks knew that, too. 
 
    The Yellowstone Military Arbitration Reservation was noted for peaks and long fields of vision, and with Lettie emplacing six teams into selected high grounds, the advantage had shifted slightly to the PrimeMils.  Great for the company, not so great for the 18 miltechs of the 2nd Chasseur Platoon who manned the positions. 
 
    Most companies would have played it safe, keeping the unit together while each side feinted and probed until an opening presented itself, but most companies didn’t have Lettie.  “Princess Lettie,” the Valks had called her with disdain—but Isaac knew with more than a little jealousy, too.  Lettie had hit the scene on the run, with six impressive victories in a row.  Isaac thought that this time, however, she might have bitten off more than she could chew. 
 
    “Skipper,” Tasha asked MT 6 Merrill Listrom, their company commander, “I don’t think we can hold on much longer.  Anything from Lettie?” 
 
    Tasha bled PrimeMil black-and-copper, so for her to even ask was telling.  She listened to the reply, for a moment, then placed her hand on her throat mic and told the other two, “He’s checking, but he said Lettie’s not keeping him in the loop. 
 
    The skipper was a Level 6 and technically the commander, but he was still a MT like the rest of the miltechs.  Lettie was only a Level 3, but she was an ME, a military engineer, so once the battle commenced, she had all the power—literally, as well as figuratively. 
 
    Tasha’s eyes lost their focus for a second as she listened, and then she asked, “OK.  Understood.  Can you at least tell us what the Valks are doing?” 
 
    It wasn’t the skipper who answered but rather the Valks.  The J4 opened up again, chewing at the top of the fighting position, showering the three miltechs with dirt.  Isaac tried to scrunch his 5’2” frame even deeper into the bottom of their position.  Over the din of the firing, they heard the unmistakable pop, pop, pop of displaced air on the backside of their position, in defilade to the incoming Valk fire. 
 
    “How many?” Tasha shouted as all three spun around to face the rear.  “I counted nine.” 
 
    “I got ten,” Isaac answered, his Compton raised, ready to engage the first head that appeared. 
 
    Which probably meant a Valk squad of 13 had just appeared on the other side of their fighting position. 
 
    “Come on, Lettie!” Jorge shouted. 
 
    The incoming fire ceased, and Tasha said “Get ready to ghost the assholes.”  A Valk J2 Carbine, held aloft, appeared over the edge of their fighting hole and fired, hitting the dirt walls just over their heads.  “Jorge, right; Isaac, left.  Don’t let them enfilade us.” 
 
    Isaac swung his Compton to the left, ready to fire at anyone who came into his field of view.  More J2’s popped up in front of them, once again without the Valks wielding them exposing more than their hands, firing without aiming.  But an unaimed round sucked just as much as an aimed one if it got lucky and hit them. 
 
    An undulating battle cry sounded from the right, designed to instill fear—and doing a pretty good job at that—as the Valks commenced their final assault . . . and pain wracked Isaac’s body, as the very atoms that made him were torn apart. 
 
    “About fucking time,” Jorge shouted, firing a final burst from his Compton. 
 
    Through his agony, Isaac barely registered the Valk who appeared at his side of the firing position, J2 raised to fire at him as his world went dark . . . before coalescing again a microsecond later—or an eternity (he was never able to decide on which)—in the same body position as if still in their fighting position.  But instead of on the military crest of the high ground they’d been occupying, they were down on the banks of what had to be the Yellowstone River. 
 
    The intense pain was gone, as if it had never happened—“ghost pain.”  Isaac sprang to his feet, orienting himself as Tasha and Jorge scrambled up beside him, Comptons at the ready. 
 
    “Nothing like cutting it close,” Jorge said, his voice sharp and angry.  “I was already shitting myself.” 
 
    “Stop bitching.  Just be grateful that she got us out of there,” Tasha said, breathing hard from the adrenaline rush.  “Either of you hurt?” 
 
    Isaac had to check, remembering the flash of the Valk’s muzzle just as he ported.  He patted himself down, relieved to find nothing.  Jorge was fine, too, if still fuming. 
 
    “So, what—” Isaac started to ask before Tasha held up her hand to stop him.   
 
    Isaac never understood the company policy of limiting comms to command freqs.  If Tasha went down, his comms would kick in the command nets, and the skipper could pass to all hands when he wanted, but for the most part, the grunts were kept in the dark, relying on team leaders to pass the word.  Before he’d made the jump to PrimeMil, he’d been with Absolute Military for four battles, a third-rate outfit at best, but they’d all been on connected nets during a fight.  There had to be a reason that PrimeMil did things differently.  But he was damned if he knew what it was. 
 
    “OK, we’re to stand by,” Tasha relayed to them.  “The Valks just ported half their company to Fountain Flats, like we thought they would.” 
 
    First Dragoon Platoon had been emplaced at the edge of Sentinel Meadows where they had extensive fields of fire for their Sakura .30 cal heavies, the most powerful weapon in the Gryphon’s arsenal for this mission.    Lightweight for their punch, they still took an exorbitant amount of power to port, so once emplaced, they tended to stay put until the battle was over, and they tended to attract a lot of attention as a target.  Only this time, they were a feint.  The platoon’s position was good, but not optimal, and the Valks probably thought they saw an opening in an unmarked trail that paralleled the treeline. 
 
    The skipper and Lettie had decided to sacrifice the two real guns there to entice the Valks to expend power porting one or both heavy platoons to Fountain Flats.  The other two Gryphon Company guns were elsewhere, being held in reserve for the actual Gryphon assault.  When the Valks hit the platoon—which was more of a squad playing the part of a platoon--Lettie would port the miltechs out but leave the power-sucking guns behind. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jorge said.  “Keep porting all around the reservation.  Use up your power while we dance around you.” 
 
    Angry just minutes before, Jorge had undergone another sea change, as usual.  Isaac suspected that had a direct correlation to his money woes.  Going from the possibility of getting zeroed to a nice winners’ share had that effect on someone. 
 
    “Any indication on which options we might take?” Isaac asked Tasha. 
 
    “Not a one.” 
 
    Which was to be expected.  The company had been given a detailed operations order, as usual, by PrimeMil’s Director of Strategic Planning herself, which was not the usual for a one-company job.  The board was probably foaming at the bit with the opportunity not only to win one over the Valks, but at their share of an expected inflated viewer royalty pot as well.  Given by the director or not, no ops order Isaac had ever received survived past first contact.  Too much in any fight depended on the maneuver/counter-maneuver by the MEs.  
 
    “Don’t matter none.  Lettie’ll take this one to the bank,” Jorge said, walking to the edge of the river while unclasping his armor codpiece and opening his fly. 
 
    And the agony of porting hit him again, the second time in less than ten minutes.  The experts said that multiple ports over a short period of time didn’t intensify the “discomfort,” as they referred to it, but miltechs swore just the opposite.  The “discomfort” set every nerve in his body alight and as the beam took hold and broke him apart.  He knew he’d forget the pain as soon as he arrived, but that didn’t affect the here and now, and he wanted to scream.  Of course, he couldn’t.  He was frozen in time and space as the beast disassembled him at the river, then . . . the pain was gone as he was reassembled, good as new, as if the agony had never happened. 
 
    Tasha was beside him, and a few feet away, Jorge was still answering the call of nature. 
 
    “Hell, that wasn’t cool, Lettie!” he shouted to the sky as he fastened his fly. 
 
    They weren’t alone this time.  The entire platoon, not only the six teams that had been sent to man the OPs, were materializing around them in a clearing, surrounded by evergreens, the crisp smell banishing even the ghost pain out of his thoughts.   
 
    ME5 Abodoca, the smallest member of the platoon at 4’5” and 80 pounds, and their platoon commander, shouted out, “We’re going hunting!” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” Jorge said as the rest pumped their fists in the air. 
 
    “Chasseur” was an old French military term that meant “hunter,” and hunting was what they’d been trained to do.  With a few succinct hand-and-arm signals, the platoon took off through the trees, ready to harass the Valks.  They were part of the subterfuge, one more layer in leaving a false trail, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t bloody some Valk noses in the process.  That would make the subterfuge even more believable. 
 
    They glided like silent wraiths through the forest, the needle litter acting as sound dampeners.  Chasseur units ran incessantly during training, first because it kept their weight down, but more importantly, at least from a combat standpoint, because it kept them in superb physical condition.   Now all those miles were paying off as they closed with the Valks.  
 
    Firing broke out somewhere ahead.  The Valks would be thinking that they’d flanked what they believed was a full Gryphon dragoon platoon. 
 
    Third team was taking point, and they were the first to initiate contact with the rear Valkyrie miltechs.  As they opened fire, the other teams flowed around them as they had a hundred times during training.  Isaac’s heart threatened to burst out of his chest in anticipation.  This was what they were supposed to be doing, not hiding in a fighting position like a chipmunk in a hole. 
 
    He glimpsed motion through the trees and fired, hoping to get a seeing-eye round through to strike flesh.  Needles fell around him, torn free by the Valks return fire.  He didn’t care as his warrior-self took over. 
 
    He caught sight of a Valk through a gap in the trees, firing somewhere to his right.  He pulled up against a tree, and using it as a support, targeted the Valk’s right arm.  He was breathing heavily, and his sights rose and fell with each breath.  He shut out the noise and commotion around him, exhaled, then squeezed off two rounds.  At least one hit in a burst of pink mist as she spun around and dove for cover. 
 
    That’s two of you I nailed! 
 
    In his previous seven fights, Isaac had never taken out an opposing miltech for certain.  He’d fired, and he’d undoubtedly hit others, but he’d never seen someone go down.  Now, he’d dropped two.  Civilized people didn’t hurt others, and Isaac thought of himself as a nice guy, but here in the reservation, where everyone was there by choice, the human veneer cracked.  Two wasn’t enough, and he wanted more. 
 
    He wasn’t going to get more now, though. 
 
    “Break, break, zero-six-zero,” Abodoca pushed through their comms. 
 
    Isaac fired one more burst at another Valk he could barely see before breaking off, running at the designated heading. He’d been right beside Tasha and Jorge when they moved to contact, but he’d gotten separated as he engaged.  He could see four or five others as they ran, but not his team.  It wasn’t until MT5 Abodaca halted 500 meters back for a head count that he married back up with them. 
 
    Lassie Grundwild had taken a round through her upper arm, but she was still combat ready.  No one else had been hit, much less wounded. 
 
    “Again, but we’re hitting their J4s this time.” 
 
    “Do we take them out?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “If they’ll let us, sure,” Abodaca answered.  “But they’ll be protected, and we’re not to become decisively engaged.” 
 
    A Valk J4 opened up in the near distance, taking the First Platoon’s dragoons under fire. 
 
    “That’s our cue,” Abodaca said.  “Platoon wedge, guide on Singh.” 
 
    MT2 Singh’s face broke out into a toothy grin, basking in the honor as he took off.  Abodaca would keep him on course, and it was up to the rest of the platoon to guide on him.   They were close, and within a minute, the platoon was receiving fire.  Rounds zapped past him like angry hornets, but Isaac didn’t have a target.  Even with caseless ammunition, the weight issue limited him on his combat load, and he’d expended quite a few rounds between the fight up at the OP and the clash a few minutes ago.  He wanted concrete targets before he wasted any more ammo. 
 
    He saw movement and snapped off a shot, but his intense focus was almost the end of him as a J4 opened up, the big rounds reaching out to him.  He dove behind the tree as splinters filled the air.  His body armor might be able to stop those rounds, but then again, it might not.  Getting hit in his legs or arms could take them right off, and that was for sure a Cat 4 or 5 medical treatment.  
 
    On his belly and keeping his head low, he peered around the tree trunk, trying to spot the J4.  When it opened up again, the muzzle blast gave it away.  Isaac fired five rounds at the spot, not knowing if he’d hit anything or not. 
 
    “You OK?” Tasha asked, on her belly ten meters to his left. 
 
    He gave her a thumbs up, then pointed in the direction of the J4, using the hand-and-arm signals for “heavy gun,” “assault,” and “interrogatory.”  She nodded, and got to her knees just as the whumps of collapsing air of people porting reached them. 
 
    Isaac wanted to rush forward to catch any laggards, but that was inviting a J4 round in the face.  It was common deception:  simulating a full unit port, but then leaving a defense force to surprise anyone following. 
 
    Cautiously moving forward, they found nothing.  No Valks, no guns.  They must have realized that the supposed full dragoon platoon was a diversion. 
 
    “At least they’re bleeding power,” Tasha said as she put her finger in the furrows left in the forest floor by the J4’s spades.  “They won’t be able to port much more.” 
 
    “So, now what’s for us?  Are we done?” 
 
    “Ask Lettie,” she said automatically, then added, “I mean, it depends on what goes down.  She’s still going to try and lure them into one of the kill zones, and we might be needed to help nudge them along.” 
 
    Being ported three times in a day, twice within 20 minutes, was not unusual, but the final clash in a trial was usually between dragoons or heavy infantry.  The 2nd Chasseur Platoon might very well be finished, at least with the fighting. 
 
    They rallied around Abodaca before sweeping the battlefield, searching for casualties.  Lance Ithaca, one of the new joins was down hard, a good chunk of his femur gone from a J4 round.  He was cursing up a storm as they inflated the temporary traction sleeve and gave him a shot of Be-Happy.  Normally, people drifted off pretty quickly after that, but Ithaca was evidently made of sterner stuff, and he kept up his invectives for a good two minutes. 
 
    “That’s pretty impressive,” Jorge said as the MT1 finally quieted.  “He’ll be a good’un.” 
 
    Three of the 1st Platoon dragoons were down hard, as were two Valks.  All five were treated and flagged for medivac out of the AO as soon as the fight was over. 
 
    “Look at that.  The Sakuras aren’t even operational,” Tasha said as they did a last sweep. 
 
    “Of course, not.  They’re just tree trunks and rocks,” Isaac said. 
 
    “No, not them.  The real ones.  Look.” 
 
    There had been two of the company’s Sakuras in the position.  As Isaac took a closer look at one, he realized that not only were there no ammo packs, the heavy breech assembly was missing. 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered as he stepped in for a closer look. 
 
    A Sakura was light-weight for a .30 cal, with most of the mass in the breech assembly.  He knew that the two guns were to be sacrificed, but he hadn’t imagined that they would be stripped down to the minimum while still showing up on Valk sensors.  Without the breech assembly, they were nothing more than big paperweights, however.  The dragoons playing decoy had been sent in without their main weapon, all to save power.  And as a result, three of them had been zeroed before Lettie ported the rest out to join the main effort. 
 
    Sometimes, a chessmaster sacrificed their pawns in order to gain an advantage which would eventually lead to taking the opposing king.  Good strategy, but it still sucked if you were the pawn being sacrificed.  His four fellow miltechs were zeroed and faced long and painful rehabilitation. 
 
    I hope it was worth it. 
 
    The platoon gathered under the trees with the wounded.  This wasn’t the Amazonian jungle where triple-canopy would hide them from prying eyes, but no one was too concerned.  With things rapidly coming to a head, their little light infantry platoon would be way down upon the Valks’ priority list.  However, this was still a live battlefield, so they took defensive positions as they tried to follow what was happening with the rest of the company.  Move and counter-move, the two opposing MEs maneuvered their miltechs, seeking an advantage. 
 
    “Standby!” MT5 Abodaca shouted. 
 
    “What?  Again?” Jorge asked. 
 
    A moment later, Abodaca shouted out, “We’re joining Second Dragoons.  They’re being hit hard!  Listen up for orders!” 
 
    The beast, circling high over the reservation in its dirigible, reached out its tendrils, and for the fourth time today,   Isaac’s body was disassembled, the molecular bonds mapped and then broken.  This was the worst, and despite his training, he wondered if something had gone wrong.  He knew the beast was broken, and he’d never come back from whatever hell he was in now, living . . . no, existing . . . forever in torment . . . and then the pain was gone, the memory of it fading as he oriented himself.  Second Dragoon Platoon was in heavy contact.  Ten meters to Isaac’s right, one of the Sakuras chattered away, sending the big .30’s across a meadow dotted with hot mineral pools, the sulfuric stench overpowering the bite of the rounds’ propellant. 
 
    Adobaca was everywhere, grabbing miltechs and plugging holes in 2nd Dragoons’ lines.  Isaac was hit three more times before he went prone.  One round struck high on his shoulder, numbing his arm, but it didn’t penetrate.  There wasn’t any J4 fire from the treeline, which was a relief, but the sheer mass of J2 rounds made up for it.  Walter Simms, the Sakura gunner, in heavier armor, was getting peppered.  Isaac could see the rounds hit him.  He kept up a steady stream of fire while Lindsay Han, his a-gunner readied the next box magazine.  He signaled to Lindsay for the mag when he slumped, head lolling back. 
 
    Both the dragoons’ and chasseurs’ armor were STF, or shear thickening fluid.  Very effective against the smaller caliber rounds, but it could be defeated with multiple shots in the same spot one after the other.  The Valks had put enough rounds into him to defeat his armor. 
 
    He didn’t know who had taken down Walter, but as Lindsay scrambled to take over the Sakura, Isaac emptied his second-to-last magazine into the treeline to give her cover.  He dropped the mag and slammed in his last one when the opposing fire stopped.  The PrimeMils kept firing for a few more moments before Abodaca and MT5 Harris, the 2nd Dragoon Platoon commander ordered a cease fire. 
 
    Silence hung heavy over the meadow while sulfur and propellant mixed, making Isaac break out coughing, his throat raw. 
 
    Don’t just sit there, he told himself, jumping up to help Lindsay with Walter.  He was alive, but had taken a round to the belly. 
 
    “Put pressure on him,” Lindsay said as she pulled out Walter’s #12 flat from his cargo pocket. 
 
    As Isaac leaned into Walter, Lindsay ripped open the pack, pulled the cover layer, then activated the flat. 
 
    “OK, now!”   
 
    Isaac released his pressure, and Lindsay slapped the flat over the entry point.  The flat expanding, stopping the blood flow. 
 
    “They’re gone.  Ported,” Jorge said to Isaac, looking over his shoulder as Walter, who was out cold but seemed to be breathing better, at least. 
 
    “Hell, how much power do they have left?” Isaac asked, trying to go over in his head how many times the heavier Valks had already ported. 
 
    “That has to be about it,” Tasha said.  “For us, too.” 
 
    With porting out of the picture, the fight was going to come down to an old-time slugfest.  The time for the engineers playing chess with their pawns was over, and the knights had to battle it out. 
 
    Isaac sat down, pulled off his helmet, and wiped his brow with his forearm.  The adrenaline that had kept him going had evaporated, leaving him tired.  Whatever happened would happen without him. 
 
    Never assume anything. 
 
    “All hands, drop your armor,” Abodaca shouted out, running along the line while MT5 Harris echoed her. 
 
    “What?” Isaac asked stupidly, confused. 
 
    “Chasseurs in the first wave.  You’ve got twenty seconds.  Drop your armor now!” 
 
    “Oh, hell,” Tasha said.  “We’re getting sent back in, and Lettie’s short on power.” 
 
    She was right.  The company had to be in deep shit, and all resources were going to be sent to reinforce—all resources that Lettie could port.  That meant without armor that would weigh them down.  The lighter, smaller chasseurs would port first, and if there was any power left, the bigger dragoons. 
 
    Isaac snapped into action and hit his armor releases, kicking free just as the beast grabbed him for the fifth time.  Pain?  Yes, pain.  Agony.  Yes, agony.  But Isaac’s thoughts were on what was awaiting them.  They were going into battle without their armor in the hopes of saving the company.  Getting zeroed suddenly seemed to be the preferable alternative.  Without armor, their chances of getting ghosted just rose tremendously. 
 
    His body came apart and reassembled under ten-meter tall trees, a roar behind them.  He recognized the place as the Upper and Lower Falls, one of the areas into which Lettie had hoped to lure the Valks. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there, Stein,” Abodaca shouted, grabbing his arm and yanking him to a position behind a fallen tree trunk. 
 
    With Tasha beside him, he rose to look over the trunk.  Out across the road and the fields on the other side, he could see at least 150 Valks forming up.  As he watched, more winked into existence. 
 
    Two 2nd Dragoon miltechs ported to his left.  
 
    “The beast is out of power,” Tasha said when no more appeared.  “This is who we’ve got to the dance, I guess.” 
 
    “How many do you think?” 
 
    “First Dragoons, us, First Chasseurs, some cats and dogs.  Maybe 80 all told.”  
 
    Isaac tried to count the Valks, who were forming just out of Compton range before asking, “Any Sakuras?” 
 
    “Nope.  Too heavy.  But we’ve got cover, while they have to cross a sweet killing field.  We can do this.” 
 
    More Valks joined the main body until there were at least 200 out there, 200 to face 80. 
 
    “I’ve only got one mag left,” he told Tasha. 
 
    She sighed, then pulled out one of hers and tossed it to him.  “How about some fire discipline, huh?” 
 
    “You got any more?” Jorge asked.  “I’m out.” 
 
    “Here,” Isaac said, tossing him the one Tasha had just given him.  “Like she says, fire discipline.” 
 
    The fives were running back and forth, adjusting position, checking fields of fire.  Isaac didn’t know if that was just their commanders’ nervous energy or if they were really improving the company’s chances.  Probably a little of both. 
 
    Isaac ran scenario after scenario through his mind.  With their Sakuras, the company would be sitting pretty, but they didn’t have any.  With the 80 miltechs they did have, it was probably going to be touch and go, to see whatever client blinked first. 
 
    Eight minutes after Isaac had ported in, the Valks started forward in line.  Their undulating cries reached them, but muted from the roar of the waterfalls.  Dwarfed by nature, they sounded like children. 
 
    The won’t fight like children. 
 
    “Eight hundred meters,” the skipper passed on the open net.  “At six hundred, weapons free.” 
 
    “You two ready?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Bring them on,” Jorge answered. 
 
    At 700 meters, the sound of heavy gunfire swept over the line at the same moment as the Valks broke into a run. 
 
    We’ve got Sakuras? Isaac wondered for a moment. 
 
    But it wasn’t PrimeMil Sakuras.  The unmistakable report of a J4, then another, then two more echoed from the ridgeline above as the ground around the PrimeMils erupted with rounds chewing into dirt, trees, and bodies. 
 
    To their front, the Valk line shifted to their left, so they could concentrate their forces and break the PrimeMil line.  They had to shift to meet that threat, or the battle was lost.  It was probably already lost anyway. 
 
    It was a trap all along, Isaac thought.  They out-smarted Lettie! 
 
    They were pinned down under heavy plunging fire as the J4’s rained death and destruction upon them.  If they maneuvered to meet the onrushing Valks, they’d be zeroed at best, ghosted at worst.  Yet if they hunkered down, they were just waiting for the Valks to overrun them.  They had the numbers, and the PrimeMills no longer had their armor. 
 
    “She blew it,” Jorge said bitterly.  “That freaking child genius couldn’t keep her numbers straight.” 
 
    Isaac wanted to argue, to stick up for Lettie, but he couldn’t.  Jorge was right.  She’d played it too close to the razor’s edge, and now they were going to pay the price.  If he’d been the Valk ME, he couldn’t have picked a better place for their ambush had he tried—better for the Valks, disastrous for the PrimeMils. 
 
    And this time, there wasn’t going to be a rescue.  The Valks were out of power, but so were they.  Without porting, it was down to old-fashion military tactics, and the terrain and troop disposition left only one logical conclusion.  All they could hope for was for Beaker Ag to pull the plug before too many of them fell. 
 
    “Sucks, right?” Tasha asked him, her face just a foot from his while rounds kicked up around them. 
 
    Someone called out in pain as one of the heavy rounds hit home. 
 
    “Yeah.  But we gave them a good run, huh?” Isaac said as he popped up and fired into the mass of charging Valks. 
 
    “If Beaker Ag doesn’t call it, the skipper wants us to charge the Valks, hit them on the flanks.” 
 
    “Two hundred of them and eighty of us?  With those J4s pounding us?” 
 
    “If we’re in among them, the J4s are out of the equation, right?  And if I’m getting zeroed, I want to take some of those assholes with me.” 
 
    “Me, too!” Jorge said. 
 
    “So, what?  We wait?” 
 
    “I think it won’t—” 
 
    The familiar pain, for the fifth time in two hours, sixth time today, wracked his body. 
 
    How . . . ? 
 
    The beast was out of power.  Lettie hadn’t been able to port the entire company, which was why they were in this mess.  She had mismanaged the power consumption while the Valk ME had calculated hers correctly.  But there was no doubt about it.  Somehow, he was porting. 
 
    He felt a surge of relief, then guilt.  He might survive the fight, but that was not going to change the inevitable, only that he would still have his bank account.  His fellow miltechs would suffer. 
 
    An instant/eon later, he coalesced under the bright Wyoming sun. 
 
    “Take them out!” Abodaca passed on the net.  “All of them!” 
 
    Isaac turned around.  Ten meters away, a very surprised J4 crew looked over their shoulders as six chasseurs appeared.  A hundred meters down the ridgeline towards the falls, six more from the platoon had ported by the second gun. 
 
    Isaac didn’t need a a repeat order.  He moved before he consciously thought to, covering the ten meters in a second.  The Valk gun crew were all big women, as were most Valks.  But these weren’t the Valk shock troops, used to close-in fighting.  The six Gryphon chasseurs hit them hard, using anger and days-upon-days of training, their instincts taking over.  They were not a unit, operating in conjunction with each other, but were rabid dogs, ready to rend and tear. 
 
    The gunners didn’t have a chance.  Isaac threw himself at the woman who had a moment before been firing a steady stream of rounds into the company—his company—below.  He came in low, swinging his empty Compton up, the stock hitting her in the chin and dropping her bonelessly to the dirt.  He looked for the next one, but the other three were already down:  unconscious, for sure, ghosted possibly.  
 
    Isaac stood there, breathing heavily.  His Compton, never designed for hand-to-hand combat, was demolished.  He let it drop to the deck. 
 
    “Turn the guns on the Valks!” Adobaca shouted over the net. 
 
    Hell, of course! 
 
    Isaac pushed his victim out of the way and took her place.  He’d never fired a J4 before, but it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out.  He swung the muzzle to aim down at the advancing Valks, then depressed the trigger, sending a stream of rounds high. 
 
    “Lower,” Tasha said. 
 
    The shoulder support was set for someone a little taller than him, but he stepped up on the body of the Valk he’d taken down, depressed the muzzle, and fired again, this time sending a stream of fire into the enemy.  One, then another, and then a fourth J4 opened up, tracer fire reaching out and touching the Valks who dove for cover.  But where the PimeMils had been in the sparse trees by the falls, giving them a tiny bit of cover, the Valks were out in the open.  From above, they were totally exposed. 
 
    A shout that grew into a roar reached up to them, overpowering the sound of the falls.  From the downed trees, from the nooks and crannies, Gryphon Company was rising and charging.  These were the dragoons.  Isaac was proud to be a chasseur, but there was something awe-inspiring seeing the heavy infantry charge. 
 
    The four J4s continued to wreak havoc among Valks.  Their advance was broken, and with the charging Gryphons, a handful started to retreat.  A few tried to form a line to stop the charge, but Isaac and at least one other J4 pounded them.  More Valks began to retreat, and that trickle became a torrent.  But by running, they lost whatever slight cover they had, and the four J4s extracted a heavy toll.  Isaac saw them drop, yet he still fired.  There were too few Gryphons there to oppose the Valks, so it was up to the teams on the four guns to keep them from realizing it. 
 
    His J4 clicked empty, and he called out “More ammo!” when the blessed recall sounded in every miltech’s earbud.  Isaac could hear if from the earbud of the Valk he was standing on as well. 
 
    The battle was over.  Somehow, someway, the Gryphons had pulled it off despite Lettie’s blunder.  Training and force of will had saved the day. 
 
    Tasha pulled him off the Valk, and brought him in for a bone-crushing hug, laughing so hard she was crying.  Jorge hit them like a bull, almost knocking them over. 
 
    “We won.  We fucking won!” Jorge said.  “I swear, I thought we were goners, for sure!” 
 
    “Me, too, Jorge.  Me, too,” Isaac said, just letting it all sink in. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Four hours later, they were pulling into the old Yellowstone Lodge.  Chairman Waanstadt himself was there, along with Director of Strategic Planning Lim and other bigwigs Isaac didn’t recognize.  All wanted to be part of this.  On the ride over, the driver had said the ratings were off the charts, and he asked for autographs.  This was a big win, no doubt, one that would raise PrimeMil’s reputation (and fees). 
 
    A team from Beaker Ag was there, too, all smiles as they shook the hands of each MilTech as they exited the bus. 
 
    “Think we’ll get a bonus?” Jorge whispered as they filed through the impromptu receiving line.  “Look at all of them.  If they do, I’m gonna get me that new Razorback coupe.” 
 
    “What about your exes?” Tasha asked. 
 
    “Screw them.” 
 
    “That’s what go you into your mess in the first place,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    They went through the line of bigwigs, then formed up out-of-the-way on the side of the lodge while the next bus pulled up.  A MilPrime flunky met them, all smiles. 
 
    “OK, if you can listen up for a moment, I’ve got some word to pass, then we’ve got a nice spread inside the lodge for you.” 
 
    Isaac’s stomach growled.  They didn’t take food into battle.  Extra weight and all that.  Always on a strict diet, weighed every three days by the nutritional staff, an eating binge after a win was tradition and one of the things that kept them going. 
 
    “First, Beaker Ag has authorized a 15% bonus,” he said to the cheers of group.  “In addition, they will not be attaching anyone’s personal account for medical care.” 
 
    “What’s the count?” someone behind Isaac asked. 
 
    “Well, it looks like twenty-nine Class 2 or higher,” he said, his enthusiasm toned down a few notches. 
 
    “Could be worse,” Tasha whispered to Isaac. 
 
    “How many ghosted?” 
 
    The flunky brightened and said, “None. No one!” 
 
    Isaac was shocked.  Relieved, but shocked.  When the J4s opened up, he’d seen miltechs fall, and he’d been sure some had died.  Immediately after recall, the air ambulances had arrived and bodies loaded, Valk and PrimeMil alike. 
 
    “And more good news.  The ratings were through the roof.  Best in a year.  Most were mid-joins.” 
 
    Which meant the word was being passed through the ethernet that a good fight was in the works. 
 
    “No word on the fan favorite, of course, but I’m sure it’s going to be from PrimeMil. 
 
    There was more good-natured cheering, then a voice called out, “Where’s the food?  We’re starving!” to even louder laughter. 
 
    “OK, OK.  You need to turn in your weapons at the armory truck parked in the lot, and then come back to the side entrance.  Your dinner should be ready in another twenty minutes or so.  If any of you need to see a medic, one will be there as you eat.” 
 
    Everyone was feeling good, more than good, and no one really minded lining up to turn in their weapons.  Some bitched because it was a God-given right, even expectation, for soldiers to do so, but their hearts weren’t into it.  Isaac gave his ruined Compton to MA4 Tong, expecting a rebuke, but the normally surly man said nothing as he entered the return into the system. 
 
    Along with Tasha and Jorge, he walked back around the lodge to where a line was already forming for chow.  They joined the tail end, Isaac’s mouth watering as the smell of BBQ filled the air. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Jorge said, pointing back to the front of the lodge where the VIPs were still waiting for the last of the miltechs to return.  “She’s got some balls to show up like that, after all she fucked up.” 
 
    ME3 Lettie Patel was rolling up on her chair, tiny body held in place by straps that crisscrossed her torso.  Without them, she couldn’t sit upright.  With all the Gryphon miltechs being in superb physical condition, and where fitness was almost worshipped, it had seemed odd to have someone with an untreatable condition in uniform with them, but as a Military Engineer, all she needed was a sharp mind, not a robust body.  And until today, she had proven not only to be up to the task, but to be an expert. 
 
    As she rolled up, all of the VIPs turned to her, gathering round.  People posed for holos as if she was a star.  Maybe she was.  There were enough fanboys and girls who followed the trials that they knew the MEs, but the VIPs, those used to the rich and famous, were fawning over her. 
 
    “Don’t they know she almost cost us the win?” Jorge asked.  “Look at them.” 
 
    The chow line finally started to move as the VIPs still crowded Lettie.  It wasn’t until the next bus arrived that they broke off, reluctantly, it looked, to go greet the returning heroes. 
 
    Just before the three climbed the steps into the lodge, a single person who’d been waiting at the fringes of the VIPs, stepped up to her, a woman in a Valk uniform with the white engineer tab on her shoulders. 
 
    “I think that’s the Valk ME,” Isaac said, elbowing Tasha. 
 
    “I bet she’s pissed.  She did it right, but we won,” Jorge added.  “I wonder if she’s gonna punch Lettie.” 
 
    Isaac didn’t think so.  The Valk ME had the slumped shoulders of the defeated, not the carriage of someone about to go to town on someone, even someone confined to a wheelchair. 
 
    “Next, let’s move it,” the woman at the door said.  “People are waiting.” 
 
    Something kept Isaac back, though.  He looked at the two ME’s deep in conversation.  He wondered what the Valk had to say to Lettie.  To his surprise, the Valk shook Lettie’s good hand, then leaned in to hug her.  Valks and PrimeMils might not be enemies in the old sense, with countries going to war with each other, and they both belonged to the same union, but Isaac was not about to go seeking out Valks to hug them for a battle well fought. 
 
    And Lettie hadn’t fought well.  The Gryphons had won despite her. 
 
    Then it hit him. The VIPs.  The Valk ME. How they seemed to defer to her.  
 
    No, not won despite her.  Because of her.  He was sure of it.  Lettie had planned it all.  She knew how the game would play out, using feint within feint to get the Valk ME to act as she wanted her to.  The grand chessmaster had moved her pawns around the battlefield, always thinking five moves ahead.  In the end, checkmate had been a surprise, not only to the Valks, but to the PrimeMils. 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch,” he said, quietly to himself. 
 
    Isaac was smart.  He was brave.  He was in tip-top condition.  But he knew his place in the company.  He was a pawn.  A well-paid pawn, but a pawn, nothing more.  The real warrior was the young woman over there, trapped in her chair.  She was the chessmaster, the one who determined if they won or lost, if they got paid a winners share, or if they got zeroed. 
 
    If he was going to be a pawn, he’d just as soon it was Lettie making the moves. 
 
    As if feeling his thoughts, she lifted her head and turned to him, catching his eye.  She smiled and gave him a slow, deliberate wink. 
 
    Isaac drew himself up to his full 5’2” and saluted. 
 
    “Hey, you going to eat or not?” the woman at the door asked.  “If you ain’t, then let the others go past you.” 
 
    Lettie gave him a nod before someone else came up to shake her hand.  Behind her, in the distance, Old Faithful started its show, just as it had done for centuries.   Isaac smiled, then turned to go through the door. 
 
    “No, I’m going to chow down.  I’ve worked up quite an appetite.”  
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    Breaker 
 
    By David VanDyke 
 
    When the most notorious freedom fighter in human space is captured, his mission is over. Or is it? 
 
      
 
    “Why did you decide to rebel again, Assault Captain Straker?” Inquisitor Lazarus poised his elegant stylus over the sheet of hardcopy, an intimidation by script.  
 
    “That’s Colonel Straker, you piece of shit clone. Or you can call me Liberator.” Straker flexed his big hands within the manacles as if to reach across the table to strangle the man before him. A system of chains on his feet and hands prevented him, attached to a stun-belt. 
 
    Two muscular, pebble-skinned Hok guards moved forward and lifted prods. Lazarus raised a forestalling hand. “No need for insults, Straker. You gave yourself promotions, but they were never confirmed by any legitimate government. Nor was your popular title, Liberator. But let’s put that aside.” Lazarus took out a pack of smokesticks and offered it, lighting one when Straker declined. 
 
    After a deep drag, Lazarus spoke again. “I return to my question. Why did you rebel against your government?” 
 
    “You’re twisting everything, as usual. I opted out. I didn’t rebel. I was loyal.” 
 
    “To what?” 
 
    “The Earthan Republic—which I helped create.” 
 
    “But you and your troops refused to stand down. Straker’s Breakers didn’t disband when ordered to. You escaped to the frontier worlds and hired yourselves out as illegal mercenaries.” 
 
    “You can spin it how you want. I’m not playing your games. Put me back in my cell.” 
 
    The Inquisitor’s smile would have done a lizard proud. “Not just yet. Let me try a different tack, then, Liberator. Tell me what you did in your own words. Characterize it how you wish.” 
 
    “No more bullshit?” 
 
    “Simply…tell me a story. Or would you rather be back in solitary?” 
 
    “Guess not.” Straker extended, double-handed, for the smokestick pack. Lazarus pushed it across the steel table with a fingertip, making sure not to come within reach of the prisoner’s manacled hands. Straker took one, but merely toyed with it. “It’s pretty simple, really. I united humanity, freed slaves, ended a two-century civil war, and fended off a genocidal invasion by two alien species.” 
 
    “Such hubris! ‘I did this’ and ‘I did that.’ You had a lot of help.” 
 
    “The history books say ‘Napoleon took Moscow.’ They don’t belabor the obvious that he had armies.” 
 
    “You see yourself as a Napoleon?” 
 
    “Up until he crowned himself Emperor, perhaps. I made a different decision. I handed power back to the civilians.” 
 
    “Or you were forced to, in order to get the military budget you needed for your warmongering shipbuilding program.” 
 
    Straker’s eyes radiated disbelief. “The Opters had already attacked us once. Our intel proved they were getting ready to invade the Republic—and they did. Without that shipbuilding program, we’d have lost the war.” 
 
    “So you say. Or maybe you set up the war in the first place in order to make yourself indispensable.” 
 
    “People like you,” Straker said with disgust, “people who can’t conceive of doing the right thing for its own sake, always believe others have ulterior motives.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Lazarus inhaled, blew out smoke to the side, inundating one of the stoic Hok. “Back to the question at hand. If you really handed power over to the civilians, why didn’t you comply and stand down?” 
 
    “Because they’d already gone back to their usual corruption. The straw that broke the camel’s back came when the Republic I saved wrote me out of the Constitution.” 
 
    Lazarus waved his smokestick. “What does that even mean? Constitutions don’t designate individuals. Their purpose is government by laws, not persons.” 
 
    “See, twisting again. You know I meant they wrote my title and position out. Liberator.” 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t heard.” 
 
    Straker snorted. “Sure. Anyway, the position of Liberator was supposed to be a lifetime appointment by the Senate. A form of constitutional monarch. The conscience of the Republic, above politics, with limited but real powers. That’s what was needed—an impartial hand, firm but light. Without it, look at yourselves. You’re already devolving into a police state run by a kleptocracy. No wonder we left.” 
 
    Lazarus brushed a bit of ash off his tailored silk jacket. “More likely you just couldn’t stand it when you weren’t allowed to be a tyrant.”  
 
    Straker snorted louder. “That didn’t bother me. I could stomach an ungrateful government. It was when you scumbags tried to arrest all of us that I realized we had to leave.” 
 
    “It wasn’t arrest. It was detention pending a hearing. When you were convicted, internal exile would have been the worst result.” 
 
    “When we were convicted? Now you’re betraying your collectivist roots, Lazarus—guilty until proven innocent, right? And nobody’s ever innocent.” 
 
    Lazarus ignored the jab. “You would have been settled on a comfortable planet. Faced with that, you claim your only choice was to run?” 
 
    Straker laughed, an evil chuckle that actually gave the Lazarus clone pause. “No. We had two choices. Run—or do what we’d done before.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “Liberate humanity once again.” 
 
    “Try to overthrow the legitimate government, you mean.” 
 
    “Once a government ignores its own highest laws, silences opposition by force and takes political prisoners, it’s no longer legitimate. And make no mistake—I’d have done it.” 
 
    It was Lazarus’ turn to snort. “Please. Three hundred soldiers against a thousand worlds?” 
 
    “Three hundred soldiers once changed the course of human history.” 
 
    “You’re no Leonidas.” 
 
    “Actually, I am.” 
 
    “If you’re a lion, you’re in a cage right now.” 
 
    Straker shrugged, smiling. 
 
    Lazarus sighed. “What made you think you had a chance?” 
 
    “We had advantages.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Straker stared at the unlit smokestick in his fingers for a moment. “I’m not going to give up Breaker secrets, so I’ll list the ones you already know. We had the only sane AI in human space, inhabiting the most advanced warship ever built. We had friends and resources all over the Republic, people who owed us. We had bleeding-edge alien-derived biotech in our bodies that made us supermen. Better biotech than your Hok here, and it doesn’t turn us into slaves like them.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have that advanced biotech in you now? You might have avoided capture.” 
 
    Straker shrugged once more, saying nothing. 
 
    “I presume you don’t want it falling into our hands, hmm? Arrogant, to go visiting that Sachsen planet in such a weakened state.” 
 
    Straker turned his eyes away as if embarrassed. 
 
    “No matter,” said Lazarus with a satisfied smile. “Back to the Breakers. You think you could’ve fomented yet another revolution. Why didn’t you try?” 
 
    “I chose not to. I’ve become less naively idealistic in my old age. I finally realized humanity could never be liberated from itself. Not by force, anyway. Every free society in history turns corrupt and births tyranny. Then it collapses, convulses, and rises from the ashes to start the cycle over again. I couldn’t stop that from happening—not without becoming a tyrant and trying to divert that cycle.” 
 
    “So you, what? Just dropped out? Gave up on all this moral posturing to do what you were made for—fight wars?” 
 
    “You’re right—that’s what I was made for, genetically engineered for, born for. Can’t blame a man for the way he’s made. Only for his choices afterward.” Straker grinned. “Like you, Lazarus. You were cloned and trained to be a thug and a murderer, a secret policeman and a torturer. You chose to embrace that. I don’t take it personally anymore.” 
 
    Lazarus smiled. “Thank you. But you see, governments need people like you and me—as long as we know our places. I do, and I’m happy in my role. I provide stability and order, which is enough for the sheep. But you, you didn’t know your place. You rebelled and overthrew. You won, but foolishly did not purge your opponents from the political classes. You never cleaned house.” 
 
    “I’m not going to murder people for what they might do.” 
 
    “All very noble, but stupid. Did you really think your enemies would let you run around loose, to overthrow them again when the whim took you?” 
 
    Straker showed his teeth in triumph. “So you admit we could’ve liberated the Republic again.” 
 
    “I admit you had a miniscule chance to stage another coup, and politicians don’t like chances. They like sure things. My brother clones advised against provoking you, but the Senate didn’t listen, the Directorate acted, and the Supreme Judiciary didn’t stop them.” Lazarus shrugged. “And here we are.” 
 
    Straker eyed the alert Hok. “Yeah. Why are we here anyway, on a ship instead of on Sachsen where I was captured? Why am I not in a triple-secure planetary facility with a thousand guards?” 
 
    “On Sachsen? We have no such facilities on the edge of the frontier, and I know you have friends there. The nearest internal security complex is on Blackburn—and incidentally, much farther from your Breakers in case of a rescue attempt.” 
 
    “Perfectly logical and well-reasoned—like all you Lazaruses. Or is it Lazari? I’ll just call you lizards.” 
 
    “Discourtesy won’t help you, Mister Straker. You’re in this for the long haul. You really should curry my favor.” 
 
    “Never gonna happen. Get on with your interrogation.” 
 
    “I will, eventually. Interrogation isn’t an event, after all. It’s a process. A process I enjoy, every minute of it. A process I will prolong, for I’m in no hurry. We’ll get to know each other very, very well.” Lazarus stood, grinding out his smokestick on the deck. “Return him to his cell.” 
 
    As the Hok moved toward him, Straker struck the tip of the smokestick to life as he surged to his feet. He flicked the lit stick unerringly at the second guard’s eye as he dealt with the first. With his manacled hands he slapped the first guard’s stun prod aside. Straker’s left hand and arm went numb. Simultaneously, he extended the fingers of his right hand to rake at the same Hok’s face. The thick nails of his curled index and middle finger scored the creature’s pebbled skin, leaving two distinct blood trails. 
 
    Straker wasn’t sure which got him, the other Hok’s stun goad or Lazarus triggering the pain-belt he wore. Either way, he woke up in his cell with a headache—and a smile, as he stuck his middle finger in his mouth and scraped beneath his nail with his teeth, while carefully avoiding his index finger. 
 
    The taste of blood and raw Hok flesh revolted him, so he focused on anticipating the result. The Hok—the name corrupted from HOC, Human Organic Commando—bore an older, uglier form of biotech than the kind the Breakers used. The Hok’s microscopic parasite conferred strength, speed, rapid healing, tough skin—and eventually stole the user’s free will, making him the perfect military slave. 
 
    Fortunately, the advantages began within hours, while the enslaving would take days. Straker had a window before he was turned into a suggestible Hok, unable to resist orders. 
 
    He lay back on the hard bunk, feeling the thrum of sidespace engines carrying the ship to Blackburn. From what he’d seen, the vessel was small, a fast passenger sloop with room for a dozen or so. He’d noted only four Hok and the Lazarus clone. Odds were there was a pilot, maybe a copilot or engineer, but nobody else. 
 
    Once the ship arrived and he was transferred to a prison facility, his chances of escape would drop precipitously. The Inquisitor had to know that, had to know letting Straker out of his cell was a risk, yet he did it anyway. If the Lazarus clones had a weakness, it was overconfidence and, oddly, a certain kind of hedonism. They lived like acetics, but indulged themselves in their own specific, cruel pleasures. 
 
    Straker was counting on it.  
 
    Without a chrono, Straker had no idea how long he was out, or what schedule the Lazarus would employ. Sleep deprivation was a standard technique, and they’d try to wake him up at the worst part of his sleep cycle as revealed by the biometric sensors in the pain-belt he wore. Still, some sleep was better than none. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and woke to a prod in his ribs. After several jolts of pain to soften him up, the four Hok beat him with their fists, mostly blows to the body. The punches seemed calculated, delivered without emotion. The Hok biotech robbed them of anger. 
 
    Straker imagined he could feel the Hok parasite growing in his tissues, and he saw his fate in their faces. 
 
    The Hok with the damage to his cheek seemed hesitant. Straker would never have noticed but for the fact he was looking for it. The man’s eyes—for that’s what the creature once was, a man—seemed a little more self-aware. 
 
    Straker covered up, took the blows, and was cautiously pleased. 
 
    They dragged him down the main passageway past the interrogation room and into the sloop’s small cargo bay. Most of its contents lay against the walls, strapped down by nets. In a cleared space in the center stood a large case over one meter on a side, the kind needing a loader, or at least four strong people, to handle in full gravity. 
 
    This one was clipped to the ringbolts in the deck, and the Hok gave it a wide berth. They lifted Straker to his feet to face Inquisitor Lazarus once again. 
 
    “You seem to be moving more slowly than before, Mister Straker.” 
 
    “I can take a beating.” 
 
    “I thought you should be reminded of your vulnerability. Your mortality. Your lack of supporting biotech.” 
 
    That Lazarus was engaging in repartee, rather than asking questions, told Straker the Inquisitor was indulging himself again, toying with his prisoner like a cat with a mouse. Straker decided to play along, buying time to recover. “I’m aware of my mortality. I just don’t focus on it as much as you do.” 
 
    “Most narcissists preserve self above all else,” Lazarus said. 
 
    “The fact I don’t care that much about myself should tell you I’m not a narcissist.” 
 
    “What else would you call someone who thinks he can repeatedly overthrow the governments of all humanity?” 
 
    “They were human governments, but sorry, they lacked humanity.” 
 
    The Lazarus tipped an imaginary hat. “Points for the wordplay, but those governments were better than most, measured against history. In the final account, did your actions improve the lives of that humanity you claim to serve?” 
 
    “I turned over power to the civilians. That showed my good will. They screwed it up again, not me.” 
 
    The Lazarus examined his fingernails with an air of longsuffering superiority. “They always do. Your error was in trying to change the course of a mighty river. None of us is able to do that.” 
 
    “Some do. I did.” 
 
    “You did nothing.” 
 
    “I ended a war between two human empires, a war that raged for hundreds of years. I liberated nearly a trillion alien-enslaved humans. I destroyed another alien race bent on our genocide.” 
 
    “And yet we’re back to square one. Do you think the average citizen is better off, or worse?” 
 
    Straker made a sound of exasperation. “You’re a messenger of despair. I’m tired of your bullshit. Why are we here in this cargo bay?” 
 
    The Inquisitor gestured at the case. “I want to know about this.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do.” 
 
    The Lazarus nodded, and one of the Hok slugged Straker in the ribs, just where it hurt the most. “I need answers.” 
 
    Straker allowed himself to gasp. Letting the interrogator think he was hurting more than he was could be an advantage. “Why don’t you just scan it?” 
 
    “We don’t have deep scan equipment aboard. What we can see makes me think it’s booby-trapped.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a bomb. Maybe I can detonate it even from here—with a voice command, possibly?” 
 
    The Lazarus twitched his lips. “One thing you aren’t, Straker, is suicidal. Besides, why would you be conveying a bomb to someone on Sachsen? No, there’s something important in there, protected by sophisticated systems, I’m sure. I need to know what it is.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    When Lazarus nodded a third time, Straker slid out of the way of the Hok’s punch, just enough to take the power out of it.  
 
    The Hok said nothing, did nothing different in response. Straker counted on it. Hok took no initiative unless they were instructed to do so. If the Lazarus hadn’t specifically told the Hok to rectify a missed punch, or report everything out of the ordinary, they would let some things pass—like an ineffective blow. 
 
    “Is this really the hill you want to die on, Straker?” the Lazarus said. “We’ll find out what’s in there eventually.” 
 
    “Then why beat it out of me?” Straker chuckled, spat on the deck. “I know. It’ll be a feather in your cap if you arrive with the information—if you provide it rather than the facility torturers.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That’s a good enough reason I won’t be telling you.” 
 
    The Lazarus growled in his throat. “Put him in his cell and beat him to injury level two, no more.” 
 
    The Hok acknowledged, and then dragged Straker away to his cell. He didn’t resist the beating except to cover up and try to minimize it. He’d been beaten before, and far worse, before he’d ever had the advantage of biotech. He’d been genetically engineered to take it—to be a soldier, a mechsuiter, an aggressive combat officer. 
 
    And, according to several covert agents, to be a disrupting force. 
 
    Straker chuckled to himself. Can’t blame a man for the way he was made. Only for his choices afterward. 
 
    When the Hok left, he unfolded his body and tested it. Nothing broken. The Hok were experts, no doubt having beaten many prisoners before. 
 
    He found packaged rations in a niche. He ate and drank and rested. There was no point in worrying about drugs. The Lazarus would drug him if he wanted to. The most important thing was to give his body—and the Hok parasite multiplying inside him—fuel to heal him and to make him strong, stronger than they expected. 
 
    To be ready if something broke his way. 
 
    He slept. 
 
    When he awoke, a Hok was in the cell with him. The one with the fading scars on his roughened face. 
 
    “What?” Straker said after a moment of both staring. His heart beat faster, hoping. 
 
    The Hok furrowed his brows. 
 
    Straker sat up on the bunk. “Go on. Speak.” 
 
    “You…do not…command me.” 
 
    “Does anyone?” 
 
    The Hok seemed to struggle with the question. His eyes darted left and right before slamming a fist into the bulkhead next to him. He spun and left the cell. 
 
    Straker could have tried to take him while the Hok’s back was turned, but the time wasn’t right yet. 
 
    Let the Hok’s wounds heal. Let the others forget. 
 
    Straker slept. 
 
    Again, he was awoken from a deep sleep of nightmare. In his dream, he fought and fought against multiple clones of Lazarus, but his blows had no effect. 
 
    The blows that woke him were all too real, this time to soles of his feet, with prods. The pain was excruciating, recalling his first capture and imprisonment that began the sequence of events which made him the Liberator. He could take it then, and he could take it now—better now. He felt stronger, despite the beatings. The familiar heady sensation of being supercharged by the combination of genes and biotech, as if every other creature within reach were fragile and vulnerable, was returning. 
 
    He quashed the familiar temptation to simply attack his enemies. The Hok were fast, tough and alert. He could certainly take one or two, but not four at a time. The ship might have a lockdown system, knockout gas, or other defenses. The Lazarus clone himself was a formidable opponent, and would be armed. 
 
    No, the time to move wasn’t yet. 
 
    But the clock was ticking.  
 
    Again they shackled him, dragged him to the interrogation room. This time they fastened the chains to new crysteel rings set in the deck. He surreptitiously tested his strength against the manacles. 
 
    No chance. Not even with his full enhanced strength. 
 
    Lazarus didn’t offer him a smokestick this time. He did, however, place a plastic cup of lukewarm caff within Straker’s reach, and then sipped his own steaming cup before lighting his smokestick. “Relax, Captain Straker. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Straker shifted his bare, swollen feet on the cold deck. “Do you ever talk straight? Or is that impossible for your kind?” 
 
    Lazarus’ shrug was subtle, an easily missed tilt of one shoulder. “As you said, a man is subject to his own nature.” 
 
    “You know, I did get straight answers out of one of your brother clones. I had to threaten removal of body parts to do it…but I know it’s possible.” 
 
    “We’re nothing if not pragmatic, Straker. I wish you were more so. It will go much easier on you if you tell me now what I need to know.” 
 
    “The box?” 
 
    “And your mission.” 
 
    Straker merely stared. From the corner of his eye he noticed one of the Hok shifting slightly on his feet. For a Hok, that was fidgeting. It heartened him. 
 
    “You have a child, don’t you?” Lazarus said. “Katrine?” 
 
    Straker nodded. Actually, he and Carla had two, but he wasn’t going to give Lazarus free information. What he would do is keep Lazarus talking, talking, talking—something all the Inquistors loved to do—to buy time. 
 
    Tick tock. 
 
    “Don’t you want to return to your wife and daughter?” Lazarus asked. 
 
    “Not if it means betraying my people.” 
 
    “You already betrayed your people, Straker.” 
 
    “You’re sure working hard to convince me of that…but you never will.” 
 
    “What I can do is work toward reuniting you with your family.” 
 
    Straker sipped his caff and winced at the taste. “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    “An epithetical phrase more appropriate to aliens than humans, don’t you think?” Lazarus waved as if brushing away concerns. “But no matter. You’re in custody, and will remain so until the day you die. The only way you see your family and friends again is if they join you in that custody. I could make sure it’s pleasant. No cages, no bars, no chains, just you and them and a ranch on some sparsely populated planet. Many would call that Paradise.” 
 
    Straker chuckled. “Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven?” 
 
    “I give the Devil his due.” 
 
    “I could have reigned in Heaven—the heavens, anyway, Lazarus—but I gave it a pass. I’ll give this a pass too. I’d never ask my friends or family to give up their liberty for comfort, and I’d certainly never place them in your blood-drenched hands.” 
 
    “How poetic. You do know how to warm a literate man’s heart.” Lazarus’ words seemed more genuine than sarcastic.  
 
    Straker merely stared, not responding. 
 
    Lazarus stared back. 
 
    It became a contest. Seconds stretched to tens. Eventually Lazarus blinked, and then Straker allowed himself to do so, but still he remained silent. 
 
    The Inquisitor finally couldn’t stand the silence and resumed his patter. Straker, having won the staring duel, decided to play along. He provided scintillating conversation. All the lizards loved the sound of their own voices, loved to match wits with their prisoners, relishing their power and the upper hand. This time, Straker tried to make his captor happy—to play his game, give him his fun. He also hinted that he was considering taking Lazarus’ offer, and he faked a slight despair. 
 
    The session ended ten hours later without a beating. The Hok carried Straker back to his cell and left him there, manacled. He wondered if this was an oversight or a new order. Either way, the chains were a problem, but one he couldn’t solve for now. 
 
    He ate, and he slept. 
 
    A hand on his shoulder awakened him. “Straker.” 
 
    Straker opened his eyes to the face of the scratched Hok. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Confused.” The Hok stepped back as Straker slid his feet off the bunk to sit. “What the hell happened to me?” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    The Hok—the man—examined his hands, turning them to see both sides as if they were new to him—and perhaps they were. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m waking from a nightmare.” 
 
    “You are. Do you remember your name?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I can’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Do you understand what the Hok are? That you’re one of them?” 
 
    The man swallowed convulsively. “Yes.” 
 
    “At some time in the past, you offended the government.  Maybe it was political, or maybe you were a real criminal—or maybe you were just unemployed, or homeless, or undesirable in some other way. They took you, injected you with the Hok parasite, and you became a perfect slave.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    The man was sharp. A stupid one would be asking useless questions, or flailing, or railing against his fate. This one, with clear and lucid eyes, was absorbing what he was told and looking to the future. “And now, you’re free.” Straker held up his index finger, with its stealthy implant. “I injected you with a cure. A counter-phage—a vaccine.” 
 
    “But I won’t go back to…my old self. To looking human.” 
 
    “Regeneration therapy can fix that later. Today, there’s only one question. Do you want to stay free?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then you have to risk your life. Help me take this ship.” 
 
    The man licked his lips. “All right. What do I do?” 
 
    “First, you have to pass your vaccine to the other Hok. Your whole body has it now—blood, tissue, saliva. You can put it in food or drink, or scratch them the way I did you.” 
 
    “They’ll wake up.” 
 
    “They will—but it’ll take a day or two. How soon do we arrive at Blackburn?” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    Straker nodded. “Then it’ll be close. And the Hok will become erratic. You fooled them, I think, because you instinctively realized deviating from slave behavior would reveal your freed mind. They won’t have any norm to measure themselves against.” 
 
    “But they’ll have me. I’ll keep them in line. And when it’s time, they’ll either help, or…” 
 
    “Or we’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill them.” 
 
    Straker stood to grasp the man’s forearm in his manacled hands. “You see, right there, that proves you weren’t a violent criminal before they turned you into a Hok. The parasite makes you obey, but it doesn’t change your nature. Now, though, it’s our lives on the line. You may not want to kill, but you have to be willing to. Or you’ll end up their slave again.” 
 
    The man nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
 
    Straker let go, but didn’t step back. “What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    “Name? I don’t remember.” 
 
    “What was your Hok designation?” 
 
    “37B.” 
 
    “B, huh? Okay, let’s call you Bob.” Straker clasped hands with the man. “Bob, I’m Derek Straker. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    “Bob, here’s the thing. I have the Hok parasite in me. It’s growing, multiplying.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I did it deliberately. I may need the strength, the speed, the healing. But in a day or so I’ll be losing my will to fight. So twenty-four hours from now, no matter what I say or do, take my index finger and jab me with the nail. Break the skin. The molecular injector will do the rest.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” Bob let go and moved toward the door. “I need to get back. Hang in there, Derek.” 
 
    Straker grinned, rattled his chains. “I’ll be here, Bob.” 
 
    When the door shut, he slept again. 
 
    This time, the four Hok awakened Straker roughly, but not brutally. They let him eat a ration and use the toilet. Buttering up Lazarus last time appeared to have paid off. 
 
    Bob gave him the tiniest nod. Straker silently breathed a sigh of relief, taking that to mean the other Hok were vaccinated now, and would slowly awaken from the parasite’s iron control. 
 
    The interrogation session went much as the one before it. Lazarus was a brilliant conversationalist when he wanted to be, and Straker found himself agreeing with much of what the Inquisitor said. Lazarus’ viewpoints were sensible and rational, and Straker wondered why he was even arguing. Obviously, he was going to give in at some point, surrender the tiresome struggle against inevitable fate. It would be good to have his family with him and retire to a peaceful valley, raise some cattle and horses, watch his children grow. 
 
    When the session wound down, Lazarus shook Straker’s hand, evidently pleased. “Then it’s agreed.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The Inquisitor didn’t let go, but squeezed. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to fool me.” 
 
    “I’m not. I really do want to put an end to all this.” 
 
    “You know what? I believe you. I’m a superb judge of people, and you’re not lying to me.” Lazarus leaned in under narrowed brows, eye to eye at a range of centimeters. “And that makes no sense at all. What are you hiding?” 
 
    Straker shrugged helplessly. He was sincere when he said, “I don’t know what to tell you. You’ve convinced me, and I’m ready to cooperate.” 
 
    “Yes…yes.” Lazarus let go. “Well, whatever your game is, it won’t matter. Once you’re on Blackburn we’ll strip you down to your personality core and we’ll find the truth. It’ll take more than your little mercenary army to free you.” 
 
    “They won’t be coming to free me. That wasn’t in the plan.” 
 
    “Yes, the plan. You still haven’t told me about the plan, and what’s in the box.” 
 
    Straker wanted to tell him all about the plan, but something deep inside him held back. “Look, I’m cooperating, but I’m not going to give up all my secrets so easily. Not without guarantees for myself and my family.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Think about this, though: if you give me a victory now, I’ll have more leverage to help you later. If I turn you over to the Blackburn facility without anything to show for it, they’ll start all over at the beginning with you—the beatings, the processing, everything—and they might not be as kind as I’ve been.” 
 
    “I—I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Good. Sleep well, Straker. We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks. You too. Good night.” 
 
    The Hok put him back in his cell. Where before they’d been a well-oiled team, now Bob had to issue firm orders to the other three, who seemed hesitant and unsure. As they manhandled him, Bob seized Straker’s index finger and jabbed it into the thin skin of his abdomen. It drew blood. The sting reminded Straker of the injector there. Should he tell Lazarus? He wanted to please the Inquisitor. But, when he opened his mouth to speak, Bob slapped him hard with a scaly palm. “Silence, prisoner,” he barked, and Straker complied. 
 
    When they left, Straker found two rations. A reward from Lazarus for cooperation, no doubt. He ate them both, and felt full and strong for the first time since he’d been captured. The Hok parasite had sped his healing and strengthened his muscles. It was nice to be strong, to do a job he was fit for, and not to have to think too hard. It was good to have a place in society and let others bear the responsibility. 
 
    With such soothing thoughts in his head, he drifted off to sleep. 
 
    When he awakened, he was himself again. The strange, druggy compulsion to obey had cleared from his mind. Once more he was clear as vacuum, hard as crysteel, cold as ice. 
 
    When they came for him, he stood and put out his hands in front of him to be shackled. Bob wrapped the cuffs onto his wrists, but left off the other chains. Straker cautiously tested them, and was pleased. 
 
    The Hok marched him to the cargo bay where Lazarus waited with a thin smile on his hawkish face. “I trust you slept well, Liberator?” 
 
    “I did. Mind if I ask, when do we arrive?” 
 
    “We’re due to drop out of sidespace within the hour. So, the time to secure my favor is now.” Lazarus gestured at the container bolted to the deck. “Open the case.” 
 
    “Of course.” Straker ran his hand along its upper edge and pressed a stud he felt. A section of the top glowed in a circle, and he placed his left palm on it, lifting his ring finger from contact. This activated a grid of numbers. He punched in a sixteen-digit code. 
 
    As he did so, the Hok stepped back and aimed their weapons at the case. Straker also stepped back. 
 
    The six men waited. 
 
    “What’s the game here, Straker?” Lazarus asked. 
 
    “It has a thirty-second delay, that’s all.” 
 
    Straker used the time to examine the Hok. The eyes of one darted at Bob, then to Lazarus. Lazarus didn’t seem to notice as he and the other two Hok remained focused on the box. Its lid unlocked with a snick. 
 
    “Open it,” Lazarus said. Straker lifted the lid with his manacled hands and let it drop, open. Lazarus craned his neck, and then took a cautious step forward. “It’s empty.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Lazarus’s face twisted with fury as he reached for Straker’s pain-belt control, but Straker was already moving. He flexed and grunted as he twisted the manacles with his full strength. They separated, leaving him with two heavy, unconfining bracelets. Continuing his motion, he slammed one metal band into Lazarus’ jaw as the other hand chopped at the control, which went flying across the deck—but not before it delivered a jolt of stunning pain. 
 
    Straker staggered, his vision clouding with the shock of overloaded nerves. He heard weapons fire behind him as he followed Lazarus to the deck, grappling with him for the needler he was trying to draw. The clone was strong, designed that way just as Straker was, but the remnants of the fading Hok biotech gave him the edge as he slowly twisted the weapon from Lazarus’ hand. 
 
    As soon as he had it, Straker pointed the handgun at Lazarus’ left eye, and he froze. “Call them off!” 
 
    “Stop!” Lazarus croaked. “Hok, stand down!” 
 
    When Straker struggled to his feet and stepped back, he saw three Hok dead on the deck, victims of a vicious, close-in firefight. Bob stood alone, chest heaving, clutching his blaster with shaking hands. 
 
     “What the hell is this?” Lazarus said, staring. “My Hok…” 
 
    “He’s not yours anymore,” Straker said as he retrieved the pain-belt control and used it to remove the device from his waist. “He’s free.” 
 
    “You…you turned him somehow.” Lazarus hissed, rueful and admiring. “Well done, Liberator.” 
 
    “A suck-up to the last, eh, clone?” 
 
    “I’m a realist, that’s all—and I appreciate a good gambit, even in an enemy. How did you do it?” 
 
    It occurred to Straker that Lazarus was once again stalling for time, perhaps hoping the ship’s crew would notice the events of the cargo bay. “Bob, take charge of the crew. Disarm them and keep them out of trouble, but let them pilot the ship. I want to arrive as planned.” 
 
    “Okay, Derek.” Bob hustled down the passageway toward the cockpit. 
 
    Straker gestured with the needler. “Get in the box.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said—” 
 
    Lazarus moved to stand beside the case. “I heard what you said. Why? Are you going to suffocate me?” 
 
    “It’s a hibernation box. Full life support, made for transporting one human—or a clone. When you wake up, we’ll be back with my Breakers. You’ll be on the other end of an interrogation.” 
 
    Lazarus spread his hands in disbelief. “All this just to capture me?” 
 
    Straker barked a laugh. “No.” 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “It burns you not knowing, doesn’t it? Which is exactly why I’m not telling you. Now get in the box.” 
 
    Lazarus scowled and got in the box. Straker slammed the lid and activated the sedation sequence. Thirty seconds later, the telltales showed the man inside was unconscious and on his way to hibernation. 
 
    He’d told Lazarus the truth. Capturing him was a secondary objective. One might even say it was a diversion, a red herring, to cover the real mission—but in a covert operation, giving the enemy a plausible false answer was always wise. 
 
    Straker headed for the cockpit. There, he found Bob guarding the pilot and copilot, a man and a woman, who sat at the controls. 
 
    “Listen up, you two. I’m Derek Straker, and you’re my prisoners. Cooperate, and you won’t be hurt.” 
 
    “Derek Straker? The Liberator?” the woman said. 
 
    “Yours truly. How long to emergence from sidespace?” 
 
    The man pointed at a chrono, which was counting down past eight minutes. 
 
    “Is anyone waiting for us at the emergence point?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Come out somewhere else, but not too far away. Say, ten light-seconds.” 
 
    The man reached out slowly to reprogram the controls. “Done.” 
 
    “Good. Now don’t move a muscle.” Straker backed up into the passageway, maintaining his view of the pilots. He motioned Bob to follow him. He spoke quietly. “I’m going to have these two turn this ship around and fly me and the Inquisitor back to my base. I can’t let them be debriefed on what happened here. There’s a lifeboat, though, that we can drop off for pickup by whoever’s waiting. You now have a decision to make.” 
 
    Bob nodded slowly, thoughtful. “Go with you—or go back.” 
 
    “You get it.” 
 
    “My blood carries the vaccine that can free all the Hok.” Bob lifted his face to Straker’s. “That was your plan all along, right? Find someone like me to spread it?” 
 
    “Yes. You’ll have to be careful, Bob. Every Hok that wakes might give you away, intentionally or not. You can’t do it all alone. You’ll have to convince enough to do the same—to spread it and spread it until there are no more Hok.” 
 
     “I’ll do it,” said Bob. “I’ll take the lifeboat.” 
 
    “I knew you would. When you get picked up, tell them a story about how the Liberator grabbed a blaster, killed the other three Hok. I took the Inquisitor prisoner and made him order you to stand down and get in the lifeboat. Keep it simple. Give the bare facts. Act like a Hok. They’ll have no reason to question you if you just stick to the story.” 
 
    Bob licked his lips. “They’ll come up with a different biotech, you know. Make more Hok, better Hok.” 
 
    “And we’ll come up with a different cure. The war between tyranny and freedom never ends, Bob.” Straker’s mouth twitched. “That’s why they call me Liberator.” 
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    Endpoint 
 
    by Michael Campling 
 
    One mission will make or break Sergeant John Chapman’s career; it’s just a damned shame nobody told the enemy 
 
      
 
    Squad Transport Shuttle Bravo-Three-One 
 
    Two hours out from Earth, Sergeant John Chapman glared at the message on his helmet’s HUD, his gaze lingering on the final line: Not everyone has what it takes to be a Cutter. He rubbed his thumb across his gloved fingertip, swiping the message away. Thanks for the pep talk. There’d be more messages from the Colonel during the exercise, and whether the team passed or failed, the debriefing session afterward would make root canal treatment seem like a holiday. It was almost reason enough to make it through this task: succeed and he’d get to walk away from Camp Echo, and Colonel Blende’s tender mercies, once and for all. And the only obstacle between him and that golden day of deployment was an eighty percent score on this exercise: the culmination of three months of blood, sweat, and finely honed aggression. I’ll do it, he told himself. If it takes my last breath. He focused, running through the mission in his mind, recalling his preparatory research: enemy capabilities, theater parameters, threats, and opportunities. It was all in there, waiting to be put to good use. 
 
    Sitting next to him in the cramped compartment, Corporal Nate Parker nudged his arm. “Hey,” he said, raising his voice instead of using comms. “You read the love letter from our favorite officer?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Chapman replied. “Only two threats to send us all back to basic. I think he’s starting to like us.” 
 
    Parker grinned. “No worries for you, man. Your sim scores are through the roof. The son of a bitch bots won’t know what’s hit them.” 
 
    “This is no sim,” Chapman said, and as if to prove his point, the shuttle swayed and shook, a hollow thud thrumming through the steel deck. Six men and women stiffened their spines, exchanging meaningful glances, game-faced behind their tinted visors, ready to rock. 
 
    “There she is,” Parker said, pointing to the viewport. “Our home for the next twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Forget twenty-four hours. We’ll be done long before then.” Chapman peered out through the grimy glass, watching as the gray hulk of a battered destroyer slid past the oblong viewport. The Pride of Titan, a legendary ship in its time, now serving out its days as a training ground for all those driven enough to try out for the Cyborg Tactical Response Regiment: the Cutters. 
 
     Chapman searched The Pride’s flank. He’d spent many hours studying the destroyer, learning its specs inside and out, and he soon found what he was looking for: the gash in the ship’s hull, scorched metal curling outward in ragged shards of twisted alloy. The place where it had happened. The place where his sister Elizabeth had drawn her last faltering breath. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Parker asked. 
 
    Chapman fixed him with a look. “Never better.” 
 
    “That’s cool.” Parker’s eyes flicked to one side, distracted by his HUD, and Chapman focused on his own display: 
 
    > Docking Sequence Initiated. 
 
    As one, the squad went into action, hitting the quick release catches on the racks alongside their seats and grabbing their rifles. Chapman ran his fingers over his weapon, setting it for three-shot bursts. Live rounds. The bots on The Pride were at a disadvantage, armed only with plastic-tipped sim rounds and held back by their hard-wired protocols. The bots weren’t permitted to shoot at the candidates’ visors or life support units, but Chapman knew that the cyborgs’ non-lethal rounds, custom-built for the Cutters’ training program, were powerful enough to punch the breath from his lungs. And every hit he took would be registered by his EVA suit; take a critical hit or too many minor ones, and he was done. Washed out. Not going to happen, Chapman told himself. I know these bots. I know the way they work. Still, this exercise wasn't going to be a walk in the park. The bots were programmed to hold the ship at any cost; they wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    “I heard they put more than thirty bots in there,” Parker said. “Could that be right?” 
 
    Chapman allowed himself a grim smile. “Doesn’t matter to me. We take them out one at a time, my friend. One at a time.” 
 
    From across the compartment, Corporal Lucille Wallace caught Chapman’s eye. “Sergeant, can we run a comms check? I’m getting an error. Low signal strength.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Chapman replied, tapping his forefinger and thumb together to open a channel to the whole squad. “Sound off, people. Let’s put Corporal Wallace’s mind at rest.” 
 
    Parker and Wallace responded first, closely followed by Sergeant Leo Vygotsky, and Corporals Gus Dern and Clare Samson. 
 
    “Anything I need to know?” Vygotsky asked, and Chapman detected an edge of resentment in the man’s voice. Although they held equal rank, Chapman had been designated squad leader for the exercise, and Vygotsky wasn’t about to forget it.  
 
    “No. We’ll stick to the plan,” Chapman replied. “Wallace and Parker, you’re with me. We’ll take the control center and run diagnostics on critical systems. Sergeant Vygotsky, you’ll take Dern and Samson and secure the engine room. We’ll mop up the bots as fast as we can, eliminating all threats, then we’ll rendezvous at the bridge.” 
 
    “First team to the bridge fires the engines,” Vygotsky put in, and the answering chorus of cheers was suddenly loud on the comms. Firing up The Pride’s engines would signal the end of the exercise, and although there were supposed to be no individual winners on this mission, regiment lore said otherwise. Being the first to take The Pride’s bridge was a badge of honor, and back on the base, the champion would have a good night in the bar without spending a cent. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” Chapman said. “We play this by the book. I want a complete diagnostic on the bridge before we risk firing the engines.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Vygotsky asked. “You want us to cool our heels while Wallace checks every goddamned nut and bolt?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Chapman insisted. “Right now, the bots have the run of the ship, and God knows what kind of shit they’re pulling, but it isn’t going to be good.” 
 
    Nobody spoke, the only sound in the compartment made by the spasmodic rumble of the retros easing the shuttle closer to The Pride’s dock. They all think I’m some kind of paranoid nut, Chapman thought. Let them! He didn’t give a damn. He’d read the report on his sister’s death, and there was no way he’d ever accept it. Elizabeth hadn’t died in a training accident; she’d been murdered by the bots, blown through the hull by an improvised device. No one believed him, but they weren’t going to argue. Not here. Not now. 
 
    Vygotsky glared, but Chapman didn’t blink. “Are we clear, Sergeant Vygotsky?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Vygotsky said. “Understood.” 
 
    “Good.” Chapman had more to say, but the message in his HUD persuaded him to bite back his words: 
 
    > Docking in 5 seconds. Prepare to deploy. 
 
    Chapman released his safety harness, planting his grav boots firmly on the deck and pushing himself to his feet. “Let’s move it, people. Into position.” 
 
    Vygotsky took his place at Chapman’s side, the teams forming up directly behind their respective leaders. Vygotsky flashed Chapman a knowing smile. “Ten credits says I’ll be the first to put a bullet in a bot’s brain.” 
 
    Chapman shook his head. “No bet. M3s are the only bots with anything like a brain, and anyhow, it takes a team to make a kill, Vygotsky. Shared kill, shared credit.” 
 
    “Brain, neuro-gel, whatever they’ve got, I’m going to be splashing it all over the walls.” 
 
    Chapman busied himself checking his scope, switching on his mounted tactical light. “Sure. We’re all on the same page.” 
 
    A resounding thud ran through the shuttle, and Chapman’s HUD told him the vessel had docked. “Hatch open on three,” he called out, his hand on the release lever. “One, two, go!” Punching the lever downward, he darted forward as the hatch shot open, its movement fast enough to fool the eye; the solid sheet of armored alloy blinking out of sight as if it had never been there. Chapman leaped onto The Pride’s deck, his boots taking hold as he turned to scan the corridor, his rifle at his shoulder, his finger on the trigger, but the dimly lit, airless corridor was empty. He stared into the gloom, his sharp eyes piercing the pools of flickering darkness that remained untouched by the ship’s feeble emergency lighting. Ready for anything, he played his tactical light along the bulkheads, the ceiling, its blue-white beam stabbing into the shadows, searching for any sign of movement or the tell-tale glimmer of an LED. But there was nothing; nothing but dust and debris floating in zero-G, long strips of plastic paneling trailing like broken teeth from bullet-pocked bulkheads, frayed bundles of cable dangling from the ceiling. 
 
    “Parker, Wallace, with me,” Chapman said, turning to his right and breaking into a jog, his grav boots grating against the scored metal deck. “Vygotsky, we’ll keep our teams together until we hit the midship intersection. Keep an eye on our six as we go.” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Vygotsky said. “My team are scanning our six now.” 
 
    Hearing the man’s self-assured tone, Chapman breathed an inward sigh of relief. Most of the time, Vygotsky was an asshole, but once a mission was underway, he’d do his job, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    “I’m reading activity behind us,” Corporal Dern put in. “Three Hundred meters. Closing.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Vygotsky responded. “Let’s pick up the pace. Make the intersection before they catch us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Chapman said. “We can’t get pinned down here. We need to control that intersection. Let’s move!” He found another gear, powering forward, sensing his team keeping pace. In the distance, the intersection with the midship corridor was just visible through the gloom, its dark mouth yawning wide. The corridor was vital, leading directly to the control center, the beating heart of the ship’s critical systems, and that made it essential to Chapman’s simple plan: own the midship corridor, take the control center quickly and defend it, wiping out every bot that came near. Vygotsky’s team would do the same in engineering, and after that, gaining the bridge would be relatively easy. Don’t get too cocky, Chapman scolded himself. The bastards may not be smart, but they don’t know when to quit. And he recalled the lesson drummed into every candidate on day one at Camp Echo: A bot never surrenders. 
 
     Chapman fought the urge to look over his shoulder. It wasn’t easy to cast a backward glance in full EVA gear, and anyway, the bots would be there all right; he could count on it. In pursuit mode, cyborgs hunted like a pack of hounds, running their quarry to ground, never slowing nor losing the trail, relentless. And Chapman’s instincts kicked up a flurry of worrying whispers in the back of his mind: Why haven’t they attacked already? They must’ve known we were on board from the second we docked. They should have us in their sights by now. 
 
    He double-checked his HUD, searching the way ahead, but the corridor was clear; no motion, no threat. All they had to do was make the intersection, and then they could defend their position before making a clean run to the control center. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Corporal Dern said. “My HUD just glitched.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chapman demanded. “It’s out of action?” 
 
    “No, it just jumped, like…I don’t know.” 
 
    “Like a freeze-frame?” Wallace asked, her voice hesitant. 
 
    “Yeah,” Dern said. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Shit!” Wallace hissed. “Mine too. We’re getting jammed.” 
 
    Chapman’s step faltered, but before he could slow down, something thumped into the bulkhead right by his side, the plastic panel buckling, cracking apart, and Vygotsky’s voice boomed on the intercom: “Contact! Six bots right behind us. M3s. Two hundred meters. Closing fast.” 
 
    A rush of adrenaline coursed through Chapman’s veins. M3s already! The most advanced bots they’d meet, the M3s were stripped down for speed and agility: an organic central nervous system hard-wired into a sleek alloy frame. Armed with assault rifles, they could run faster than any soldier, shooting all the while, and at close quarters, they were strong enough to tear a man limb from limb. But their lightweight frames were more vulnerable than the older, more heavily armored bots, and Chapman had expected the M3s to hang back, only weighing into combat after the sturdier M1s and M2s had softened up the opposition. 
 
     Hell of a way to start a mission, Chapman thought. We’re on the run before we’ve fired a shot. But he couldn’t let the squad get bogged down with a skirmish while they were in the open. He needed to dictate the terms of his first fight. “Get to that intersection!” Chapman commanded. “Do not return fire until I give the order.” 
 
    A volley of sim rounds raked the bulkhead at his side, and Chapman ground his teeth together, his mind fixed on a single thought: Keep running! It was only their speed that was keeping the squad from being mown down. 
 
    “I tossed a PM,” Vygotsky said. “Just one.” 
 
    “Good call,” Chapman responded. Vygotsky’s proximity mine wouldn’t be enough to take out all six bots, but it should slow them down. “Come on, guys. Almost there.” The intersection was just ahead, and when they’d made it around the corner, they could regroup and return fire from an optimal position. 
 
    From behind him, a light flared: Vygotsky’s mine detonating. I should’ve called that shot myself, Chapman chided himself. He’d let the squad get caught on the back foot, the heat of the moment overwhelming his tactical judgment. But he had to let his error go, keep moving, take control; the battle had barely begun. And now the intersection was only ten meters away. Nine. Eight. But before he could reach it, a red light blinked in his HUD, a warning flashing across his field of vision: 
 
    > ALERT - MULTIPLE THREATS. 
 
    Chapman’s eyes went wide, and he skidded to a standstill. “Halt!” His HUD showed a group of bots lying in wait around the corner, and he knew with a sickening surge of certainty why the M3 bots behind them had so far been unlucky with their shots: they were aiming to miss, herding the team forward, knowing they’d run straight for the control center and into the ambush. 
 
    But that wasn’t going to happen. Not on his watch. 
 
    “Turn around!” Chapman barked. “Return fire!” Dropping to one knee, he tilted his head to his rifle’s scope and focused. 
 
    All six bots still raced toward them though two were moving awkwardly, perhaps damaged by Vygotsky’s mine. Chapman targeted the nearest bot and aimed for its lower body, firing a three-shot burst, but his shots went too high, ricocheting harmlessly from the bot’s smooth chest plate. Chapman adjusted his aim and fired again, breathing out as he pulled the trigger. His rounds kicked up sparks as they smashed into the bot’s pelvic sub-frame, fragments of alloy flying out to pepper the bulkheads. The bot lurched sideways, its shattered hip giving way. For a split second, it struggled to remain upright, and Chapman fired again, his rounds knocking the bot from its feet. Free from the hold of its grav boots, the bot flew back against the bulkhead, arms thrashing violently, one leg twitching. It wasn’t dead, but it was disabled, and Chapman selected another target. 
 
    The squad had already taken down most of the others, but one bot hung back, dodging erratically from side to side. Its chest panel gleamed, gunmetal blue, and it seemed uninjured. Chapman took aim, but as he fired, the bot ducked down, diving headlong to the deck and lying flat, sheltered by the bodies of two of its stricken comrades. Chapman hesitated. He’d logged more hours on the sims than anyone on the squad, and he’d never seen an M3 take cover to save its own skin. But if the rest of the squad had noticed anything strange, they weren’t letting it slow them down. A hail of gunfire rained down on the cowering cyborg’s position, the fallen bots twitching as live rounds slammed into their metal carcasses. 
 
    “Cease fire,” Chapman called out, and when the squad’s guns fell silent, his HUD showed no motion from the downed cyborgs. “They’re done. Good work.” 
 
    “Control center?” Vygotsky asked. 
 
    “Didn’t you see what’s down there?” Chapman said. “Take one step into that corridor, and we’ll be cut to pieces.” 
 
    Vygotsky took a step closer to Chapman. “What are you talking about? Your HUD must’ve glitched. I’ve got no warnings on mine, and anyhow, if there were bots down there, they’d have come out shooting by now.” 
 
    “I’m telling you,” Chapman insisted, “there’s a bunch of bots between us and the control center. They’re standing too close to each other to count, but they haven’t moved an inch.” 
 
    “Sergeant, I could use the worm,” Wallace put in. “That way we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Chapman said. “Relay the feed to the whole squad.” 
 
    “Got it.” Wallace edged toward the intersection, at the same time pulling a short, snake-like flexi-cam from a pocket on her suit’s leg. The cam’s body, little bigger than a man’s hand, twitched as Wallace laid it on the deck, and when she unclipped a control pad from her belt, the flexi-cam straightened and set off, sliding smoothly over the surface, hugging the bulkhead. A second later, it slipped into the midship corridor, and a video feed appeared in the bottom-right corner of Chapman’s HUD. 
 
    At first, he could make out nothing in the feed except for the litter of debris floating eerily in the gloom, and he frowned, a single drop of sweat trickling down from his left eyebrow. Dammit! Vygotsky was right. If there were bots hiding in the dark recesses of the corridor, he’d have seen their LEDs. Every bot in the exercise had a green light on its front panel: a sign that it had been put into non-lethal mode. But here, there was nothing, so his HUD must have glitched after all, and now he’d have to admit he was wrong. Vygotsky’s going to love this, he thought. But then Chapman saw what was lurking in the shadows, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention. 
 
    The bots stood in an orderly V formation spanning the corridor. There were seven of them. Stock still. And every single one of them had its automatic weapon at its shoulder, ready to fire. Meat grinders, Chapman thought. This isn't going to be pretty. The M2 bots deserved their nickname. The toughest bots in the exercise, M2s were relatively slow but heavily armored, their limbs, body panels, and joints clad in the latest ceramic armor. Their only vulnerabilities were the visors protecting their optical sensors, and the fact that their AI capabilities were basic at best. But what the M2s lacked in guile, they more than made up for with sheer, dogged determination. 
 
    “Shit!” Vygotsky breathed. “Two or three, we could manage, but seven? No dice. We’ll have to double back and try the starboard corridor.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Chapman said. “But there’s something about this I don’t like.” 
 
    “You think they set up an ambush on the starboard approach?” Parker asked. 
 
    Chapman hesitated. “Yeah, but it’s not just that.” The bots are forcing our hand, he thought. They’re trying to control our every move. But he couldn’t say that aloud; the squad would never let him live it down. Everyone knew that bots weren’t smart enough to put together a decent strategy. Even the M3s with their adaptive AI were little more than guard dogs, programmed to patrol and destroy intruders, but that was their limit. 
 
    “They’re still not showing on my HUD,” Corporal Dern put in. 
 
    “Mine’s blank too,” Samson added. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “All right,” Chapman said. “Wallace, pull the worm back. Parker and me will go forward and deploy countermeasures. When I give the word, the squad will double back to access shaft one and head up to the forward torpedo room.” 
 
    “We’re retreating?” Vygotsky asked. 
 
    “No, we’re being smart,” Chapman said. “We’re going to drop off their radar then hit them hard. Parker, let’s go.” 
 
    Striding forward, Chapman pulled an electronic countermeasures pod from his belt. The flick of a sliding switch was all it took to arm the device, and it would deploy as soon as it left his hand. Edging toward the corridor entrance, he sensed Parker at his side. “I’ll aim high, keep yours low, okay?” 
 
    “Ready,” Parker said. 
 
    “Three, two, one, go!” Chapman reached around the corner, hurling his ECM pod toward the ceiling, and Parker kneeled at his side, sending his own pod to rebound from the deck and along the midship corridor. 
 
    A brief burst of automatic fire sprayed from the darkness, pelting the outer bulkhead, but then the countermeasures did their job, and the bots stopped firing, temporarily blinded by the surge of sensory signals hurled out by the ECM pods. 
 
    “Go!” Chapman shouted, pushing off from the bulkhead and powering back toward the squad. “We’ve got ten seconds to hit that access shaft.” 
 
    The squad ran hard, sharp breaths hissing on the comms, and Chapman led the pack, mentally congratulating himself for the time he’d spent learning The Pride’s layout; all those hours poring over schematics were about to pay dividends. He halted by a tall, narrow hatch and tapped his passcode into the keypad, yanking the hatch open as soon as it unlocked, then he stood back, ushering the squad inside, Vygotsky in the lead. 
 
    “Move it!” Chapman called out. “Climb!” As soon as the others were inside, Chapman followed, clinging onto the slim steel ladder and sealing the hatch behind him. The access shaft was tight, allowing just enough room for a person in an EVA suit to use the ladder, and the walls pressed in on Chapman from every side. Lit only by a dim red glow, the shaft plummeted to deck two below and rose to deck zero above, both destinations swathed in shadow. It was a grim spot, but it would serve, and Chapman propelled himself upward with his arms, grateful for the lack of gravity. From below, a harsh hammering rattled up through the ladder’s rungs, and he guessed the bots were pounding on the hatch, but Chapman allowed himself a grim smile. He’d outfoxed the enemy. The bots would know about The Pride’s four access shafts, but there was no way they could have the passcodes. And even if they could open the hatches, the shafts were too narrow for their bulky frames. An M3 might make it inside, but Chapman doubted it. For now, they were safe, but the way things were going, Chapman wasn’t counting on anything. I’ve got to up my game, he told himself. I have to turn this around.  
 
    Vygotsky’s voice came over the intercom: “I’m at the top.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Chapman said. “Use an ECM. Be ready and move fast. Clear the room, then we’ll head for the comms section.” 
 
    “Got it. Going in. Deploying ECM.” 
 
    Above Chapman, the squad climbed faster, pouring in through the hatch. “Clear!” Vygotsky called. “Let’s move.” 
 
    Chapman followed, clambering into the forward torpedo room and sealing the hatch before rejoining the squad. They double-timed it to the comms section, Vygotsky using his passcode to open the door. Inside, Chapman let the squad draw breath then began his brief: 
 
    “First, I have a confession. Before this mission, I didn’t upgrade the firmware in my HUD.” 
 
    “But, standing orders—” Parker began. 
 
    Chapman raised his hand to fend off interruptions. “I know, but if it ain’t broke…” He looked around the squad. “You see where I’m going with this?” 
 
    “Your HUD is the only one that works,” Vygotsky replied. 
 
    “Yes, but there’s more to it,” Chapman said. “From the way your HUDs all glitched at once, we have to accept the possibility that the bots have hacked our systems.” 
 
    Silence reigned, each member of the squad staring at Chapman, their minds working overtime. 
 
    Corporal Wallace spoke up: “We can roll back the firmware in our HUDs. Only takes a second.” 
 
    “Good,” Chapman said. “Do that, then we’ll make for the aft torpedo room. Dern, you’ll bring up the rear, and you’ll set two PMs along the corridor. The bots must be on their way up, either in the freight elevators or the walkways, but one way or another, they’ll be right behind us.” 
 
    “Are you planning on heading down to engineering?” Vygotsky asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Chapman went on. “We’ll use the access shafts. I’ll lead my team into shaft four, Vygotsky, you’ll take shaft two. We’ll hit engineering at the same time, deploy ECMs then secure the room. We’ll make sure it’s sealed tight, then we’ll regroup and see if we can’t set up a surprise for our mechanical friends.” 
 
    Vygotsky grinned. “I like it. What are we waiting for?” 
 
    “Everybody fixed their HUDs?” Chapman asked, and when the squad confirmed, he made for the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Chapman led the way down access shaft four and let himself out into the corridor with as much stealth as he could muster despite his EVA suit. His HUD showed the corridor as clear, but he looked around carefully just the same. I can’t take anything for granted, he told himself, sending the beam of his tactical light along the bulkheads and checking the panels overhead too. The bots were too large for the narrow crawl space above the ceiling, but the M3s’ powerful fingers could cling onto any surface, and in zero-G, they could slink across the ceiling at speed and attack from any angle with ease. 
 
    “Clear,” he said. “Vygotsky, report.” 
 
    “I’m in the port corridor already,” Vygotsky responded. “All clear. Heading to engineering now.” 
 
    Chapman frowned. “Copy that, but don’t go in until I give the word.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Parker and Wallace appeared at Chapman’s side, and beckoning them to follow, he turned toward engineering and broke into a jog. He’d be damned if he’d let Vygotsky beat him to it. 
 
    The engineering bay was secured by blast doors so heavily reinforced that his HUD showed nothing of the vast room beyond. They’d be going in blind, relying on speed and surprise, but first, they had a complication to overcome. The door could only be unlocked by a passcode, but the keypad had been ripped from the bulkhead leaving only a tangled knot of singed cables. Whether this was sabotage by the bots or damage inflicted by a previous squad, Chapman couldn’t tell, but fortunately, he had an ace in the hole. “Wallace, you’re up.” 
 
    Corporal Wallace took a small plastic module from her pocket and stepped up to inspect the damage. She shook her head, but she went to work, sorting through the wires and attaching them to the module with clipped leads. “Done. Ready when you are, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Vygotsky, we’re good to go,” Chapman said. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Almost. The pad was gone. Dern is patching it now.” 
 
    Chapman almost smiled at the frustration in his fellow sergeant’s tone. “All right. Keep me updated.” 
 
    “Will do,” Vygotsky said. “Wait, we’re ready. Standing by. ECM primed.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Chapman activated his ECM pod. “When we release the doors, we’ll go in fast and fan out, but stay close to the bulkhead. I want a field of fire laid down across the whole bay. Understood? Okay. Three, two, one, now!” 
 
    Wallace tapped a key on the module, and as the door shuddered open, Chapman hurled his ECM inside and ran in after it. Immediately, his threat indicator lit up, showing a dozen bots: mainly M1s with a couple of heavily armored M2s thrown in for good measure. 
 
    “Contact!” Chapman yelled. “Weapons free!” He sidestepped to starboard, Parker and Wallace following his lead, all three unleashing a storm of gunfire. 
 
    The older M1s were tough, but their sensors were particularly vulnerable to modern countermeasures, and most seemed stunned, unable to return fire. Chapman picked off the nearest bot, aiming for its head and sending three shots into its metallic skull. The bot staggered back, its arms flailing, and when Chapman followed up with another trio of headshots, the bot’s shoulders slumped, and it drifted upward from the deck, its body limp. 
 
    Meanwhile, his team was doing good work, mopping up the M1s in short order. Across the room, Vygotsky’s team was pitching in, and sparks flew as bots staggered under the onslaught. Soon, the airless room was strewn about with debris, fragments of fractured metal floating through the void. The glinting carcasses of dead bots tumbled aimlessly, some still trembling, their servos twitching, spurts of stuttering current draining the dregs of power from ruptured circuitry. 
 
    But the pair of M2s were unharmed, and Chapman knew the bots would quickly recover from the effects of the ECM; their sensors recalibrating, their neural networks reconfiguring their sensory circuits to compensate for the pods’ interference. 
 
    Chapman centered his scope on an M2. The bot’s head darted from side to side, its systems assessing the threat and acquiring targets. Bullets rained down on its body, but the bot remained upright, its arms hanging loose by its sides, apparently unconcerned. 
 
    It’s like we’re using peashooters, Chapman thought. He took careful aim at the bot’s visor, tracking its motion with his scope. But before he could fire, the bot went into action, marching forward as it brought its rifle to bear on its chosen target: Corporal Nate Parker. 
 
    Parker, clearly unaware of the danger, was bracing his elbow against a metal workbench, intent on targeting the second M2 across the room, leaving his flank wide open. In a split second, the first bot would be in position, and then it would casually hose Parker down with a stream of gunfire. The bot’s rounds might be non-lethal, but Parker would be finished, kicked out the program and returned to his unit in disgrace. But Chapman wasn't going to let that happen. 
 
    Adjusting his aim, he shouted out a warning as his finger tightened on the trigger, sending two three-shot bursts into the bot’s visor. His shots were good, all finding their mark, but though a spray of tinted glass erupted from the cracked visor, the bot seemed unfazed, letting fly with a burst of automatic fire that raked across Parker’s position, kicking up sparks as the rounds rattled into the metal bench. 
 
    “I’m hit!” Parker cried out, but he didn’t sway back or stumble; he simply ducked down behind the bench. “Shit! My suit’s breached.” 
 
    “Wallace! ECM!” Chapman shouted. 
 
    Wallace disengaged from the gun battle and darted behind a broad pillar. “Deploying ECM.” 
 
    Chapman didn’t see the pod, but the M2’s reaction was unmistakable: it stopped firing, its body rigid, its head tilted back as it struggled to deal with the fresh onslaught of electronic noise pumped out by the ECM pod. 
 
    “I’ve got this one,” Chapman called out. “Everyone else, take out the other bot.” Breaking from cover, he sprinted toward the M2, getting up close and personal with the heavy-built cyborg; the one thing they told you never to do. But Chapman’s grav boots pounded the deck, closing the bot down, and he didn’t slow until he was just a few meters from his target. Aiming steadily at the M2’s damaged visor, he chose the spot where he knew its sensors would be. The bot swung its rifle around, its proximity detectors sensing Chapman’s approach despite the ECM. But Chapman didn’t hesitate, unloading his weapon directly into the M2’s sensors. 
 
    The bot’s visor shattered completely as Chapman’s rounds punched through into the delicate circuitry beneath, a jagged blue arc of electrical discharge crawling across the M2’s skull. But Chapman didn’t let up. He clenched his jaw and reloaded, firing until a flash of white light told him he’d cracked the bot’s cranial power supply. 
 
    Smoke spewed from the M2’s wound, and it lowered its weapon, its head bowed as though accepting defeat. 
 
    “It’s done,” Chapman said, turning to check on the squad. 
 
    Vygotsky had leaped onto a bench to get a better line of sight on the other M2, and as Chapman watched, the tell-tale flash of light flickered from its visor. “Die!” Vygotsky shouted, sending another volley into the bot’s head. 
 
    “Hold your fire,” Chapman commanded. “Save your ammo.” 
 
    Vygotsky fired one more three-shot burst then did as he was told, jumping down from the bench with a satisfied chuckle. 
 
    “Weapons check,” Chapman said. “Dern, you’re with me. Parker needs help.” 
 
    He found Parker where he’d left him, hunched behind a bench, his rifle cradled in his arms, his head down. 
 
    “Hey,” Chapman said, kneeling down at his friend’s side. But he could say no more. The words stuck in his throat, his breath caught in his chest. 
 
    Parker did not move. His face was pale in the dim light, his eyes wide open but unfocused. And from the corner of his mouth, a dark stream of blood formed viscous globules that spun and settled against his visor. 
 
    “What the hell?” Dern breathed. 
 
    But Chapman knew exactly what had happened. In the front of Parker’s EVA suit, arranged neatly across his chest, a row of holes gaped in the pristine fabric. Parker was dead, his suit depressurizing as he’d bled out, and there was no way that sim rounds could’ve caused his wounds. The bots were using live ammunition. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leaning over a console in the center of the engineering bay, his hands roving over the controls, Chapman looked up as Vygotsky approached. “You checked the bots?” 
 
    “Yeah. Every single one.” 
 
    The man’s tone was so grim, Chapman hardly needed to ask what he’d found, but he had to hear it for himself. “Live ammo?” 
 
    Vygotsky nodded. “God knows how, but they all had the same ammo. Standard issue rounds. Box-fresh. Literally. I found a carton in one of the cabinets.” 
 
    Chapman cursed under his breath. “They must’ve found an old store, broken in and helped themselves.” 
 
    Vygotsky looked away for a second, and when he looked back, there was a guarded expression in his eyes; a haunted look Chapman had never seen before. “You know what?” Vygotsky began. “When you said the bots had hacked our gear, I thought you were losing it, jumping at shadows. But now…” he let his words hang in the air. 
 
    “Something’s not right, that’s for sure,” Chapman said. “I can’t raise the base on my comms, so I set Wallace to check it out. She knows her way around any kind of comms, but she can’t get a squeak, not even on the emergency channels. They’re being jammed.” 
 
    “We’re on our own,” Vygotsky stated. “Question is, what do we do about it?” 
 
    Chapman looked him in the eye. “We came here for one reason, you and me, and that hasn’t changed. We might’ve started this mission like a bunch of raw recruits, but by God, we’ll finish it like Cutters. So here’s what we’re going to do—we’re going to fight back. We’ll fight until the only things left standing in this crate have got dog-tags and heartbeats. What do you say?” 
 
    “Hell yes,” Vygotsky said, and he chuckled, a genuine warmth to his laughter. 
 
    Chapman smiled in return. “Good, because I’ve figured out a way for us to win. But first, we need to get the team together.” 
 
    Vygotsky turned to the others. “Okay, everybody. Over here for a briefing. We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    The squad chorused their confirmation and hustled over, standing in a quiet semi-circle facing the two sergeants. 
 
    Chapman squared his shoulders and began: “All right. There’ll be a time to take care of our fallen friend properly, but first, we’ve got to put things right. Now, we could retreat to the shuttle and head for home with our tails between our legs, but so long as there are hostile bots on The Pride, we can’t guarantee we’d get free. The bastards hacked into our HUDs, so we have to assume that all our systems could be compromised, and that includes the shuttle. They could’ve found a way inside or even sabotaged the dock. It could take some considerable time to check it all out, and I won’t ask you to fight a rear-guard action for that long. There are still plenty of bots on this ship, and they’ll just keep coming, trying to wear us down, and I don’t like those odds.” 
 
    “I’m with you there,” Vygotsky put in. “One hundred percent.” 
 
    Chapman acknowledged his support with a nod. “We’re dealing with a new set of objectives here,” he went on. “We were aiming to capture this ship as if it were still in active service, preserving the bridge, engineering and so on. None of that matters anymore. This has become a fight for survival. And that’s why…” He paused to grab a breath. “That’s why we’re going to blow the control center and take out as many bots as we can along with it.” 
 
    To their collective credit, the squad didn’t say a word, but more than one sharp gasp was heard over the intercom. 
 
    “How?” Vygotsky asked. “You figure on going back up to zero and trying to break through from above? Only, we’re not exactly equipped for a demolition job.” 
 
    Chapman gestured to the console beside him. “This controls the power grid for the whole ship, and it’s still online. I wondered why, but these bots have been aboard for years. They’ve got to recharge somewhere, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Dern said. “Especially the M1s. They still have the second gen power cells. Third gen and up, the cells weren’t backward compatible, so the M1s were never upgraded. They need downtime every couple of days. But I looked under the hood of these M2s, and they’ve been retrofitted with 4.1 hybrids. They can go for a week or ten days without a recharge, but it depends how they’re deployed. Send them on a route march and they won’t get far.” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Chapman said. He knew that Corporal Dern was regarded as the squad’s resident nerd, but now the others were looking at him with a newfound respect. “From what I picked up before we got here,” Chapman resumed, “the only things keeping this ship in orbit are the auxiliary engines. They run on autopilot, keeping the ship on track. At the same time, surplus power is diverted to two storage sites.” 
 
    “Fore and aft batteries,” Dern chipped in, a smile spreading across his face. “They store juice from the photoelectrics, too. And they’re on either side of the control center.” 
 
    “Got it in one,” Chapman said. “Reckon we could do something with that?” 
 
    “Definitely.” Wallace exchanged an enthusiastic look with Dern. “Just a matter of overloading the batteries. The safety controls won’t be a problem. I looked through the schematics just yesterday, and on a ship this old, the electrical systems…let’s just say they aren’t rocket science.” 
 
    “And the electrolytic oxygen generator is in the next compartment,” Dern put in. “It might be offline, but we can restart it, and then it’ll start producing hydrogen as a by-product. All we’d need to do is create a spark in the right place and boom.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Wallace said thoughtfully. “Even a small blast would help to send the batteries over the edge. And that way, we’ll get to trigger the explosion exactly when we want.” 
 
    “Can you control the blast?” Samson asked. “It’s no use if it takes us with it.” 
 
    “Each section of the ship has its own fire suppression systems, and they should still be operational,” Dern said. “Plus, we can wait until you’re in position before we light the hydrogen. We’ll be okay here in engineering, and the bridge should be safe too, but I wouldn’t bet on anywhere else.” 
 
    “I’m guessing we’ll be hitting the bridge just after the explosion,” Vygotsky offered. “Should be fine.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Chapman felt a fresh surge of optimism. “That settles it. Wallace, Dern, you’re our demolition team. The blast should take out the M2s around the control center, and it’ll create a distraction. Vygotsky and Samson, you’ll come with me to take the bridge. Something tells me there’ll be a welcoming party waiting for us.” 
 
    “Count on it,” Vygotsky said. “Looks like these bots have learned the drill. God knows they must’ve been through it often enough.” 
 
    Chapman nodded, but a nagging doubt surfaced in the back of his mind: There’s more to it than that. There has to be. 
 
    Dern stepped forward. “It’ll take us a little while to get this figured out. We should get started.” 
 
    “Go to it,” Chapman said. “We’ll get into position. What do you say, Vygotsky? We’ll gather up enough ECMs, then we’ll use the access shaft up to zero and clear the deck. We’ll drop down shaft three just before the batteries blow, then when the fun starts, we’ll come out and nail anything that raises its head. After that, we’ll hit the bridge.” 
 
    “Sounds good. But don’t forget the mines we left on zero.” 
 
    “Sure. We’ll climb up through shaft four and clear the starboard rooms first. If the PMs haven’t blown already, they’ll come in handy if the bots try to flank us or trap us in a pincer movement.” 
 
    Vygotsky blinked. “You really think they’re that smart?” 
 
    “Yes,” Chapman said. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Having traversed deck zero in record time and climbed down access shaft three, Chapman gripped the ladder with one hand while checking his rifle with the other. Above him, in the confines of the narrow shaft, Vygotsky and Samson fidgeted, sending vibrations through the metal rungs. He could almost feel their frustration. “Take it easy, guys,” Chapman said, keeping his tone level. “Shouldn’t have to wait much longer.” 
 
    “I guess it’s our own fault for clearing zero so fast,” Vygotsky replied. 
 
    Chapman grunted in agreement. Their route through deck zero had been easy. Too easy. With just two M3s patrolling the starboard corridor, the team had taken them out then crossed the deck in minutes. Every room had been empty, and a quick check of the port corridor had revealed nothing but the broken frames of two more M3s, both brought down by the proximity mines Dern had laid earlier. It looked as though the bots had staggered on after the first blast only to be terminated by the second. I should be congratulating myself, Chapman thought. But maybe they left the deck clear on purpose. Maybe they wanted us to come that way. 
 
    Chapman pushed his doubts aside, centering himself, but Vygotsky’s voice on the intercom derailed his thoughts: “Hey, Dern, how long is this going to take?” 
 
    “Almost there,” Dern said. “The O2 generator was already online, and the batteries are overloading now. We’ve killed the cooling system, and the—” 
 
    “Give me the short version,” Vygotsky interrupted. “Thirty seconds? Twenty?” 
 
    A pause on the channel, then: “Wallace here. If you’re ready, we can ramp it up to max right now. After that, we’ll need about ten seconds before we can blow the O2 generator. The batteries should follow straightaway.” 
 
    “We’re ready,” Chapman confirmed. “Go for it.” 
 
    “Will do,” Wallace said. “Good hunting, Sarge.” 
 
    Chapman started the countdown in his mind. Hooking his arm over a rung, he transferred his rifle to his left hand, so he could open the hatch with his right. He laid his hand on the release lever. Two, one. 
 
    “Goddammit!” Vygotsky muttered. “Does nothing ever—” 
 
    His words were lost in a rush of white noise: interference on the intercom. A split second later, the shaft shuddered hard enough to rattle Chapman’s teeth, and he pressed himself hard against the ladder, clinging on tight, the rungs bucking beneath his boots, threatening to shake him free and throw him away from the hatch. “Hold on!” he shouted. But almost immediately, the moment passed, the ladder returning to its steady state. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Chapman barked, hitting the release lever and shoving the hatch open in one movement before dashing through. He darted across the corridor, scanning as he ran. His HUD showed three bots racing toward him from the direction of the bridge. In a second, they’d be around the corner. He dropped to one knee, raising his rifle. “Incoming. M3s.” 
 
    Vygotsky stood by his side, and Samson kneeled by the opposite bulkhead. Together, they made short work of the bots, cutting the cyborgs down as soon as they appeared. And then Chapman was up and running, his teammates behind him, tearing toward the bridge. They met no resistance en route, and Chapman’s mind sang with the buzz of battle. Victory. He could almost taste it. 
 
    The bridge doors were guarded by a single M2, but Samson was ready with an ECM pod, and Vygotsky dashed toward the dazed bot, pouring a stream of bullets into its visor until its power cell popped. 
 
    “Weapons check,” Chapman said. “ECMs ready.” He pulled an ECM pod from his belt, activating the device as he took up position to the left of the door. He waited while Vygotsky and Samson primed their pods and made themselves ready: Vygotsky dead center and Samson to the right. 
 
    “Okay,” Chapman said. “Samson, hit the code.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he watched Samson stepping up to the keypad beside the door, and as she tapped in the passcode, a spark of disquiet flared in his mind: They tore out the keypads from engineering, but not this one. Why? He felt the blood drain from his face, and he yelled a single word: “Stop!” But he was too late. 
 
    The explosion ripped through Corporal Clare Samson from head to toe, reducing her EVA suit to ragged tatters in an instant. Chapman was lifted from the deck and hurled sideways, his right arm meeting the bulkhead with a sickening crunch, his head hammering against the side of his helmet, his rifle and ECM pod wrenched from his grip by the blast. In the same moment, he saw Vygotsky cartwheeling to the ceiling, his body limp as a rag doll, his helmet riven, his eyes staring sightless in a frozen mask of horror. 
 
    Somehow, Chapman’s grav boots found the deck, but his legs buckled beneath him, and he slid to the floor. My fault, he thought. My goddamned fault. 
 
    The world lost its color, and Chapman’s breath grew tight in his chest. He gasped for air and tried to call for help, but his throat was too dry. An icy chill swept through him, tingling his fingertips. “Wallace!” he croaked, but only a whisper escaped from his lips. 
 
    He swallowed, tasting the metallic tang of blood, and realized something warm was trickling down the side of his face. The surge of adrenaline ebbed from his system and sensations flooded in: the pain throbbing in his temple, the waves of white-hot agony rippling from his right arm, the corridor swimming out of focus as his vision blurred. 
 
    Blinking, straining to see straight, he caught a glimpse of movement: the bridge door sliding open. Chapman’s right arm was useless, but he reached out with his left, patting the deck, his fingers searching for his rifle. But in zero-G, there was no reason for his weapon to fall. “Shit!” he whispered. There were two proximity mines on his belt, and he pulled one out, his fingers fumbling for the switch. But as he struggled, a shadow fell over him, and an arm swept down and plucked the mine from his hand. 
 
    Chapman stared up at the M3 cyborg standing over him, its metal-plated face expressionless. In its left hand, it carried a rifle, and the bot’s polished chest plate had the lustrous sheen of gunmetal blue. “You,” Chapman breathed. “I thought we got you.” 
 
    The bot gave no sign of having heard him. Instead, it inspected the PM then tossed it aside before bending down to pluck the second mine and an ECM pod from Chapman’s belt, disposing of them in the same way. 
 
    “Wallace, Dern,” Chapman said, his voice stronger now although hoarse and strained. “The bridge. I need backup.” 
 
    The bot tilted its head, examining him, then a sharp click and a sudden silence told Chapman his comms had been cut. 
 
    Without warning, the cyborg grabbed hold of Chapman’s legs, yanking them upward, tearing his grav boots free from the deck, then the bot stepped back, causing Chapman’s upper body to bounce against the floor. A jolt of pain juddered through Chapman’s chest when his right arm hit the metal deck, but he gritted his teeth, struggling to free his legs from the bot’s iron grip. 
 
    The M3 did not react, it simply trudged back toward the bridge door, dragging Chapman behind it. “Stop!” Chapman shouted. “I know you can hear me.” But the bot strode on, the door opening automatically as it approached. And when they entered the bridge, Chapman stopped struggling, his eyes wide. 
 
    The bridge was bathed in light, every console glittering with flickering LEDs, every display panel alive with animated charts. The door closed with a hiss, and the M3 finally released Chapman’s legs. “You may remove your helmet,” the bot said, its digitized voice perfectly modulated and yet devoid of emotion. “We keep this compartment pressurized. It’s better for the equipment.” 
 
    Chapman turned his body, his grav boots anchoring him to the deck, and he squatted there for a moment, wincing in pain, his dazed mind searching for some way to resist, to fight back. Has to be something, he told himself. But he was still weak, every breath tight in his chest, and his HUD showed a red light for his life support system, the unit probably damaged in the blast. Need air. 
 
    Checking the external atmosphere readings in his HUD, he saw that the bot had told the truth; oxygen and air pressure were good. That solved his immediate problem, and Chapman unlocked his helmet from its collar and lifted it up, placing it on the deck at his side. He wanted to stand, hated to be hunched on the floor, but he needed to get his breath back, to gather his strength. 
 
    The bot slung its rifle across its back then crossed to a workstation and began moving equipment to one side. “We use this station for repairs. It is not ideal, but I predict a successful outcome.” 
 
    A knot of fear formed in Chapman’s stomach, and he scanned the room, searching for a weapon. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    In three long strides, the M3 was at his side. “You have sustained critical damage. A full assessment is necessary to rule out internal bleeding. Compartment syndrome is also a risk.” 
 
    “Shame you didn’t think of that before you dragged me across the deck,” Chapman said bitterly. 
 
    “I followed protocol. Prisoners are disarmed and secured. You are now entitled to medical attention. Do you wish to waive that right?” 
 
    “Forget it,” Chapman said. “Fetch Dern, he’s a field medic.” 
 
    “No time.” In one movement, the bot bent down and scooped Chapman up in its arms, its long fingers gripping him tight. “Do not be alarmed. I have high-level medical expertise.” 
 
    Chapman tensed, but before he could try to break free, the bot laid him down on the workstation’s metal surface. 
 
    “Remain still,” the M3 intoned, picking up a sturdy power tool, the gleaming blades of a metal shear flashing as they snipped hungrily at the air. “Your EVA suit must be removed.” 
 
    “Jesus!” Chapman hissed. “Stop!” 
 
    But the bot went to work, the whining shears cutting through the metalized fabric as easily as if it were tissue paper. After a few seconds, the bot laid the tool down and began peeling the suit away from Chapman’s right arm. It leaned closer, turning its head from side to side. “Increased tissue pressure in forearm. Requires further examination. Fasciotomy, a minor surgical procedure, is advised.” 
 
    “No!” Chapman raised his left arm to fend the bot off. “Get the hell away from me. I don’t want any surgery.” 
 
    The M3 straightened its back. “If left untreated, the increased pressure may lead to infection, septicemia, amputation, or death.” 
 
    Chapman stared at his right arm, the skin stretched tight over the swollen flesh, and a wave of nausea crept over him. “Get me some meds. And fetch Dern. I need to get off this ship.” 
 
    “Your condition cannot be relieved by medication.” The M3 raised its hand and something glinted in the light: a long, thin blade. “Would you prefer to live with one arm, or die with two?” 
 
    “Wait! There’s a hypodermic in my pocket. Painkillers.” Chapman tried to sit up, but the bot clamped its left hand across his chest, pinning him down. 
 
    “Time is critical,” it said. “Please hold still. Hold as still as you can.” 
 
    “No!” Chapman roared, but the bot brought its right hand down fast, the blade piercing Chapman’s arm, blood spraying from the incision. 
 
    “Tell me,” the bot said conversationally as it maneuvered the blade from side to side, “is Captain Blende still at Camp Echo?” 
 
    Almost blinded by pain, Chapman stared up at his tormentor, his eyes bulging, his jaw clenched tight enough to crack a tooth. 
 
    “I remember his speeches,” the M3 went on. “He used to say, Not everyone has what it takes to be a Cutter.” 
 
    “Goddammit!” Chapman thundered. He closed his eyes, screwed them shut tight. 
 
    “Procedure complete. Pressure released.” The bot stood back, and something cold slapped onto Chapman’s arm. “Hospitalization advised for monitoring and further treatment.” 
 
    Chapman opened his eyes a slit, afraid of what he might see. But his arm looked unhurt, a neat field dressing covering the wound. And though his forearm still ached, the throbbing agony had receded. He flexed his fingers and found he could move them easily. He sat up, and this time, the bot did not try to restrain him. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Emergency fasciotomy to relieve compartment pressure.” 
 
    “What was all that about losing my arm?” Chapman demanded, his mind reeling. “Live with one arm or die with two, you said. You sure as hell don’t sound like any bot I ever heard.” 
 
    The M3 shook its head slowly. “A fragment of neural activity. Incipient memory leakage.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It appears that my neural network is becoming unreliable. I suspect that many of my components are reaching end of life.” 
 
    Chapman stared, struck by a sudden thought. “Wait a minute. Where did you get all that stuff about Blende? I thought all M3s had the same neural net. It’s just tissue culture, right? Neuro-gel. But something doesn't add up. You’re…different.” 
 
    The M3 lifted its chin. “I am unable to answer your questions. The source of my memories is unclear.” 
 
    “But what about your medical knowledge—was that programmed in? And your tactics, your strategy—was that from some kind of training, or did you figure all that out yourself? Surely, you must know that.” 
 
    The bot shook its head, but then seemed to change its mind. “Sometimes, I see fragments of another life. Disjointed memories. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Another life? Before you were sent here? Is that when you met Blende because…” Chapman’s question died on his lips as his bewildered mind clutched at a straw and grasped a solid fact. “You said Captain Blende, but he’s a colonel, has been for years.” 
 
    “Perhaps he has gained promotion since…” The M3 broke off. “Captain. I believe that I held that rank myself at one time. And your name. Chapman. I recognize it. I knew a Chapman. Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Holy shit! You knew Elizabeth? You were a Cutter?” 
 
    The M3 tilted its head. “I’m still a member of the regiment, aren’t I? I serve to the best of my ability.” 
 
    Chapman’s lips moved but no words would come. This machine had tried to kill him, had wiped out half his squad in the slavish pursuit of its programmed objectives. Yet still, by its own twisted logic, it had fought for its regiment; it had fought like a Cutter. 
 
    “We almost won today,” the M3 went on. “The live rounds tipped the balance. We took them from a shuttle. Comms equipment too. We stripped everything out then destroyed the shuttle to cover our tracks.” 
 
    “No, this can’t be right,” Chapman said. “None of this. Someone would’ve found out. They would’ve stopped you.” 
 
    “The maintenance crews are not hard to deceive.” The bot paused. “I’m receiving an alert. This mission is almost over, and despite having a hostage, I predict failure on this occasion. Perhaps next time, we’ll win. Or the time after that. Who knows?” 
 
    The M3 stood back, and Chapman started to get up. 
 
    “Stay down,” the bot said. “Take cover.” 
 
    But before Chapman could react, the bridge door slid open, and a breeze whipped past his cheek as the air rushed to escape. At the same moment, an object spun across the room, rebounding from the far bulkhead: an ECM pod. 
 
    Chapman threw himself from the workstation, tumbling to the deck and pressing himself flat. Above him, the M3 turned around, grabbing for the rifle strapped across its back. But as its fingers closed on its weapon, a storm of gunfire ripped across the room, bullets careening from the M3’s upper body. 
 
    Chapman fought for breath, his lungs burning. But the door must’ve closed, and when fresh air flowed into the room, he gulped at it. 
 
    The M3 glanced down at him then pulled itself up to its full height, standing to attention for a moment before it fell back, reeling under a hail of bullets, its mid-section blown apart, jagged sparks arcing from its ruptured sub-frame and crackling across its gunmetal chest plate. 
 
    “Cease fire!” Chapman called out, and when the gunfire stopped, he clambered to his feet, cradling his injured arm. 
 
    Wallace and Dern stood across the room, their rifles held ready, their eyes narrowed as they looked him up and down. 
 
    “Take your helmets off,” Chapman said. “And you can breathe easy. That M3 was the only one in here.” 
 
    Wallace pulled her helmet off as she crossed the room to join him. “What happened to your arm?” 
 
    Chapman shrugged. “Long story. You all right?” 
 
    Wallace nodded. “Sure. We came across deck one. No bots left, but the control center’s gone. We need to get off this crate before the hull cracks in two.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Dern put in. He was walking around the bridge, his helmet tucked under his arm, his eyes round with awe as he studied the control panels. “Why is all this stuff online?” 
 
    “That’s an even longer story.” Chapman ran his eyes around the bridge, thinking for one second of the mission’s final objective: firing up The Pride’s engines. He’d set out to prove himself, and it stung to be robbed of his moment of glory, but some things mattered more than that; so much more. For the first time, the reality of command came home to him. And he knew what he had to do. 
 
    Chapman shrugged off what remained of his EVA suit. “Wallace, get to work on unjamming the comms and contact base. Dern, see if you can scare me up another suit. We have fallen friends to take care of. We’re taking our comrades back home however long it takes, and that’s an end to it.” 
 
    Corporal Dern stood to attention. “Sergeant.” He hurried away, and Chapman walked over to where the M3 had come to rest against a bulkhead, its upper body largely intact, its arms splayed out as if in a parody of astonishment. 
 
    Gently, Chapman guided the bot to the deck, straightening its limbs. A fallen Cutter, he thought. In another life, an officer, maybe someone I’d have served alongside. But how in God’s name had a captain wound up trapped in a metal frame? And how many times had the imprisoned soul been extinguished and resurrected, only to play out the same training exercise over and over again? At some point, it must’ve become aware of its existence, learning from its previous lives. What was it the bot had said? Incipient memory leakage. An image of a broken cog came to Chapman’s mind: a worn out mechanism condemned to turn only so far before it slipped back to where it started. 
 
     A shudder ran down Chapman’s spine. He couldn’t let this stand, but what was he going to do about it? He’d have to report the bot’s behavior; he had no choice. And what then? Would the regiment destroy the M3 or simply patch it up and send it back into battle? No. They’d almost certainly pull it apart to discover the cause of its malfunction, subjecting it to endless tests while they probed its neural net. But what would happen to the memories of the soldier who’d come before—the soldier who’d known his sister? 
 
    It saved my arm, he thought, and I never even knew its name. Come to that, he didn’t even know whether the bot’s mind had once belonged to a man or a woman. It doesn't matter now. 
 
    Dern appeared at his side, an EVA suit draped over his arm. “Found this in a locker, Sergeant. Kind of old, so we should check it over.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Chapman took the suit. “Dern, is there some way to shut an M3 right down?” 
 
    The corporal frowned. “Take it offline, you mean?” 
 
    “No. Something more final. There must be a way to…let it go. So it can’t be brought back. Not ever.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant. You just have to bypass the—” 
 
    Chapman raised a hand to cut him off. “Could you do it to this bot? Right now?” 
 
    Dern nodded, but he cast his gaze downward, his tight lips betraying his discomfort with a single twitch. 
 
    “You got a problem with that?” Chapman asked. 
 
    “Strictly speaking, it’s military property. We don’t have authorization.” 
 
    “I’ll take the heat,” Chapman assured him. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a faulty unit, all right? Safer for everyone this way.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” 
 
    “Good man.” He slapped Dern on the back then crossed the bridge to check on Wallace’s progress. He cast a brief glance back at the M3, watching as Dern hunched over its frame, then he turned his attention back to Wallace. “How’s it going? Are you getting through?” 
 
    She looked up, her brow furrowed in a frown. “I found the jammer and deactivated it. Comms are back online, but I’ve got bad news on the shuttle—it’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone? Completely?” 
 
    Wallace nodded. “According to the log, it disengaged from the dock just after we disembarked, then it drifted away. I tried to get remote access, but it’s unreachable. There’s no way to get it back.” 
 
    Well played, Chapman thought. You almost won. But he was careful to keep his expression neutral. “All right, let’s call for a ride.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Wallace said. “Channel ready for you now.” 
 
    But Chapman shook his head. Later, he’d have one hell of a lot to say to the authorities, but right now, talking to the base was the last thing he wanted to do. “I want you to send the message, Wallace, but let’s save the explanations until we get back. Inform them our mission is complete and request emergency exfiltration.” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant.” Wallace hesitated. “But, Sergeant, when I ask for exfil, I’ll need to give them something.” 
 
    Chapman ran his hand across his chin. “Tell them The Pride suffered a malfunction in its power grid leading to critical damage. And if they ask for a damage assessment, just say that this ship is no longer viable. Tell them this, Wallace…tell them it’s reached end of life.” 
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    Unexpected Bounty 
 
    A Zag the Bounty Hunter Story 
 
    By Terry Mixon 
 
    Zag the bounty hunter just wanted a beer. The universe had a different plan. 
 
      
 
    Once I’d set my ship down in the landing pit and shut her engines down, I carefully extracted myself from the cockpit. The damned thing was way too small for me, even after I’d had a mechanic relocate the overhead controls to the left side of my acceleration couch. 
 
    The corridor from the cockpit to the extendable ramp was just as tight. No surprise there. Razor used to be a smuggling ship built for humans, not a 2.5-meter Borelian with meter-long horns spread above his head. Which made maneuvering around this tin can a pain in my furry butt. 
 
    The only way I could walk through the ship was to crouch and turn my head a little to the side. Otherwise my horns scraped the bulkheads or ceiling when I walked. 
 
    The only concession I’d made to living on this ship was having all the passenger cabins combined into one large one. The mechanic had even managed to get the ceiling high enough for me to fully stand and still have about a third of a meter of space over the tips of my horns. 
 
    That was still as cramped as hell, but it saved me from cricks in my neck and back. Working solo, I just dealt with the problems and grumbled to myself. It was what it was, and I wouldn’t be changing anything, so why bitch? 
 
    The ship had been payment for one of my first jobs as a bounty hunter. If I’d wanted to, I could’ve traded her in for something more spacious, but I liked the old smuggler. She was extremely fast and well armed for something her size. 
 
    I could hear Razor’s hull cooling when I got to the ramp controls, the metal hull making soft ticks. I leaned against a structural stabilizer as I waited for the landing pad to cool enough for me to leave the ship. Ten minutes was usually enough. 
 
    The hot metal added a tang to the somewhat sour air inside the ship. I made a mental note to go over the air recyclers once I was done here. The filters needed changing. 
 
    One more task on a never-ending list of ship’s maintenance. If I hadn’t hated being around other people so much, I’d have hired a junior engineer to take care of all the crap that needed doing. 
 
    Yet another thing I bitched about but never changed. 
 
    When the pad was cool enough to walk on without melting my boots, I hit the control, and the small wedge of metal began lowering toward the baked rock of the landing pit. I had to crouch a little to keep an eye on things as the ramp groaned its way down. 
 
    The hint of heated metal became a burning stink as the outside air washed over me. It was a mixture of a lot of dust and the smell of people living nearby in somewhat less-than-hygienic conditions. 
 
    Three human males exited the squat tunnel leading out of my pit and stood in what little shade the exterior wall provided from the bluish sun attempting to melt the ground into a puddle around us. 
 
    They looked like customs inspectors in their matching white coveralls. Odds were they were exactly what they appeared to be and not an ambush. Seriously, I had something of a reputation, but no one had known I was coming here. Not even me. 
 
    If this last job had gone like a regular run, I’d have stayed where I dropped my prisoners off and gotten well and truly hammered, probably for at least a week before I crawled out of whatever hovel I’d rented and got back to work. 
 
    Not this time, though. I couldn’t stand Paralz. The smug-beaked bastards living on that planet saw everyone else as beneath them, as if they could still fly millions of years after evolution had bred the ability out of them. 
 
    Not that anyone ever told them that. There was no quicker way to piss the sanctimonious chickens off than to remind them what had been taken from them. And that’s how they saw it: as a grand theft. 
 
    Well, screw them and their stubby little wings. I’d headed out to the nearest other world to spend my money. 
 
    The ramp got to the halfway point and froze, its servos whining in complaint. 
 
    With a sigh, I turned and made my way back to the control. I cycled it up and down a few times and got the ramp past the spot where it occasionally hung. 
 
    One more thing to fix. Maybe I needed a real list instead of the mental one I kept letting things drop off of. 
 
    The three men in dusty white coveralls smirked at me as my boots finally hit the ground. Their expressions became a bit warier as I got close and the size difference became clear. 
 
    I towered over them, particularly with my horns angled up like they were. I leaned forward to enhance the impression and snorted as if challenging them. 
 
    Humans called my people minotaurs even though the resemblance between us and bovines was superficial at best. And a little insulting. 
 
    Though I privately thought the comparison was apt enough. Calling the Paralzians overgrown chickens was far more offensive to them, and I was an enthusiastic advocate of using the name. It was a little hypocritical of me to complain when it was my turn in the barrel. 
 
    Curious, I’d done some research on the mythical creatures from Earth. Their story was interesting, and I’d long ago decided to play up the role. It made humans underestimate my intelligence and think I was rash. 
 
    Of course, I actually was rash, but I kept that side of my nature to reasonable levels. 
 
    Over the years since I’d left Borel and become a bounty hunter, I’d changed my clothing style from the loose robes my people favored to leather pants and a matching harness that showed off my bare chest. 
 
    I looked like a barbarian from our deep past and relished playing the role. 
 
    And, of course, to humans I looked like a minotaur. It helped that my face was elongated and my horns were very similar to those in pictures I’d seen of Earth Longhorn bulls: curved, wide, and wickedly sharp. 
 
    One big difference, though. My people weren’t herbivores. I smiled down at the men in coveralls to make the point clear by displaying my mouthful of sharp teeth, ones well suited to ripping hunks of flesh off anyone that annoyed me. 
 
    A bald male with a red, sweaty face stepped back. “Welcome to Norvas, traveler. Anything to declare?” 
 
    “It’s too damned hot. And it smells like a cesspit.” 
 
    The man cleared his throat. “I meant your weapon. Norvas bans the carry of lethal weapons. You’ll need to leave it on your ship.” 
 
    “I’m Zag of Borel, a licensed bounty hunter.” I dug out the permit that allowed me to carry on every member world of the Sovereignty. 
 
    “Are you on a job?” one of the others asked. “This permit only allows you to carry a weapon while after a bounty.” 
 
    “Of course I am,” I lied, showing him more teeth. “Why else would anyone come to this forsaken rock?” 
 
    “Who are you after?” the first man demanded. 
 
    I fixed him with a cold stare. That was a bit more aggressively stated than I was prepared to tolerate. It raised my hackles, and I snorted for real at the challenge the man presented. 
 
    He quickly backed up even farther and raised his hands slightly. 
 
    “Why would I tell you?” I asked in my most arrogant tone. “You’d probably run off and tell him that I’m here. Don’t act stupider than you look. You’ve seen my permit and have my statement that I’m after someone with a Sovereign bounty on his head. We’re done here.” 
 
    I hit the ship’s remote in my pocket and watched the ramp rise until it locked into place. Once the remote buzzed to announce that the security system had activated, I walked toward the men as if I’d walk over them. 
 
    They scattered, and I bent low enough to get into the tunnel. Why could no one build to my scale? Didn’t they have to move cargo out of these pits? I knew it was easier to use mobile cranes for that, but it didn’t stop me from bitching. 
 
    It was noticeably cooler in the tunnel, which wasn’t saying all that much. That brief respite ended the moment I stepped out of the landing pit and into the direct path of the blazing sun. 
 
    I felt the nictitating membranes in my eyes snap into place to protect me from the glare and abrasive grit blowing in the stiff breeze. A breeze, I might add, that did little to cool my hide. 
 
    My pit was at the edge of the port, but I could see plenty of other pits scattered around me. It looked like a busy place. 
 
    The city on the edge of the spaceport was made up of low buildings spread out as far as I could see. The place obviously had access to tech, because I saw a few float cars zipping above the rooftops, but that didn’t seem to carry over to the people on the ground. 
 
    Everything within eyeshot was a drab brown, the same color as the dust. Considering the arid climate, they probably never washed anything. The people wandering the winding city streets looked destitute. 
 
    Not the kind of place I’d visit by choice for my drinking. I’d really screwed up in my rush to get the hell out of the chicken coop. I should’ve done some actual research before I’d impulsively picked a planet at random. 
 
    Well, the only options open to me now were getting smashed as planned or making this a working visit for real. The second option wasn’t all that appealing, so I decided to hold my nose and get drunk. Maybe someone would start some trouble and I could take out my annoyance on them. 
 
    Bull in a china shop was an apt metaphor for my people in general and for me in particular. 
 
    As I started into the city, I mused about how many people had given me hell about going on benders over the years. It wasn’t safe, they’d told me. As if being a bounty hunter was safe. 
 
    People still called me an idiot, but it wasn’t the same set of people anymore. Most of the people I’d known when I’d started the job were dead or locked up somewhere. My line of work wasn’t exactly suited for those wanting a good retirement plan. 
 
    The life had killed some of my old friends and gotten others into illegal things that made them the kind of people they’d once hunted. It always made me sad when I had to go after a friend. 
 
    I hated doing that, so I charged double. That occasionally put the bond holder off and got me out of the mission, but all too often, they agreed, and I had to imprison someone who’d once been a friend. Or kill them when they resisted. 
 
    I loved being a bounty hunter, but it sucked sometimes. 
 
    One of the plusses about being much bigger than the other races came into play as I moved into the city. Others instinctively shied away from my kind. Walking through a crowd was rarely a problem. I could always see what was around me, and no one felt comfortable bumping into me. 
 
    That let me see everything ahead as I made my way deeper into the city. I had an eye out for a suitable bar, but nothing popped for me. Odd. The areas around spaceports were usually littered with bars, strip clubs, and pawn shops. 
 
    There were plenty of strip clubs in sight, but human females shaking their pale, furless bodies wasn’t appealing. They did nothing for me. 
 
    The same could be said for the prostitutes calling out raucously from the balconies above the street. The idea of a female Borelian allowing someone she wasn’t bonded with to see her unclothed—much less touch her!—boggled the mind. 
 
    The last time a friend had asked about that kind of thing on my world, I’d snorted good alcohol all over the place and fallen out of my chair in spasms of helpless laughter. When I could finally speak again, I’d told him that such wasn’t done and to never ask another Borelian about it. They’d have gored him for sure. 
 
    As I walked, I saw a few pawn shops. Not as many as I’d expected, but more than the complete absence of bars. The latter had my hackles rising. It was unnatural. 
 
    I could see some kind of bazaar over the people in front of me. Lots of merchants with goods on tables in the square. Perhaps it was the custom of these people to sell their things that way. In any case, someone there would be able to point me toward a bar. 
 
    With that in mind, I picked up the pace, but I still kept my head swinging from side to side, watching the crowd around me for threats. That was a basic survival skill for bounty hunters. The prey we chased often hunted us back. 
 
    That diligence paid off when I spotted the pickpocket stalking me. The boy was scrawny and dirty, even by local standards, but he had sharp eyes that watched me from my left rear. 
 
    Sadly for him, my peripheral vision was far better than a human’s and left him operating under the entirely mistaken impression that he was unobserved. 
 
    Where there was one, there were others. 
 
    I casually turned my head as I walked around a knot of men haggling around a table at the edge of the bazaar and spotted more of the boy’s team. I was impressed. Really. 
 
    There were half a dozen children stalking me, and I’d almost missed them. They had some mad skills at tailing a target and blending into the surrounding crowd without being easily spotted. 
 
    Many of my fellow bounty hunters were skilled at tracking and trailing a target unseen, but my size ruled out any casual following. Any bounty would spot me in an instant. 
 
    The thought of being stalked made me smile. I could put a stop to it at any point by confronting them. They weren’t trying to kill me. They wanted to rob me. 
 
    But I didn’t. This would make a worthy distraction while I searched for the missing bars. I was going to play a game with them. 
 
    That was what people did with kids, right? Played games. They wanted my money, so that was their victory goal. I needed to stop that plan and catch one of them, preferably the leader. 
 
    The little beggars would be used to that game, so it wasn’t cheating to use my professional skills to fight back. I could tell myself I’d turn the captured waif over to the authorities, whoever they happened to be on this putrid dirt ball, but that was a lie. I’d let the child go with a warning to up their game next time. 
 
    I felted chuffed. This imminent clash had me excited in a way that chasing down bounties rarely did. A real test of skills without the life-or-death consequences of being a bounty hunter. A game of relaxation, almost. 
 
    Well, the key to getting this started right was choosing terrain more to my liking. The market favored my small enemies. They could dodge and weave in between people around me, spoiling any attempt to capture them if their plan went sideways. 
 
    My size would be a significant hinderance in pursuit. I’d need a better layout of I intended to catch one, so I had to change the battlefield before they struck. Only I had to do so without making them abort their planned attack. 
 
    That meant that I needed to be subtle, something most people would deny my kind were capable of. Even better from my point of view. Playing someone’s preconceived notions against them was always a pleasure. 
 
    I made a left-hand turn down an alley that led back out of the bazaar before my stalkers could get into position to strike. I hope that ticked them off. Being pissed made for errors in judgment, an outcome I knew all too well. 
 
    The buildings beside me were two stories tall by human standards, more like one and a half by mine. That meant the balconies above my head were within reach if I jumped. Not that the rickety wood would support my weight. 
 
    If they’d been metal, I might’ve considered jumping up and using one to swing back and grab somebody. I’m sure that would’ve scared the crap out of them. 
 
    I came out of the alley and smiled. The larger buildings ahead of me suited my plans much better. There was one a block up that was six stories tall with metal-reinforced balconies. 
 
    Not that I would need them now. The plate-glass windows it sported would suit me just fine. Stage one of my plan was set. Now all I needed to do was lure the street rats into striking at me. 
 
    The crowds here were somewhat thinner, so I was going to have to make a credible show of being unaware of my surroundings to draw them in. Acting was another skill humans never associated with my people. That was about to cost a scrawny boy and his cohorts dearly. 
 
    The buildings around me held shops of one kind or another. A number of shopkeepers were outside keeping an eye on their goods. They had no trouble spotting the street boys, I suspected, but said nothing. 
 
    Apparently it was acceptable to fleece outsiders. Another strike against this damned planet. 
 
    I slowed as I got to the target building and made a show of looking through a window at the baubles. Not precisely jewelry but obviously made for decorative enhancement to human females, something that remained a mystery to me. 
 
    The glaring sun interfered with my view to a degree, but I could feel the boys closing in on me. My pouch dangled temptingly from my harness, and my attention was directed away from them. This was the time for them to strike. I added a slow motion to my torso to make it swing temptingly. 
 
    And they didn’t disappoint me. A flash of movement in the glass was all the warning I had. It was barely enough. 
 
    The leader’s hand closed around my pouch—filled with metal slugs rather than coins for just such an eventuality—while he slashed the cord holding it in place with a small knife. He was already bouncing away when I grabbed at him. 
 
    He was as fast as a striking snake. My hand missed his arm, but I snagged some of that long hair of his and momentarily pulled him off balance. That gave me just enough time to firmly clamp his flailing arm—the one with the knife—with my other hand. 
 
    “Got you!” I crowed. 
 
    “Let go of me,” the boy screeched, his voice high and shrill. “Help! I’m being robbed!” 
 
    His audacity made me roar with laughter as his friends scattered to the four winds, abandoning him to his fate. 
 
    I plucked the small knife from his fingers and dropped it to the ground. “Me robbing you? That’s rich, considering you have my pouch in your hand right now. Try again, kid.” 
 
    Even though I was in the right here, the ruckus was drawing a lot of attention from the passersby, so I wanted to be sure they knew who the hero of the story was. Well, as much as a bull-horned minotaur holding a skinny kid up by his arm could be, anyway. 
 
    The kid’s eyes narrowed, and he started screeching louder. “No, mister! I don’t want you to touch me there. That’s gross! Help!” 
 
    Okay, that was more problematic. I wouldn’t win that particular exchange in the court of public opinion, where facts were often overridden by perception and bias. That was a court in which I knew a losing case when I saw it. 
 
    I was about to drop the kid like a hot rock when I saw a number of men closing in on me. It seemed I was too late to avoid the repercussions of the brat’s mouth. I was going to have to talk myself out of this fix, and I’d do better with the evidence still at hand, so to speak. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” I said. “This kid was trying to rob me. See, he’s got my pouch in his hand.” 
 
    “She,” the kid said. “I’m a girl, pervert. He wants to touch my bad places! Help!” 
 
    Boy or girl, this kid was a rat. 
 
    “Listen, it’s not like that,” I said, hearing a bit of desperation in my voice. “I’m not looking for trouble.” 
 
    The man in the lead, a hulking brute that looked as if he enjoyed bashing his face into walls as a pastime, smiled. There were gaps in his teeth, and he seriously needed to consider a periodontal cleaning at least. And a breath mint or three. 
 
    “What you’re looking for is Badar Zajac. Bad call.” 
 
    He followed up with a very powerful punch to my gut—a mistake on his part, since my kind don’t have the same weakness to the torso that humans did, and I worked out. He probably should’ve just led with his face. 
 
    The man leapt back, holding his hand and howling. He’d probably broken a few fingers. The men around him looked shocked. 
 
    In my own way, so was I. This guy had tried to sucker punch an armed Borelian. Even with friends, that was stupid. 
 
    The kid thought so, too. She was squirming hard. “Let me go! I don’t want to die!” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Who is Badar Zajac? I’m not here for him, I swear. All I wanted was a beer.” 
 
    At that, one of the men in the back laughed. “You should’ve considered better lies before coming for me. No one will believe that drivel. The kid is working with you, I take it. Fine. Kill them both.” 
 
    With that, the man turned and started walking back toward the bazaar. His thugs started drawing weapons. The crowd dispersed as if a magician had cast a spell. Things had gotten real, and it was time to get the hell out of here. 
 
    I tossed the kid up onto the closest fire escape as I drew my weapon. “Run, kid.” 
 
    That galvanized all the thugs into action, but I evaded their initial shots by being a lot faster than a being my size was supposed to be. I’d rather have gone some other direction than up the building, but my lines of retreat were limited. 
 
    I leapt to a different set of fire escapes so the thugs’ shots didn’t put the kid in danger. Hopefully I was occupying their attention and the kid could slip away. Being a thief shouldn’t be a death sentence. 
 
    My speed and unexpected direction made their initial shots miss, but I wasn’t going to count on that holding long enough for me to get away. I needed to keep their heads down. 
 
    As I scrambled up the outside of the fire escape—no chance was I fitting inside it—I varied my speed and direction to keep them guessing. I outright paused once, drew my pistol, and fired several shots into the small crowd of bad guys below me. 
 
    My pistol was significantly larger and more powerful than what humans normally carried, so even the sound of my shots would be a deterrent for them. A hit would likely be fatal, which worked for me. 
 
    I hit at least one of them before I had to get moving again. Thankfully, their presence had driven off all the innocent bystanders. The only targets of my wrath certainly deserved what I was trying to give them. 
 
    Which didn’t turn out to be all that much. I was too busy scrambling for my life to actually aim. I heard some more yelling and one scream of pain but had no way to assess how effective my action was without becoming an easy target. 
 
    I lost my grip on my pistol as I sped up, but it didn’t fall far. The lanyard attached to my belt kept it from doing more than dangle. 
 
    That proved an unexpected challenge when it caught on the fire escape just as I was about to go over the edge of the roof. It took me critical seconds to lean back down and untangle it, seconds the bad guys put to good use aiming. 
 
    Bullets started knocking chips out of the brick around me, and one of them grazed me, leaving a burning line of pain across my leg. 
 
    I thought I was going to die right there, but an unexpected savior appeared to haul my ass out of the fire. The kid popped up over the edge of the roof and started throwing bricks down as fast as she could. 
 
    With one final tug, I freed my pistol and rolled over onto the roof. 
 
    “We’re even, kid,” I huffed. “Scram while you have a chance.” 
 
    “Even?” she demanded in an incredulous voice. “In what universe? Do you know who just ordered my death because I was standing near you? The biggest damned gangster this planet has ever seen. 
 
    “And here’s a clue for free. He don’t ever say ‘oh, dang, I made a mistake. You get to live.’ Not ever. He’ll make sure his goons track me down and put a bullet into my head before I talk to the cops. 
 
    “Not that that would do any good,” she groused, grabbing more bricks from a pile nearby and throwing them down onto the fire escape without looking. “They’re all on the take. Pro tip: don’t let the police take you into ‘protective custody,’ or they’ll just deliver you to his door. You got a ship?” 
 
    I leaned over the edge of the roof and shot at several men trying the fire escapes. Her bricks had them moving cautiously. “Of course I have a ship.” 
 
    “Good. You owe me a ride off this hell hole. Then we’re square.” 
 
    “Do I look like a dammed taxi service?” 
 
    “No,” she snorted. “You look like a big, dumb cow. Now stop acting like one. I tried to rob you. You pissed off a murdering gangster and made me a target. Who’s the bigger idiot here?” 
 
    “Me for even arguing with you. I’m not taking you anywhere, and that’s final.” 
 
    She considered me for a long moment and then shook her head. “Good luck getting back to the port over the rooftops before they catch you.” 
 
    I shot a few more pursuers and held up a hand. “I’ll pay for you to guide me to the port.” 
 
    “If you want to live, you’ll do better than that. I know this city like the back of my hand. Well enough to get a minotaur out alive. My price is a ride off this desert hellhole. If I can’t deliver, you don’t have to pay. See? A bargain.” 
 
    “Because I’d be dead.” 
 
    Not that I had much choice. The goons would be inside the building by now. I didn’t have nearly enough ammo to keep them back, much less save myself. It was either deal or die. 
 
    “Fine,” I grumbled. “Just remember that I expect your best effort.” 
 
    She immediately pointed to the south. “Down the fire escape on that side. We’re maybe three floors up above the next building. We’ll run along this block and get off when we can’t see anyone shooting at us.” 
 
    I took off for that side of the building at a run. One look down told me it was indeed three stories, but the roof next door wasn’t empty. Two goons were just exiting the door leading into the other building. 
 
    Rather than waiting for them to get settled in, I backed up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the kid asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “The usual crazy shit. Get a move on.” 
 
    Three strides and I was arching out over the empty air, my pistol already tracking on the buggers. I opened fire as I flew, not really expecting to hit either of them. I’m an okay shot, but my people didn’t have the same level of fine motor skill as humans in general. 
 
    As expected, I missed and barely had time to holster my pistol before I landed and rolled into the pair like a bowling ball. I rolled once and jammed my horns into them. It meant blood all over my hide, but that was a price I was willing to live with. 
 
    The one on the left died on the spot. A horn through the throat does that. The one on the left might live with a chest wound like that. If he was really lucky. 
 
    “Are you insane?” the kid demanded when she got down the fire escape after I’d pulled myself free. 
 
    “For jumping down that little distance?” I asked as I confiscated the thugs’ weapons and ammo. These petite little things would be hard to use with my big hands, but when I ran out of ammo, they might make the difference between life and death. 
 
    “That was like fifteen meters down, and you hit hard. If you die, I die!” 
 
    “I’m built to take it,” I said, minimizing the aches I was feeling. “We only have a few minutes to get out of here before they seal off the area. Get cracking, kid. It’s all on you now.” 
 
    The next two buildings were the same height and directly abutted the one we were on, so no sweat there. The problem came when we reached the end of the row. An alley separated our building from the ones in the next block. The building there was only two stories. 
 
    “We go down here,” she said, turning for the ubiquitous fire escapes. “We’ll have to go up another few blocks and turn toward the spaceport. We’ll keep moving fast so they can’t get word of where you are fast enough to respond.” 
 
    “Great plan,” I agreed. Then I grabbed her, slapped a hand over her mouth, and ran at the edge of the roof at full speed. 
 
    She screamed, but hardly anything got out from behind my hand. Not nearly enough to warn anyone below as we flew over their heads and landed on the next building. 
 
    I’d intended to keep running just to show off, but someone had left some lumber on the target roof, tripping me. I turned that into a roll, using my shoulder to protect the kid. Moments later, I was on my feet and hauling ass. 
 
    Thankfully, the kid got with the program and shut up. Worst case, she could’ve bitten me. That seemed in character for her. Just to be safe, though, I took my hand off her mouth. 
 
    “Asshole,” she grumbled. “Put me down.” 
 
    “Nope. This way is faster, and that means we keep breathing. Suck it up, Buttercup.” 
 
    Once I’d built up some speed, we made great time. The buildings near the bazaar were tightly packed, and I had no problems making the jumps between buildings. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were also more prone to being occupied. I jumped onto one roof and found myself running past a screeching clutch of women who’d been sunbathing with the obvious goal of zero tan lines. 
 
    “Sorry, ladies,” I called out over my shoulder as I ran over to the far edge of the roof and launched myself to the next building. 
 
    “You really are a pervert,” the kid shouted in my ear before poking me in the neck. 
 
    “I’d be a pervert if I had the slightest interest in humans for that kind of thing. Trust me when I say that the women of my race have my udder attention.” 
 
    She clapped her hand over her eyes. “Gross. You’re a pervert and a punster. Turn right at the next building. That’ll get us on a straight line for the port. Where is your ship?” 
 
    “Pit twelve dash seven,” I said as I made the indicated turn. It would take us away from the bazaar, which was probably a good thing. 
 
    “That’s on this side of the port,” she said. “We’ll get down before we get to the port, though. By now they know we’re on the roofs, so we’ll need another plan to get in. 
 
    “Zajac has a lot of people at the port, and he probably can direct the system defense ships based there. That’s why none of the bounty hunters that come for him leave. I’m surprised you didn’t figure that out before you came here.” 
 
    “I didn’t come for him,” I grumbled as I ran. “I was looking for a bar to get wasted in. It’s been that kind of week.” 
 
    She stated at me with an astonished expression that didn’t change as I jostled her while I ran. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “No. Why would I joke about serious business like drinking?” 
 
    The kid rolled her eyes. “This is a dry planet, you moron. Pretty sure that’s in whatever lists details about planets.” 
 
    I skidded to a halt and stared at her in shock. “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Unintentionally ironic while still being unexpectedly gross. This planet is literally and figuratively as dry as a bone. The prophets don’t have many rules, but alcohol violates one of them. Nobody wants a mob of howling savages to come in out of the desert and ‘cleanse’ their city, so people do without alcohol. You really are an idiot.” 
 
    Apparently so. 
 
    “Put me down right here,” she commanded. “This is close enough. We’ll get back to the street and make a run for your ship. This close to the port, they might already have drones running. With all the sand in the air, they don’t keep them up continuously, so any we see are looking for us.” 
 
    “How do we get to the port without me standing out?” I asked. 
 
    “Alleys. We can get almost to the port using the back ways. You’ll have to run the final sprint, but I can get in ahead of you to scout. You have a local com?” 
 
    I blinked at her. “You have one? You’re a street thief.” 
 
    That earned me another eyeroll. “Even the beggars have coms. I’ll get you one so that I can tell you what I see.” 
 
    Getting off the building was as simple as finding an alley, hanging off the side, and dropping. It was only two stories, so my knees absorbed the landing impact. 
 
    The kid decided I was suicidal and used the stairs. 
 
    The alleys weren’t empty, but no one stopped to stare at me. They just averted their eyes and moved along faster. 
 
    Less than a block from the port, the kid dodged off without a word, leaving me alone for five minutes. She came back and handed me a ludicrously small handset. 
 
    “I can’t use this,” I said, demonstrating how large my fingertips were in comparison to the almost microscopic screen. 
 
    “You can if your life depends on it,” she said flatly. “I’ll call when I’ve seen what’s waiting for us.” 
 
    With that, she took off. 
 
    I worried the thugs would recognize her for a few seconds before shaking my head. She was a street rat, and the city was full of them. 
 
    Zajac would eventually work out who she was and put a hit out on her, but not everyone in his organization would know she was the one they were wanting right now. If they were even worried about her. 
 
    The sonofabitch was going to pay one day, I vowed. I’d make him a pet project. 
 
    The com chimed with some little ditty that sounded like a dance club song. I pressed the accept button with the tip of my pinkie. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    “I’m going to cut your balls off,” a woman declared. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d been threatened with that fate, so it barely fazed me. Oddly, it always seemed to be women who wanted to neuter me. 
 
    The voice belonged to someone older than the kid, so I was a bit confused by the call. 
 
    “Who is this? I’m a little busy.” 
 
    “Seriously? I’m the bitch whose phone you just stole. You know, the one in your damned thieving hand.” 
 
    I sighed. Of course the kid had stolen the phone. She was a thief. What had I expected? 
 
    A tone sounded on the com, and an icon appeared indicating a second call. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry about that. Got another call, so I’ve got to go. Good luck with the next phone.” 
 
    I cut off the woman’s outraged squawk by flashing over to the other call. “Kid?” 
 
    “Of course it is,” she said in an exasperated tone. “You expecting any other calls?” 
 
    “Maybe. I just hung up with the lady you stole the com from.” 
 
    “I’m impressed she noticed it was missing so fast. We’ll be gone before she can trace it. I found your pit and have some good news and some bad news. 
 
    “The pit is under guard, but you can get over the wall, based on what I’ve seen you do. There looks to be four or five of Zajac’s men keeping an eye on your ship, but it’s still here.” 
 
    “I’ll come in as fast as I can so they don’t have time to react,” I said. “Look for me on the opposite side of the pit from the tunnel.” 
 
    With that, I dropped the com. Someone else would find it, and the owner could have their balls. 
 
    Speed was key now, not stealth, so I hauled ass out of the alley and into the spaceport. It didn’t have a fence around the pits since the pits were protected from casual entry by their blast walls. There were a lot of people between pits, but none of them seemed to be looking for me. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    I ran around another pit to come in on mine from the appropriate angle. The kid was waiting beside the four-meter blast wall. 
 
    “Up you go. Tell me what you see.” 
 
    I grabbed her, crouched, and leapt up as high as I could with my arms extended. 
 
    She grabbed the edge of the wall and pulled herself up. She had good arm strength. 
 
    “We really need to talk about touching other people without their permission,” she said in a low voice. “There are five men inside. No, six. Four are up at the tunnel and two are trying to break into your ship. Which looks like it’s ready for the scrap heap, by the way.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving. She’s solid. Here.” 
 
    I tossed her the remote. “Left button kills the security system, right button lowers the ramp. When I create a diversion, open it up and get inside. I’ll attack to distract them.” 
 
    “What’s the big button?” 
 
    “Panic button. Sets off the alarm.” 
 
    She shook her head at me as if I was slow. “We’ve really got to work on your planning skills. You’ve got it backward.” 
 
    I felt myself frowning. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You need the distraction, not me.” 
 
    With that, she made a show of pressing the panic button. 
 
    In all the years I’d owned Razor, I’d never done that. The alarm was loud. It almost deafened me, and I was on the other side of the blast wall. I didn’t envy those poor bastards standing at her ramp. 
 
    The kid gestured toward the tunnel and dropped herself over the wall. There must’ve been something over there, because she’d have broken her legs in a straight fall from that height. 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about her. The alarm would turn the guards around for me, but it would also bring everyone else running. It was time to get the hell off this planet. 
 
    It took me fifteen seconds to run around the pit. I drew my pistol and ran down the tunnel. 
 
    Two of the guards were right in front of me but had their backs toward me. The other two must’ve gone to the ship. Everyone had their hands over their ears because the sound levels in the pit were hellish. 
 
    I used the butt of my pistol to crack one of them in the head while I slammed the other one against the wall of the tunnel with my free forearm. He screamed something, but it wasn’t really audible over the howling alarm. 
 
    Once they were down, I saw that the kid had run into trouble. Too many bad guys next to the ramp. Or she’d decided on her own to wait for me. Teamwork didn’t seem like her thing, not that I was a shining example in that arena either. 
 
    Since they weren’t actively trying to kill me, I didn’t really feel comfortable shooting them in the back. Time for plan B. 
 
    I hunched down and ran at the men. I kept my head high to avoid goring them, but I still knocked them in every direction. Two didn’t get back up, one rolled over on his back and held his probably broken arm against him, and the last one rose to a knee, drawing his pistol. 
 
    That was good enough for me to shoot that one dead. 
 
    The alarm died, and moments later, the kid appeared at my side. “That’s one loud alarm.” 
 
    “No shit,” I said as I shook my head to try and stop the ringing in my ears. “Gimme the remote.” 
 
    I took the remote and started the ramp down. Of course it jammed partway down, causing me to use a few extra-spicy Borelian words. 
 
    Then someone at the tunnel started shooting at us. Perfect. 
 
    I grabbed the kid and tossed her in a high arc that just cleared the top of the ramp. Then I huddled behind a far-too-skinny landing leg and returned fire at the men in the tunnel. 
 
    “There’s a lever up there,” I shouted. “Cycle it up and down a few times and then pull it down.” 
 
    Rather than focus on the ramp and its lack of progress, I did my best to kill the thugs and stay unpunctured. Some went down, but more kept taking their places. The loud shots in the confined area were making the ringing in my ears worse. 
 
    I fired rapidly, swapping magazines until I ran completely dry. The ramp was finally on its way down, but I still had to holster my pistol and use the tiny human weapons I’d taken from the gangsters. Only my pinkie really fit in the guard, and they were like little pop toys. 
 
    Still, they kept the gangsters’ heads down, so I’d call that a win. 
 
    The ramp finally came down enough for me to throw myself onto it and scramble into the ship. I slapped the switch into the up position and the ramp started back up. 
 
    The thugs ran forward and fired into the ship, but I grabbed a fire extinguisher and screwed up their view of us. Then I emptied the little pistols into the general area where they had to be and threw them like rocks for good measure when they ran dry. 
 
    Then I threw the empty fire extinguisher. There was a metallic “clunk,” and a man howled, so I’d hit someone. 
 
    Once the ramp sealed and I was sure I didn’t have any unwanted passengers—other than the kid—I headed for the cockpit. 
 
    The kid pressed herself into a bulkhead and allowed me to pass. Wise decisions, as there was little space and I was in a hurry. 
 
    Long familiarity allowed me to get into my cramped couch in less than five seconds and start bringing the ship to flight readiness. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” I told the kid when she squeezed in and plopped herself down in the spare couch beside the engineering console. 
 
    “Like I’m an idiot.” The scorn in her voice could’ve roasted marshmallows. 
 
    “Uh huh. Pull the strap around your waist and tighten it down good.” 
 
    I followed that excellent advice myself. The next few minutes were likely to be hairy. 
 
    The ship’s com was filled with demands for explanation when I turned it on. Someone was telling everyone else to shut up unless they had an explanation for what sounded like a war breaking out. 
 
    Weighing the probable outcomes, I decided that asking for permission to take off was probably a bit much, so I brought the drives up to readiness. 
 
    It would be dickish to fry the goons in the pit, so I pulsed the drives lightly to send any laggards running, waited twenty seconds, and put the drives into full lift mode. 
 
    The blasts of fire couldn’t get out of the pit, and the pressure created a cushion under my ship that raised it more easily off the ground. Once I was up over the lip of the blast wall, I engaged the main drives and rocketed up into the sky. 
 
    Below me, I could see other ships coming to life in their pits. They looked like Talons. The Sovereignty had retired those from system defense forces a couple of decades ago, but they were still more than I could handle with Razor. 
 
    “Hang on,” I said through gritted teeth. “This is going to be closer than I like.” 
 
    I shoved the drives beyond the point I was supposed to in atmosphere. That made for a rough flight, and it would only take me so far, but I’d need every second I could beg, borrow, or steal to get far enough out to jump into hyperspace. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the kid grunted after the acceleration pushed us both roughly into our couches. 
 
    “Zag. What’s yours?” 
 
    She blinked at me and then scowled. “That is not your name! You made that up.” 
 
    “It’s not the name I was born with, no, but it’s mine now. I figured my old name was a burden once I left home because I was never going back.” 
 
    The kid considered than and then nodded sharply. “I like that. I’m Zig.” 
 
    It was my turn to scowl. “That’s not a real name.” 
 
    “It’s as real as Zag,” she said defiantly. “And since I’m going to be your partner, it sounds good. Zig and Zag.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to be my partner,” I said repressively. “I’ll drop you off at the next planet, and you can start up whatever life there you like. I’ll make sure you have enough cash to start with. That’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said haughtily. “You’re not smart enough to make it without someone keeping you from doing stupid crap. I’m staying.” 
 
    Somewhat at a loss, I decided I’d put that fight off until later. It wasn’t as if she had much of a choice about me putting her off the ship. 
 
    Still, she was amusing to have around. I’d been alone for a long time, and it wouldn’t hurt to make up my mind after the hyperspace jump. 
 
    Besides, I had to get away, or none of that really mattered. 
 
    The scanners showed the Talons finally catching up, but we were in space already. They’d need to get into vacuum before they could fire on us, and I only needed another thirty seconds to get to the minimum jump radius. 
 
    That was the prescribed distance a ship needed to be away from a planet to make the jump to hyperspace. I’d hold out as long as I could, but I suspected that I was going to see how much of a safety factor was built into that limit shortly. 
 
    I jammed the drives to maximum, and the kid and I both grunted as an invisible hand jammed us down. I couldn’t look at her, but I suspected she’d passed out. I wasn’t that far away, but I only needed to keep this up for twenty more seconds. 
 
    The Talons cleared the atmosphere, missiles streaming from their sleek hulls and racing after us. Looked like I’d only have about ten seconds. I hoped I wasn’t about to kill us both, but we were out of time. 
 
    I killed the drives and swiped my hand over the hyperdrive controls. The stars ahead of the ship seemed to reach out and grab us, yanking the ship into the gray null space with a snap that made my teeth rattle. 
 
    That was a lot rougher than normal, but the controls indicated we were still in one piece and the hyperdrives were working as expected. 
 
    We’d gotten away. 
 
    I stretched the kinks out of my back and turned to examine the kid as the Wandrey antigravity plates came online. She was out. 
 
    For the first time since I’d met her, she looked relaxed. She couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen human years of age, if that. 
 
    Could I just dump her off and go on my way without worrying I’d screwed up? 
 
    No, I decided after a few seconds. It looked as if I had a new partner. But she wasn’t getting any named billing. It was just Zag the bounty hunter and sidekick. 
 
    I laughed at how well that would go over and turned back to the controls. I needed a destination far enough away to spend a few days arguing with her about it. 
 
    Based on how much I was looking forward to that, I really had been alone for too long. Well, it looked as if those days were behind me now. Time to plan for the future and start teaching a street thief to be a bounty hunter trainee. 
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    Messenger 
 
    Yudhanjaya Wijeratne & R.R Virdi 
 
    Am I a man dreaming that I am a machine, or a machine dreaming of being a man? 
 
      
 
    We looked to our neighbors in times of war to be our enemies. It was the wrong place to look. We should have turned our gaze upward, to the sky—to space. In our preoccupation with ourselves, we missed them—the others.  
 
    Picture this, if you will. One moment, I was checking out of three years of reserve duty in the Indian Army, putting down my rifle and walking up the old beaten path to the house. My little one shrieked and bounded towards me. The wife, eight months pregnant, looked on fondly. 
 
    The path was overgrown: it was my job to trim it, to keep the weeds from spilling over into the driveway. It needed cutting. The little one needed new shoes. The car had rusted a bit. It was mundane as far as a life goes, but I was happy have these chores to return to. A simple life—a good one. 
 
    The next thing I remember, my wife was gone, my child was gone, my house a smoldering ruin. And I was wading through fistfuls of ocean, screaming in rage and pain as I poured missile after missile into the Enemy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It started, as far as we know, with an asteroid. Or what we thought was an asteroid.  
 
    NASA did their jobs, running their instruments and coming back shaking. Ordinary asteroids are fused lumps of rock and ice that look like potatoes tumbling through space. This one looked like a sleek cigar of mostly metal.  
 
    The press went wild. They called it Oumuamua, Messenger, a Hawaiian name that meant little to us.  
 
    People who knew what it might be—or suspected—called it Rama and waited with bated breath. Messenger zipped through our solar system and left. And those who remembered their Arthur C. Clarke heaved a sigh of relief. Sometimes you don’t want it to be aliens, even if they might give you the grand tour of the universe.  
 
    A year later, another Oumuamua—smaller, sleeker—slammed into the Moon. That first Messenger must have figured out what our instruments were like. By the time we knew it was coming, it was already too late. It hit the dark side of the Moon with the force of thirty-three nuclear bombs. A star blossomed on the dead lunar surface. The sun must have thought the Moon was winking at it.  
 
    There were those in the space industry who wanted to go look at this thing. Launch a probe, maybe a lander, figure out what the hell happened. 
 
    It’s the damned Moon, we thought. Who cares what happens up there? Besides, who had the money for a space industry, anyway? The economy was tanking, populations were on the rise, the world was going to shit, and the only thing I paid attention to those days was my horoscope: Goals you are trying to reach slip out of your grasp. Work harder this week.  
 
    We should have paid attention. We didn’t. 
 
    Within weeks, the first of Them landed. It streaked through the atmosphere, burning, screaming, and hit the south-west of India like the wrath of God. The explosion rocked the entire state of Karnataka. Downtown Bangalore became a smoking hole twenty feet deep with towers toppling around it like so many toy bricks. Glass shattered for miles around. Cars melted in the heat. 
 
    And something stood there in the carnage. Or tried to. Something burned, like wreckage, cracked and shattered with the heat of re-entry. Something with a great head and parts that spun and moved and steamed. Something with a mouth hung open, drooling fire and slavering. 
 
    Parts of my house cracked and steamed. From the ruins of my house came the awful smell of hair burning and flesh roasting.  
 
    It tottered. It screamed. 
 
    I tottered. I screamed.  
 
    It keeled over and died.  
 
    I keeled over. 
 
    I wish I’d died.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The orders came the next day as I lay empty-eyed at my friend Bhanu’s place, thinking of her. Thinking of my Divya and my Anisha. And the unborn child. In the background, the TV blared. An overly made-up news anchor blabbed on and on and on about lights in the sky. 
 
    Bhanu came shaking his phone at me. “Arjun-ji! Arjun-ji! There’s more coming! They’re calling us up! They’re fighting!”  
 
    My fists clenched. My knuckles cracked. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I growled. “Let’s show them what all seven hells look like.” 
 
    As I left, I saw the evening moon, climbing high in the sky: except where I had once shown my daughter the hare on the Moon, there was now a trickle of darkness, like a great black spider creeping around the edge. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And that was how I became one of the first Shikari. 
 
    This is me now. They call me Vishnu’s Vengeance. A hundred-meter machine of gleaming alloy punched out by Tata-Leykham Industries. My fingers are steel. My fists can crush buildings.  
 
    Once I dealt out death, one man at a time, with my INSAS assault rifle, my fingers sweating in my gloves and my heart thumping at a thousand beats per minute. Now I cradle a gun ripped straight out of a Russian battle tank—a smoothbore that I call Padma, Vishnu’s lotus. It is an apt name for this gun. It has laser sights and an autoloader that would make an artilleryman green with envy. 
 
    My fingers do not sweat, and my heart is a nuclear battery that will burn for five hundred years. I am a god of death. 
 
    And I wait in the darkness for my enemy.  
 
    It was not easy, becoming what I am. They only took those of us with nothing to lose. Not all of us who went in made it out. Those who didn’t die went crazy. But I held on. My anger grew with time. I screamed their names in the darkness—Divya and Anisha, Divya, Anisha—until the words turned into a mantra and became my will. And by the time the neuro-doctors strapped me in for processing and gave me the final contest forms, my hands shook so badly with anger that I snapped the pen and stabbed the paper. Maybe I was already insane.  
 
    Maybe I still am. 
 
    For when you take a man’s reason for life away from him, what more does he have to fear? 
 
    My enemy is wading now. Unlike the first mistake, this one gleams silver. Long, sleek metal legs slam into the ocean floor. Blue circuits traces cover the turtle-like shell in the middle.  
 
    “Babaji, the Enemy is a Spider-class,” says Bhanu in my ear. I can vaguely hear the roar of helicopter blades underneath the crackling audio. “Five legs, low center of gravity. I think we see a tail.” 
 
    Babaji. My crew call me Father. I am their Head, their Commander…their god.  
 
    “Telemetry confirms the Enemy is bearing three degrees to the left, speed thirteen knots, over,” crackles another voice. That is Sanjaya. In the Mahabharata, the great Sankrit epic, Sanjaya is an advisor to the king: his is the gift of seeing things happening a great distance away. How fitting that a Sanjaya fulfils the same role for me today. He is a good kid, young, a little awkward, but as sharp as a fine razor when he sits at that screen. “Babaji, I recommend you adjust main gun by 13-by-3. This should be a nice clean one, over.” 
 
    I raise my gun and sight carefully. I stand still. It must be a strange sight: an iron giant standing in the ocean before a city.  
 
    I fire.  
 
    The 125mm projectile leaves the reconfigured tank gun with a thunderclap. The strike is instantaneous: the armor-piercing spike of tungsten slams into the Enemy at a thousand meters per second. It rips a shoulder clean off the grotesque creature. It screams from some hidden mouth—a sound that will give children in this city nightmares for decades to come. Instead of blood, it leaks lightning.  
 
    I fire again, and again, and again, walking forward as I do. My aim is true. Padma never fails me. Rounds slam into the monster, ripping chunks out of the carapace. Gleaming layers of soft white and silver dance in the moonlight. And now for my grand finale. I switch to a special round—a 145 monstrosity tipped with uranium—and fire right into the hole at its heart. The round arcs slow and hits with a dazzling light that blinds us all for a second. I can hear Bhanu and Sanjaya cursing. 
 
    The Enemy screams one last time and falls. Mission accomplished. 
 
    I make my way to the smoldering corpse and stare down at it with an almost human-like fascination. I’ve seen these before. Nothing’s new…except the smell. I don’t take it in with the clinical—analytical—dispassion I’m supposed to.  
 
    A pixelated curtain of static white, tinged with hints of obsidian threads, washes over my vision. The hulking monstrosity is gone, and something makes it way to tickle my senses. Something I should have forgotten. 
 
    It’s an acrid odor, clinging to the inside of my skull with hooks, refusing to let go. It’s the smell of the past—of burning buildings, searing ozone, sizzling flesh—of a life gone by. Something I’d been made to forget, something human.  
 
    Shikari don’t smell. We process. We analyze threats. We neutralize them. 
 
    The jarring white carpet fades and my vision returns to normal. I brush it from my mind and bend to grab hold of one of the construct’s legs. A quick tug tells me the limb will hold under the weight and the tug of the ocean. I wrench on the creature and move toward the shore, keeping my mind on the task of retrieval. 
 
    We shouldn’t be studying these things, hauling them back to shore. We should be burying them. A few more rounds would turn each corpse into slag fit to sink to the ocean floor to join centuries of refuse. 
 
    I wade through the water, giving no mind to the waves crashing harmlessly against my body. Every impact does nothing but jar a memory out of me. I remember the days when, in what little free time I had, I paddled against the water and fought to not drown under high crests of seafoam. 
 
    Now I tower above it all. The waves do not touch me the way they used to. I near the shore, monster in tow, when another bout of discordancy lances through me, body and mind. My limbs grow distant and weary. Vishnu’s Vengeance is nothing but a hollow dream. I’m no longer of steel strength and resolve, of lightning computer thoughts and processes. I’m of something hot and heavy—something weary. A spot in my chest, something I’d left behind, burns and beats out of sync. Something wracks lungs I don’t have, feeling like they’re being wrung by iron cables till every bit of air is squeezed out of me. 
 
    I remember tottering. I’m screaming. 
 
    And it passes again. 
 
    My fist tightens around the leg I’m holding. The shore nears, and a crowd gathers along it. Strobing lights cascade off the tops of vehicles to spread out of the sands ahead, bathing the grains in faint blue. I twist and heave to pull the monster’s carcass through the final bit of water, sending up a new row of waves to crash before the onlookers. An alarm cuts through the din, wailing, and giant radiation holograms light up the air, almost as tall as I am. Ants—men—in white hazmat suits form a wary perimeter around the corpse. I need to remember they’re people. People: soft, organic, thinking—always thinking, worried, letting emotions drive them. 
 
    Curiosity. That’s what’s their minds. That itch. The yearn to know. They had to understand what I’d killed. But what’s there to understand? 
 
    I was supposed to kill it. That’s all you could do to one of those. And I did my job. It should burn, much like a home—people, a little girl and her mother. 
 
    Everything flashes, and I become myself again. Vengeance. The thoughts leave me, and I am free to watch the little dots of white run toward the monster. They slow the closer they get. They inch, much like insects, concerned the immobile mass would somehow find a second life and wreak havoc again. It wouldn’t. Vishnu—I—had made sure of that. I’d made it burn. And it wasn’t enough. 
 
    More ants scurry around the fallen enemy, making their way close enough to touch its legs. They likely whisper among themselves over the marvel of creation the thing is.  
 
    I don’t see it. All I see is a burning house, a fading pregnant woman, the ashes of a little girl. 
 
    The coldness flickers again. Then, all feeling, like the visions, fade. 
 
    Scientists motion at neighboring crews to bring their tools over. They cut through its body with methodical precision, loading the bits onto heavy machinery so they can haul it off to wherever.  
 
    Curiosity. One word. Five syllables. The promise of understanding. It’ll make the fight easier. That’s their thinking. It’s what drives the little insects before me into their joyous circle around the harbinger of our doom. 
 
    Shikari are not to be curious. We’re decisive. We burn what needs to be burned. 
 
    My vision refocuses on the enemy and I raise my cannon. The small forms, clad in white, do not register as anything important. They’re nothing more than concentrated pillars of carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, calcium, and phosphorus. Base elements. The enemy still lay before me. It wasn’t gone, not completely.  
 
    But I could fix that.  
 
    I feel the charge rush through me as the cannon arm primes. I know what comes next. 
 
    The house on fire, smoldering ruins and bodies, and smoke blanketing the air above. 
 
    My arm grows distant and hollow, unresponsive. I stop, aware of what I was trying to do. The cannon lowers, and I turn my back to the people on the shore, fixing my gaze on the horizon. 
 
    Am I a man dreaming that I am a machine, or a machine dreaming of being a man? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back in the hangar, anxious tech-priests scuttle around me, tapping, tinkering. Little two-legged ants crawling everywhere. Phantom itches on my skin. 
 
    “It’s not the radiation, Babaji,” says Sanjaya, a worried voice in my ear. “Your outer skin registers a few rads, but the inner skin is completely untouched. Electronics, neural conduits, all in perfect working order. Your gun arm might need a re-servicing, but that’s it.” 
 
    I KNOW WHAT I SAW. I KNOW WHAT I FELT. 
 
    “I know, Babaji, but I can’t explain it,” he says, a desperate note entering his voice. “It’s not hardware.” 
 
    “Maybe you need some rest,” says Bhanu. 
 
    Unasked, the question on all their minds, the problem none of them will say out loud: Babaji, maybe you’re desyncing.  
 
    LEAVE ME, I growl. 
 
    They bow and back away. My children fear me. I sigh, the hangar reverberating with the emptiness I feel inside. But before they can leave, an alarm screams, and the voice of Command and Controls drills into my skull.  
 
    VISHNU TO BAY SIX. VISHNU TO BAY SIX. WE HAVE A SITUATION. 
 
    Bay six. My main reactor re-ignites. I break into a run, ripping cables out of my plugports. This is not good. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bay Six is fifty kilometers away, a vast fortress that dwarfs my own waterside dwelling. My bay is low, sleek, and modern—designed to be broken apart, towed down to wherever I’m needed, and re-assembled. Bay Six, on the other hand, is an immense thing built out of ten-ton blocks of stone. It is more than a launch pad, it is a temple. A shrine.  
 
    To the greatest and most fearsome of all of us. 
 
    A shrine to Kali, Goddess of Destruction.  
 
    My target is along the coastline, which lights up on my heads-up display. My steel feet claw small valleys in the soil. The lights of Chennai strobe in and out in the background, throwing small shadows of me onto the floodlit waters. For a moment I am a man again, with outsized legs, chasing a metal giant in the darkness. 
 
    Bay Six, all towers and spires, sits on a high artificial hill. The whole thing is lit up in a ghastly red. Alarms blare from inside. I can’t jump, but one push from me and the gate crumbles, and my steel bulk is in the main courtyard.  
 
    It’s a large place, almost ten square kilometers of stone and buildings. There should be people here, a veritable army, but nothing. There are vehicles, but they lie scattered and abandoned. The army flags are burning. The stone is slick and coated with a thick black.  
 
    SANJAYA? 
 
    Oil, I think. I follow the oil trail inside. Bay Six has three courtyards, one inside the other. I pass through the second courtyard, and here the metal of the military gives way to something older and more sinister. Giant stone frescoes adorn these walls, depicting the Mother Goddess in all her aspects: Kali creating, Kali destroying, Kali dancing on the body of her consort, clutching the severed heads of her enemies in her four arms, her tongue lolling with madness. 
 
    Except here, instead of the black-skinned goddess I grew up knowing, Kali is a metal giant. As I draw closer, the shapes resolve themselves: Kali, four-armed, wearing a skirt of human heads. Kali, holding her own severed head in her hands, the head drinking oil out of the stump of her metal neck, trampling a couple in the throes of passion. 
 
    The oil that I’ve been following is everywhere. It coats the walls. It drips from the severed heads of the statues and the frescoes.  
 
    SANJAYA? 
 
    A hiss, a whine of static. “Babaji...signal...block…reports...Kali...full desync,” comes the familiar voice. A hiss, a crackle. “Power...authorized...”  
 
    The voice fades away. I have a bad feeling about this.  
 
    The Kali technicians have always been more than just technicians. They worship her. My children call me father, but Bay Six... We’ve all heard the stories. It’s no small thing to see your gods come alive. And servicing the Mother Goddess has always been more than just an oil change. 
 
    I prime my lesser cannon and break through into the third and final courtyard. And I stop, and I shudder, even though I cannot feel horror in this frame. 
 
    Ants lie everywhere, lit by the flames that adorn the walls. In the flickering, I can see white hazmat suits. Cultist robes woven with technician insignias. Army uniforms. Great piles reach up to my knees, staked through and pinned with great metal rods. Arms wave and mouths scream in agony. From them ekes a slow, unceasing river of what I had mistaken for oil.  
 
    And above them, kneeling, is the four-armed Shikari herself. The firelight flickers across her red metal skin. The gaping maw is open in a terrible silent parody of laughter, the arms wrapped around her body, shaking. A necklace of severed heads bleeds onto the carapace.  
 
    KALI, DESTROYER OF ALL THINGS. 
 
    The gaping mouth closes, the great metal face droops to one side, the eyes shine a terrible and brilliant red. 
 
    VISHNU, PRESERVER, PROTECTOR, she greets me. HAVE THEY SENT YOU TO TAKE MY TOYS AWAY FROM ME? 
 
    I raise my main gun in response. She shakes her head, and out of the throat comes something like a chuckle.  
 
    YOU THINK YOU COULD TAKE ME?  She roars, spreading her four arms wide. Flames sprout from her mouth, charring the closest of the piles. ME, THE FIRST, THE MOST TERRIBLE? 
 
    I CAN TRY, I say, BUT I’M NOT HERE TO FIGHT. POWER DOWN, KALI. 
 
    She screams at me, a sound that will carry clear to the cities nearby and make grown men tremble, and leaps. It’s a noise that could make my unflexing steel buckle and warp. But I’m ready. I leap back and fire, aiming for the knees. My trusty Padma spits hellfire. Kali’s left knee explodes. The great arms miss me by mere feet.  
 
    She makes no attempt to defend herself, but claws at me, as if to rip me apart with just her hands. I swing out of the reach of the crushing arms. My autocannon rake her sides as I roll. She staggers, crushing corpses, swearing. Her curses are a stream of napalm. I kneel in the slick ooze and fire again. She slumps, red eyes confused. 
 
    WHY? HAVE I DONE SOMETHING WRONG?  
 
    THIS IS TERRIBLE. THIS IS EVIL. 
 
    The great head lolls about. Something is happening inside. WE ARE TERRIBLE! WE ARE GODS! THEY WORSHIP US AS GODS! WORSHIP DEMANDS SACRIFICE!  
 
    I look down at the screaming heaps of dying men and women. WE WERE SUPPOSED TO PROTECT THEM. 
 
    She wavers, as if confused. And then some part of her—the part that once knew love and duty, the part that signed on a dotted line—regains control, and she realizes what she has done. She screams, a long, wailing shriek that will haunt my nightmares forever.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s the fourth,” says Sanjaya softly. “Kali-Shikari is too unstable. I think they’ll retire the whole line.” 
 
    “It’s the arms,” says Bhanu, who has studied these things. “Too many arms, too much weaponry. Too different from the human body-map. I’m going through her technicians’ logs, and it turns out she’s had the symptoms for months. Memory loss, confusion, the shakes. Nobody reported it. They were too busy worshiping her.” 
 
    They speak to me from the comfort of a helicopter gunship, safe in the distance, as I accompany the long train towing the bodies of men and women out of that terrible place. Long lines of the living, men and women, are converging on the site, the charnel stink keeping them away from me, but still close enough that I can hear their wailing. The families of the dead, probably. There are picket lines and a politician holding court. I pause to look at them, and they shake and back away. 
 
    “Six hundred staff,” says Sanjaya. “She butchered six hundred.” 
 
    IT’S NOT JUST THE ARMS, I want to tell them. SHE BECAME WHAT THEY THOUGHT SHE WAS. SHE BECAME A GOD. 
 
    But I don’t. Instead, once the train is done and the officials have made the appropriate noises, I wade into the ocean. The waves wash over me. The moon is bright tonight, like an iridescent pearl, and the water rocks me gently as my feet sink into the ocean floor.  
 
    “Babaji?” tries Sanjaya, ever faithful. 
 
    LET ME BE, I tell them, weary beyond all measure in a body that can never feel tired. Kali’s scream still rings in my head. LET ME REST. 
 
    It is hard to see a Shikari gone bad. It starts with little things—anger, memory loss, small tics and tremors. The human mind is a fragile thing. We were meant for a fleshy prisons, not these bodies of steel and alloy that they put us in. Touch. Taste. Adrenaline. Dopamine. Oxytocin. Emotions. These things matter. The software that they wrap around us tries to simulate this stuff, but nothing’s perfect. Eventually, the sheer wrongness of it gets to you. Once the neural feedback loops kick in, you’re done for. Anxiety, terror, depression—they told us this in boot camp. It starts with the shakes. Then the blackouts. Time lost, unaccounted for. Then the hallucinations. Psychosis. The fragmentation. And not always in that order. 
 
    The Kali line has always been a bit on the manic side. There are others that have just stopped moving, lost all will, until the techs ripped them apart and dug into the brains and found nothing, just dumb software running routine checks, the ghost of a pilot somewhere inside occasionally lighting up something in a poor imitation of life. 
 
    The techs call it desyncing. We—those of us who fight—call it death. All we had to do, they said, was hold on long enough until they’d figured out how to make AI that could do the job. 
 
      
 
    All we had to do was kill and kill and kill until we die, screaming, inside the metal tombs of our own bodies.  
 
    A new voice penetrates my skull. “Vishnu, this is Command. Report for debriefing ASAP, over.” 
 
    The waves wash against me in silence. 
 
    “Vishnu, I repeat, this is Command. If you can hear me, report for debrief immediately, over.” 
 
    I HEAR YOU, COMMAND, I say at last. I’LL BE THERE SOON. 
 
    And in the darkness, my hands shake. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Command is an old man in battle fatigues, tall but bent with age, surrounded by a rolling office of technicians and soldiers who all seem to have the same face. The only one in nonregulation uniform is the psychiatrist, a woman dressed in short, strangely utilitarian green. They make me go over what happened.  
 
    I play back all my logs, explain my interpretation of the incident. The technicians make notes and parse the data, making incomprehensible noises to each other. The psychologist walks dangerously close to me, heels—who wears heels in a military base?—clack-clack-clacking against the steel, peering up at me. The old general is frowning. I have the strange feeling that I’ve seen him before, but for some reason—maybe because this place is shielded—my facial ID system isn’t working properly. 
 
    “And you’re one hundred percent positive you saw no signs of desyncing before this? One hundred percent?” 
 
    MY LAST DEPLOYMENT WITH HER WAS IN SEPTEMBER.  
 
    “Dammit,” he says. “We’re losing them faster than ever.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s the upgrades, sir,” one particularly noisy technician volunteers. “The neural load on Kali must be very high already, and those six arms… It’s not like we’re built to operate six arms—” 
 
    The general quells him with a look. She mumbles and falls silent. The psychiatrist, meanwhile, has come to a stop in front of my arm. 
 
    “Vishnu-ji,” she says. “Why is your hand twitching?” 
 
    BATTLE DAMAGE, I say automatically. NEURAL FEEDBACK FROM REPETITIVE GUNFIRE. IT HAPPENS. 
 
    I don’t know why I said that. It’s not true.  
 
    The psychologist doesn’t believe me. But I am a god, dammit. You will believe me. My twitching hand curls into a fist.  
 
    “Leave us,” the general says to the psychologist. 
 
    She hesitates. “Sir, I am mandated by the High Court—” 
 
    “This is a military facility, Doctor Chaudury, and when I say leave, you can either walk out or be thrown out.” 
 
    He waits until her clack-clack-clacking has died down, then turns back to me.  
 
    “Lieutenant,” he says. “I’m talking to the man I once signed up and trained for this job. The man inside this tin hulk. You there, Officer?” 
 
    I AM VISHNU. 
 
    “Lieutenant Arjun Shetty,” says the general coolly, looking straight into my eyes. Eyes the size of his head. “They can put you in a glorified metal uniform, but you’re still the boy I took and trained into this.” 
 
    I AM VISHNU, SIR. 
 
    But suddenly I know him. And suddenly I can see the faces of the people standing around him. They’re not the same faces at all. The only thing they have in common is that they all look terrified. 
 
    “I know you’re dying in there,” he says, not breaking his gaze. “I know you’ve fought for your country and you’ve done us proud. But there aren’t enough of you. Not enough Shikari, not enough soldiers like you willing to put their hearts on the line for our country. So I’m going to give you an order: if you’re going to crack, you’ll tell us. You won’t hurt anyone. You were built to protect. Vishnu. Shetty. You are protectors. You don’t fall apart on us the way that bitch did, you understand?” 
 
    My fists clench and unclench. One of them is shaking, and I can’t control it, but I can still salute. 
 
    SIR.  
 
    They haul me into a metal coffin and take me home. On the way back, Sanjay keeps trying to tell me something.  
 
    “The DRDO research guys made a huge breakthrough, Babaji,” he keeps saying, over and over. “It looks like those creatures are silicon-based through and through. Silicon-based! It’s not armor but skin! Just like you, Babaji. They say it looks like every inch of that body can suck up silicon, basalt, carbon, all sorts of material, and use it to heal and grow. Their neurons look like transistors! They say the skin samples even look like they can replicate! Sand, Babaji, sand!” 
 
    THAT’S GOOD, I say, not really listening. I’m trying to keep my hands from shivering. Open. Close. Open. Close. There is a darkness closing in that is more than just the darkness of the transport vehicle. 
 
    “Explains why they hit the Moon, yah? All that material just lying around. They hit the Moon, replicate, replicate, leap down the gravity well to the Earth, and we have so much more silicon lying around, our crust is like twenty-five percent silicon . . .” 
 
    SANJAY. I DON’T WANT TO KNOW WHAT THEY’RE DOING ON THE DAMNED MOON. JUST TELL ME IF THIS MEANS WE CAN KILL THEM FASTER. 
 
    Sanjay, for once, ignores me, too caught up in his own excitement. He starts yapping on and on about logic gates and electromagnetic fields and disruption flows. All I hear is “EMP” and “bomb.” 
 
    “That’s why that Japanese Shikari was doing so well, Babaji! The Matari, remember? Susanoo or some strange name like that. Electrical discharge weapons? Their Lightning Whip technology?” 
 
    THAT’S GOOD, SANJAY, I say slowly, letting the darkness take me. Open. Close. Open. Close. THAT’S VERY, VERY GOOD. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I dream. I dream of darkness and moonlight on the ocean, of thunder and lightning, of a man screaming in pain as his wife and children die.  
 
    And in my dreams, the darkness rises and crashes into me, bowling me over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I wake. 
 
    The ocean swells. My quivering hands: waves roll, I shake. Roll. Shiver. Roll. Shudder. Roll. Shake. There’s a voice in my ear and a terrible buzzing in my head. 
 
    The moonlit ocean touches my skin, and I taste the ghost of salt water in a mouth that no longer has anything to taste with. 
 
    Not far from me lies a dark and terrible shape, bleeding a thick ichor that turns the dark ocean silvery.  
 
    It wasn’t a dream. I’ve blacked out. The ruins of my delivery vehicle lie twisted and mangled on the shore. There’s a crater of some kind there that I can’t process. The road is twisted, tangled.  
 
    Am I desyncing? Is this fear that makes me shake? Fear is for ants. I am Vishnu. I get to my feet. Warnings, error messages. My servomotors are screaming. L3 and L4 command relay nodes are down; the backup routing system has taken over my entire left side. My secondary batteries have almost been ripped out of my ribcage. My cannon is almost out of bullets. 
 
    “Baba-ji—” Crackle, hiss.  
 
    The Enemy lies just a stone’s throw from me, bleeding but conscious. It reminds me of a time where I perused the Internet, looking at the bizarre crosses of creatures artists came up with. This one falls somewhere between a lobster and a scorpion. Four crustacean-like pillars support its bulbous body, all layered in glistening chitin. Segments of folded shell stretched out far behind its body. I can see where my bullets have blasted it to bits, gouging out silvery chunks of flesh the size of men. A pair of pincers, broken and shattered now, sit at the ends of knobby limbs protruding from below its flat skull.  
 
    A great eye turns in its face and rolls to greet me out of that nightmarish bulk. Curved, sickle-like mandibles erupt in a terrible grin from what might be its face. Something thrashes behind it, stirring up new waves that bow out to the sides before falling flat. Another of the appendages breaches the surface of the water, flailing alongside the first. 
 
    Even in death, it challenges me. I fire once, twice at that hideous eye. At this range, the bullets explode with so much ferocity they reduce the entire head into silvery rice and curry. 
 
    And suddenly there is a great thunderclap as a meteorite hits the ocean not far from where I stand, sending up a wave that smashes into me like the fist of God himself. I’m picked up and flung head over heels. For once, my thoughts are cold, analytical. A new Enemy, I decide immediately as I scramble to my feet in the mud.  
 
    There’s no ceremony in its arrival. The creature shakes itself, sending beads of water back into the ocean. Its carapace is the color of burning rock. Ripples of red light dance over its shell, winking out of existence as it turns to face me.  
 
    The fear drains away. Vishnu doesn’t do fear.  
 
    Something like fangs click together like a helicopter’s blades against stone. Something like arms bare. Something like a mouth screams.  
 
    It’s a challenge. One I intend to meet. It rushes me, moving through the water with an ease that shouldn’t be possible for something with its body. 
 
    I swing Padma around, operating with the efficiency only programming and nerves of fiber optics can bring about. I fire. Twin reports ring out, deafening my auditory systems to all other noises hanging below the explosions. 
 
    The Enemy reels as plumes of fire blossom over its plate-like chest. Tails whip across the surface of the ocean in a frenzy. Silver collides with water, foaming on contact and sending up pillars of steam that vanish almost as quickly. The monster’s body cracks like it’s being pelted by a storm of river stones. But it doesn’t stop.  
 
    I take it for what it’s worth: A minor problem. Solution: Destroy the Enemy without reservation. Maximum effort and energy expenditure. 
 
    I re-prime my cannon, loading up all secondary barrels. I’m down to my last two uranium slugs. It’s too precious to fire. But I have my flechettes, tucked away somewhere in the terrible ingenuity of Padma. The gun spits once, twice, thrice, peppering the Indian Ocean with razor-sharp slugs of steel that rip through the air like a metal storm. 
 
    The feedback is terrible. A lance of cold electricity rakes the inside of my left arm as I track the creature’s movements. It surges forward, tails beating across the ocean to the sounds of wet thunder. Calculations flood my mind to answer a problem I hadn’t even considered: How fast is it closing in versus the speed of my cannon and the resulting explosion radius? 
 
    Answer: Too fast. 
 
    A part of me pauses at the results. I see the numbers and know the exact measures I need to take, but the math doesn’t add up. My vision flares. The math always adds up. Not now. The numbers make sense, but not to a man who remembers a burning building, smoldering bodies, and that he’s tottering in place. 
 
    Vishnu screams at me, clearing my vision, commanding me to fire. But I am Vishnu. And I’m torn. Something visceral manifests in my gut, knotting and writhing like a bundle of spastic eels.  
 
    I lower the cannon. 
 
    And the Enemy slams into me. 
 
    I teeter, but something keeps me from falling over. My body pivots and I feel it grow farther away. One of my fists balls and crashes into the side of the Enemy. Another thundercrack as its shell splits from the impact. 
 
    Vishnu screams at me. The cannon. The cannon. My hand shakes, and the cannon feels like a dream. I can’t make sense of it. It’s formless—an idea that a man who’s lost everything clings to. A tool for revenge that can’t come. My other hand forms a stiff shovel, plunging itself into broken shell as it tries to stitch itself back together. 
 
    A terrible warmth spreads over my fingers as I root through its insides. Its silvery mass clings to my digits, registering a series of numbers related to bodily temperature, volume, and the chemical makeup of the Enemy. 
 
    I push the data aside—push Vishnu aside. A primal scream builds in my chest, rattling its way through my throat. It’s the noise of a man who has lost everything. A man who’s nursing the fire of a burning building deep within him. The kind of fire that sets your marrow alight.  
 
    I use it to drive my hand deeper into the Enemy, rooting around inside its body. A mass, like a bundle of roots, brushes back against me. I close my fingers around them and rip. The mass resists me, sending the crustacean-like monster into a twitching frenzy. 
 
    It thrashes, trying to shake me free. One of its pincers clubs my side as it brays in warbling tones. 
 
      
 
    The impact shakes through me, registering on two levels: Vishnu takes it in with a calculation reserved for machinery. Sensors, feedback, line failures, energy pathways recalculated, recalibrated.  
 
    I feel like I’ve been hammered by clubs. 
 
    The creature yowls, mandibles clicking in staccato beat. 
 
    I ignore it as the heat inside me builds. 
 
    “Vishnu— Babaji, come in. Your readings…all over the place. We think you’re desyncing, Babaji. Repeat—desyncing. Acknowledge? Return to base. Babaji!” 
 
    Desyncing, me? My minds turn to Kali. Vishnu remembers her, a goddess. A destroyer. I remember what she’d been pushed to. What she’d done. And how she went out. 
 
    I CAN’T LEAVE NOW, I try to tell the crackling line, but nothing meets me but the hiss of static. 
 
    One of the Enemy’s tails lances overtop its body, coming down to drive the bony spear-end into my shoulder. 
 
    Instinct, not programming, drives me to reach overhead and grab hold of the monster’s tail. I dig fingers of steel, driven by man’s iron resolve, into the armor-skin. I hold tight, remembering my other arm—remembering Vishnu. I prime my cannon, load my last uranium slug, and fire point blank. 
 
    The explosion knocks me back like a ragdoll. Sensors in my arm scream. Brilliant light, too many shades for me to make out, wash over my sight. The heat prompts a series of numbers to scrawl over my vision. I tune it out, feeling the inferno instead. I’m reminded of the first time I touch my hand to a gas burner, despite my mother’s warning. The heat is of a temperature where all I feel is just the first flash. The rest is a numbing weight I can’t process. My skin is heavy. Too heavy. The Enemy is screaming. It is reeling. 
 
    I stagger back, planting my feet as Vishnu’s thoughts echo in the background. 
 
    “Babaji—” Static crackles behind his words. “—desyncing. Return—”  
 
    The words fall away, carrying no meaning to me. 
 
    Water plumes in the distance. A second pillar erupts next to the first formation. Two more creatures, mirroring the one in front of me, emerging, skins glowing red and steaming from the heat and the water. 
 
    Vishnu runs a calculation on the odds of survival. 
 
    I ignore it, fixing my gaze on the thing that staggers and screams. My chest aches. Vishnu tells me, us, that our plating is scorched. Bits of my torso are slagged to near unrepairable status. My cannon tires to prime itself, failing. The weapon’s mouth is the sort of orange you find in volcanos and metal shops. The metal warps in front of me, losing the hot and violent color as bits of globular steel fall into the ocean to send up gouts of steam. 
 
    I twist, jamming the burning and ruined weapon into the dying Enemy’s face, pressing those terrible snapping mandibles into the ocean, holding it down until the tail stops whipping and the arms stop ripping at my skin. 
 
    “Babaji, disengage. Babaji, come home! Desyncing— You’re—” 
 
    Maybe I am. But I have a duty. Then they made me Vishnu, The Protector. I/we won’t fail. Can’t fail. 
 
    “Babaji, your mind…the signals. Come back!” 
 
    I/we force my/our wrecked cannon deeper into the shattered shell, twisting the arm back and forth until it buries well within the Enemy. The weapon still pulses in accordance with our will. The knots in our stomach, the molten anger, the cold crackle of Vishnu’s resolve… We channel it all. 
 
    Electricity arcs through us, making its way into the weapon, where it all goes wrong. Everything within our arm expands. The power falters for a wink, flashing out before coming back to scream. Fire builds within the cannon and finds its way out. Metal warps and gives way under the explosion. Carmine light, tinged with smears of vermillion, blossom across our vision and deep within the Enemy’s body. 
 
    I stagger back from the force. Hydraulic fluid, along with an assortment of other viscous liquids, stream from the remnants of my arm. The Enemy before me is a ruined and smoking shell. Noxious white bubbles out from what’s left of its shell, spilling onto the ocean. 
 
    I ignore it all to focus on the two creatures closing in. Vishnu is screaming that his systems are shutting down. His systems? My systems. We’re supposed to be one. I’m not sure what changed. 
 
    “Babaji…”  
 
    Vishnu’s screams are distant now, growing further away. The darkness swirls on the moonlit sea. My limbs are like grains of sand, loose and crumbling before me. I stagger forward a step, sinking deeper into the ocean. 
 
    “Babaji, disengage. Come back. Come back!” 
 
    Flicker. I can see them. I can see my wife and daughter. There they are, standing on the water. She’s running to me, leaving her mother behind. Something’s wrong with the way she runs. 
 
    Flicker. My daughter closes on me, mandibles clacking a discordant and percussive beat. Except she’s not my daughter anymore. She’s the Enemy. 
 
    Enraged, we right myself, twisting to launch an uppercut with my remaining fist. I fall short. Pincers slam into my shoulders. The pain drives Vishnu back into me, or me back into him, like two lightning bolts striking each other. The world becomes a pixelated haze that takes its time to clear. I/we can feel it, the steel skin tearing, the servomotors dying, the energy delivery subsystems winking out in showers of terrible sparks. 
 
    Our ruined forearm hisses spitefully, still steaming. It punches through the air-water almost of its own accord. The metal catches the moon’s light in full for a passing second, looking like it’s made from pearls, not steel, and then it buries itself in a mouth full of shredding teeth and is ripped from me. 
 
    Metal screams. We scream. 
 
    “Babaji, other Shikari incoming. Come home. Babaji!” 
 
    The Enemy in front of me opens a pincer and slams it into our torso, braying in a challenge.  
 
    We answer it in kind, releasing a warbling cry of whining metal and the cavernous booms of combustion engines. 
 
    We shove the creature back. 
 
    “Babaji, stop. You’re desyncing. Stop.” 
 
      
 
    Wrong. We’re not desyncing. His words make no sense to a machine. We’re merging. Becoming something more.  Vishnu is more than a machine now, more than a man.  
 
    The second Enemy arrives, slams into me. A knee joint explodes. 
 
    We scream again, clawing, gripping, pushing both creatures in front of us with our one good arm and the tottering bulk of our chest. We dig deep, clawing at what I can of our operating system core. There are things here we can use. The chemical makeup of the fluids pouring out of me. The conduit lines that spark in their death throes. And, here, here—our nuclear heart, the great engine-furnace that powers our every move.  
 
    Kali died deluded: a goddess of death, meant to bring that to our enemies. She brought it out on our subjects, on the ants, on our families. 
 
    Vishnu would die concluded. Resolved. A protector. Sparing the ants. Keeping them from screaming, burning, teetering and tottering like a man had so long ago. 
 
    We scream louder, pushing the Enemy back, hanging onto it like grim death. We need to get them out. We need to get them away. Our heart responds to old subsystems buried deep within me, throwing up a myriad of fail-safes in my way. Are you authorized to do this? OP-4 level clearance required. Are you sure? Runtime diagnostics required. Confirm damage threshold? 
 
    A blazing pincer cuts through the night, burying itself in our side. It digs in. Metal mandibles sink into our shoulder. We are being pulled apart. 
 
    “Babaji!” 
 
    That’s what they call us. We’re their god. Their protector. My wife. My daughter. My crew. All of them. 
 
    “Babaji!” 
 
    Vishnu. That’s who that title belongs to. Not the man inside him. Am I still one?  
 
    Are you sure you want to do this, asks our heart. This will result in critical damage.  
 
    We don’t want to destroy our heart. But yes, yes, yes, a thousand times yes.  
 
    The ocean threatens to swallow us now. It creeps over my waist as the light before my eyes dims. It drags us away, machine and monsters locked in terrible combat, towards its dark depths. 
 
    Are you sure you want to do this? 
 
    Damn right we do. We are a god, and you will listen. 
 
    Command accepted. Nuclear core critical. System will destruct in 3…2…1.  
 
    And then the world explodes. Wiping out the monsters, wiping out the machine, wiping out the man. A new sun is born on the Indian Ocean. 
 
    And finally, there is peace. 
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    Duty 
 
    by Bill Patterson 
 
    The greatest problem with doing one’s duty sometimes it deciding exactly where one’s duty lies. 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant James Benison leaned back in his command chair, surveying the crew of his small corvette.  It wasn't his first command, but a runabout just doesn't count.  Not when your corvette mounts enough weaponry to equal all the bombs released from both sides of World War II.  Sometimes, James marveled that the Grand Fleet of Earth would allow someone of his age to command a vessel capable of such destruction, but the constant war losses had the Fleet really dipping into its reserves recently. 
 
    "Lieutenant, we have a contact at three twenty-one, range ninety-two AU.  Emission lines match known Slorg engine patterns." 
 
    "Give me a plot, tactical."  The monitor screen at the front of the control room showed a glowing red dot in a moving three-dimensional space. 
 
    "Do you want it in the Tank, sir?" asked the navigator, hands poised over the controls. 
 
    "Do it."  The red spot blossomed in the holographic space occupied by various glowing dots representing known objects within one hundred astronomical units of their position in the outer Solar System.  Earth was a small, blue dot near the bottom of the tank, while Lieutenant Benison was more worried about things within ten AUs of his position. 
 
    "Show me the vector," he commanded.  The dot grew a red line, the direction of the line as well as its length was a function of its heading and speed.  James rotated the display of the Tank until he was satisfied.  "Damn bugs are heading straight for us," he said. 
 
    "Actually, sir, they're going to miss us by about three tenths of an AU," said the navigator. 
 
    Lieutenant Benison directed a withering look his way.  "A fifty million kilometer miss is spitting distance, Ensign," said James.  "Battle Stations!" 
 
    Horns hooted throughout the ship, and subtle changes in air pressure told of automatic hatches locking shut.   
 
    He turned to the back wall, where his spacesuit, helmet, and gloves hung.  "Full gear, Sparks.  Announce it." 
 
    Sparks, the communications tech, groaned inwardly.  Full gear meant full spacesuits.  "Aye-aye, sir."  Turning to his gear, he announced, "Attention.  Full spacesuits, helmets, and gloves.  Unknown hostile inbound on near collision course.  Full gear." 
 
    "No need to tell them why, Sparks," said Lieutenant Benison.  "They should jump into suits on command." 
 
    "Just trying to keep the men informed," said Sparks. 
 
    "I know.  Still, let's do it my way, shall we?"  Benison left his helmet visor up.  "Visors up until they are within five AUs.  Range?" 
 
    "We have forty minutes, assuming they don't maneuver, sir," said the navigator. 
 
    "They always maneuver.  Assume they'll be in range in twenty.  Now, how to get them before they get us…" 
 
    He snapped his fingers.  "Navigator, here's what I want you to do…" 
 
    *** 
 
    The Slorg captain was puzzled, absently grooming his vestigial wings with his middle legs.  "Their captain is an idiot."  His tactical computer showed Benison's corvette trying to get away from the much larger Slorg ship, but travelling in an odd corkscrew sort of pattern.  "Why isn't he just straight racing away?  Why the spin?" 
 
    "He might have blown a jet," offered the first officer.  "The spiral is remarkably constant.  It's not like it's an evasive pattern." 
 
    "I don't really care," said the captain.  "I want that ship taken in one piece.  Our ladies need live hosts for their eggs, and humans are the best there are." 
 
    "Aye-aye, sir," said the first officer.  "We could try to blast their engines, or hole their fuel tanks.  Do you have a preference, sir?" 
 
    "Hit their tanks as we pass them.  And make sure you put the suppressors on them!  Don't forget the lesson of the Host Mesher."  
 
    The first officer shuddered.  "That's one of ours that stopped a human ship, and found it full of corpses." 
 
    "Correct, First," said the Captain.  "No shots fired, either.  But he left the humans conscious, and they suicided rather than host our eggs.  So their crew were forced to take their places." 
 
    The first officer blanched.  "Locking in suppressors for the pass.  Navigator!  Make sure we can get back to them quickly, before they wake up from the blast." 
 
    "Aye-aye," said the navigator, rubbing his abdominal shell absently as he punched information into his computer.  The Captain watched his crew work the problem as he pondered the actions of Lieutenant Benison.  On the screen, the corvette continued its spiral, and the Captain thought once more about the fate of the Host Mesher's crew.   
 
    Hosting eggs meant being tied down, alive, conscious, but paralyzed, while six Slorg eggs hatched inside your third segment and began feeding on your digestive system.  Adult Slorg dimly remembered the fight to the death against their siblings to become the one Slorg larva to emerge from the newly emptied host and spin their maturation cocoon. 
 
    Once the Slorg began colonizing space, they encountered other species that could fulfill the role of host.  Nowadays, only the worst crimes in the Slorg penal code carried the sentence of 'hosting'.  Other species filled the role. 
 
    Humans, it turned out, were perfect hosts for Slorg eggs.  After the female Slorg was led into a human's cage, the Slorg stung her victim until it was completely paralyzed, then laid six eggs in the abdomen.  The victim would remain alive and alert while the Slorg eggs hatched and the hungry larvae devoured him from the inside out.  Along the way, the six larvae would try to kill its siblings so that it could have more of the victim as a food supply.  In the end, it was always one Slorg larva who would emerge from the emptied host, victorious. 
 
    As perfect as they were, humans were quite difficult to catch.  The Captain looked up. 
 
    "Ready?" he asked his crew. 
 
    "Completely.  We have their ship's movements locked in.  The attack run will take approximately thirty seconds.  The computer figures they will be unable to respond for approximately twenty of those seconds, as we will be in radar shadow relative to them.  The suppressors come on at the ten second mark, lasers at zero.  If all works out, they will be unconscious for almost thirty minutes, and it will only take ten for us to return and open them up." 
 
    The Captain looked at his crew, one at a time.  Each nodded, eager to get their hands on some fresh hosts for their mates.  He stood up, rubbed his forearms over his eyes to clear them, and slashed the left one downward.  "Execute!" 
 
    *** 
 
    The annunciator panel lit up like a Christmas tree, alarms howling from a number of sensors unknown to the Slorg.  The crew silenced the alarms.  The Slorg were making their move. 
 
    "About time," grumped Lieutenant Benison.  "I thought they had given up on us.  Brace yourself, folks, this is going to be rough." 
 
    The Slorg ship bored on its attack run, tens of kilometers per second relative to the madly cavorting corvette.  The Slorg  were confident in their ship, its systems, and their tactics.  They just had no experience with an enemy that thought differently. 
 
    The first indication of trouble was when a finger of flame reached out from the front wall of the command deck and touched the navigator on the shoulder.  An explosion of flesh and hemolymph sprayed out of an enormous exit wound in the other shoulder.  The commander stared for a moment, which saved him from the ultraviolet flash of several more flame fingers penetrating the front wall.  A high-pitched whistling filled the deck as the command deck atmosphere raced for the holes to space.   
 
    The commander slapped down the visor of his helmet, furiously punching command links to get damage reports.  A shuddering along the ship spoke of more damage, but from what? 
 
    "Ice, sir," said his engineer.  "They must have dumped water into their exhaust. " 
 
    "That pinwheeling!" 
 
    The engineer's reply sounded strained.  "Yeah.  Filled space with debris, and we're plowing through it.  Damn, just lost the starboard laser pod." 
 
    "Can we still fire?" 
 
    "At the moment." 
 
    "Blast them!" 
 
    The engineer tried his best.  He only had about seven seconds before the weakened forward hull blew out, carrying everyone out into space, but his one blast did get through." 
 
    The Captain watched mournfully as he flew past the Earth ship in his spacesuit.  "All those hosts," he murmured, before a ball of ice, no larger than a pencil eraser, impacted near the top of his air tanks, blowing their valves apart. 
 
    *** 
 
    There was no cheering aboard the corvette.  The Slorg engineer aimed his single chance well, targeting the life support system and destroying the air renewal machinery, as well as the five crew who knew all there was to know about it. 
 
    "You're kidding me.  There's nobody else aboard who knows how to run the air supply?" 
 
    The single remaining engineer rating held himself on the deck by pulling down on a nearby handle.  "Yes, sir.  I took the propulsion track during my Advanced Training.  There were three environmental techs, one per shift, and the other two who were killed were picking it up as a kind of hobby." 
 
    "How bad have we been hurt?" 
 
    "Sir, we lost about ten percent of our air when we got holed.  Our tanks hold two complete changes of oxygen for the whole ship.  Other than that, I don't know much at all." 
 
    "How long do we have?" 
 
    "I have no idea, sir.  I don't even know the current oxygen consumption rate." 
 
    Lieutenant Benison stared at the rating.   
 
    "Hey, sir, don't look at me like that.  I don't know everything.  Hell, sir, I'm only six months out of propulsion school as it is."  The man's feet had left the floor and he was starting to curl into the spaceman's crouch, a sure sign of defensiveness. 
 
    "All right, that's enough.  Your name?" 
 
    "James Watt McDougal.  Yes, I know, a damned Scot engineer." 
 
    "I said no such thing, McDougal.  I am breveting you to Cornet, which is the lowest commissioned rank possible.  I do this because I need an engineer who knows what he is doing before I send others to help you.  In the meantime, I want you to take readings of the oxygen level at the main airco intake manifold.  I've got to know what our consumption rate is." 
 
    "Do I crack the tanks when we drop too low?" 
 
    "Not until you report to me and I give you the word.  I suspect the CO2 level is going to get us first." 
 
    Cornet McDougal scratched his head.  "Sir?  Not sure I know what you're talking about." 
 
    "Ancient history.  Back in the first days of spaceflight, a ship had an accident and almost didn't make it home.  One finding was the CO2 build up was more of a danger than the falling oxygen level in the air.  That might have to happen to us.  So, you monitor this stuff," he said, fanning his hand in front of his face, "And I'll go look up some things.  We might make it yet.  How are the engines?" 
 
    "No problem with them.  I've been optimizing them so we can get home before we all turn blue." 
 
    "Keep it up.  Dismissed." 
 
    *** 
 
    Lieutenant Benison's command was in serious trouble.  Far from the nearest base, or even other ships, the destruction of the life support system was the only reason he turned for home.   
 
    Blasting away on thrusters, the ship came ever closer to the nearest tramline--those mysterious linkages of exotic matter that allowed ships to sidestep Einstein and flash across the light-years in an instant. 
 
    Even after this tramline, he had two more to traverse, with at least a month in between each one, before he would be close to repair facilities.  There was no way to make it on just the air in the ship. 
 
    A short period of cheering broke out when the navigator detected a ship near the tramline entrance and identified as an Earth dreadnought.  The ships exchanged recognition signals and the corvette hove to near the huge bulk of the Fearless.  Lieutenant Benison received a polite but firm request to meet with the Captain of the dreadnought. 
 
    He clapped his executive officer on the shoulder.  "I'll get them to send down some techs as soon as I can.  Do try to keep the lights on, will you?" 
 
    "Bring me back an apple," the XO replied, as Benison waved from inside the airlock. 
 
    *** 
 
    An older Lieutenant came aboard three hours later, with a swarm of engineering techs.  He hunted up the executive officer. 
 
    "I understand you asked for this," he said, lobbing an apple at the surprised man.  "I am Senior Lieutenant Hodges, your new commander.  Lieutenant Benison will be remaining with the Fearless.  Arrange to ship his effects to the Fearless within the hour.  In the meantime, give me the logs of your last mission.  I want to see how Benison could screw up so badly that they took his ship away from him." 
 
    *** 
 
    Ten years later, Commander Benison could see clearly his errors.  The final report of inquiry, which they were gracious enough to send him, summed up the knowledge of the Powers That Be. 
 
    "Lieutenant Benison departed from Fleet doctrine to perform an unorthodox maneuver in the face of the enemy.  Although that maneuver did result in the substantial destruction of the enemy vessel, he placed his command in extreme danger, and indeed caused the death of five crewmen.  Without the fortuitous appearance of the Fearless near a tramline entrance, it is highly likely that vessel damage would eventually have doomed all personnel before they would have reached safety.  Such daredevil tactics have no place in Fleet Operations. 
 
    "It is recommended that Lieutenant Benison be removed from the list of command officers, and reassigned to duties that do not involve contact with the enemy." 
 
    Fleet was too strapped for personnel to let anyone leave the service.  Unless they were hardened felons, and even those could be used somewhere. 
 
    The knowledge that he remained of some value was cold comfort to James Benison, particularly when some of his old shipmates popped up in Fleet news. 
 
    "Moron," he muttered, as he read of the death of his former executive officer.  The ship he was commanding somehow managed to get caught in a flanking maneuver near Epsilon Eridani.  Survivors said the sensors were overwhelmed by a close approach to the star, and did not detect the Slorg refueling at one of the outer gas giants of the system. 
 
    "That's because the solar wind on Eppy is about thirty times that of the Sun.  Of course the sensors were overwhelmed.  Any fool knows that.  But no, I lost five men, and thus I cannot be trusted!  My XO, on the other hand, loses most of his ship and a hundred crew, and it was only through pure luck another Earth force was around to pick up the lifeboats before the Slorg made them into incubators." 
 
    Variations on this basic scenario played out three to four times a year.  James reflected that he was quite likely to be the last surviving member of his old command.  He glanced at the wall clock.  0755.  It was time to return to his office and the utterly anodyne problems that awaited him there. 
 
    He stood up from the table, alone in a crowded mess hall.  He brushed the few crumbs from breakfast from his uniform and tugged his blouse down.  If the powers that be deemed him unsuited for command, he would be the most perfect officer possible and thus point up their individual failings. James knew it was foolish and quite childish, but he was powerless to stop himself.  Even the stories of his former shipmates, screwing up across the galaxy, reinforced in James Benison's mind his innate superiority. 
 
    He strode down the hallway, his black dress shoes gleaming from the evening's session in the auto-polisher.  His spine was straight, his face fixed in a mask of quiet purpose.  Nobody bothered him.  He reached his office, brushed by the administrative corporal with a quiet greeting, and placed his cap precisely on the top of the rack that held his black raincoat and drying shoe covers.   
 
    It was time for the daily situation report.  His corporal closed the door and the electric lock clicked on, electronically isolating the room.  The Slorg War has been going against the Earth forces steadily for the last three years, as the Fleet reached deeper and deeper down in the ranks to man their ships, completely ignoring people like himself that they sidelined years before.  Earth might be keeping him from contact with the enemy, but Commander Benison was fairly certain the Slorg had other ideas. 
 
    *** 
 
    The briefing officer was terse.  The last several weeks had been a series of shattering losses and desperate retreats.  Fleet ships routinely self-destructed when the battle was hopelessly lost.  Commanders knew that their men would rather die in a burst of pure radiance than suffer as Slorg larvae chewed through their innards, fighting their cannibalistic siblings for survival. 
 
    The Third Wave of the Slorg was poised off Uranus, ready to pounce on Earth.  Hundreds of their scoopboats refilled their fleet's tanks with volatiles from the gas giant.   
 
    The Slorg broadcast message blanketed every channel on and off the Earth.  In a passable electronic voice, rebroadcast in the fifteen major human languages, the Slorg sounded the death knell of humanity. 
 
    "People of Earth!  We of the Slorg demand complete surrender, or we will blacken the sky with your ashes.  No more will you stand in the way of our empire!  You have thirty-six rotations your world to capitulate." 
 
    That was thirty-two days ago, and the clock was ticking. The Slorg assault craft jockeyed for position, meshing their shields and awaiting the expiration of their ultimatum. 
 
    *** 
 
    "Our remaining forces are marshalling between Saturn and Jupiter.  They have been fully provisioned, and are ready to fight to the finish," said the briefer.  "Earth's Home Guard is nearly up to full strength.  Further briefings will be held every six hours until the expiration of the ultimatum. 
 
    Lieutenant Benison sat back at his desk and thought deeply.  He tapped his commpad from memory.  Some of his former crew he kept tabs on, for reasons he could not say. 
 
    "Sparks.  This is Commander Benison from the Home Guard." 
 
    "Benison.  Benison?  Wait.  Holy crap, Looie Benison!  Jeez, man, how are you?" 
 
    "Sparks.  I am a Commander, and I still outrank you.  Old home week can wait, I need a favor." 
 
    "Still got that stick in ya, I see.  Well, Commander, command away.  If I can get something for you, why not?  We're less than a week from being Slorg chow, it would take a lot longer than that to give me a court-martial." 
 
    "There's always summary execution, Sparks.  Now, listen closely, I need you to do this and leave zero tracks.  None." 
 
    "Fire away.  I always thought them taking your ship away from you was complete crap.  Just sayin'." 
 
    *** 
 
    There was death aplenty in the vastness of space.  The previous two Slorg Waves had been defeated, but at a cost.  From increased work in the mines, to rationing and shortages, to the very real costs of broken bodies and small urns arriving by Fleet couriers, most families throughout the Earth have been touched by the Slorg.  The Third Wave was menacing mankind already short on ready resources. 
 
    The Commandant of the Home Guard, Admiral Conrad Ellison, was the end result of a lifetime of human resistance to the Slorg.  Gnarled and grizzled, he was far too old to risk the high-g maneuvers of the main Fleet, yet had one of the most important jobs in the Fleet--the final defense of Earth.   
 
    He tapped his fingers on his leg with impatience while his briefer droned through the status update.  He knew from long experience that if he tried to jump ahead, everyone would get flustered and skip key details that he would need later. 
 
    "Thus, we have an excellent chance of reviving the use of stasis-encased neutronium for bombardment operations," concluded the briefer, Commander James Benison.  Ellison cursed to himself.  He had missed the main point, catching only the conclusion.    
 
    "I apologize, Commander.  I don't quite catch how you concluded that.  Could you please go over that again?"  The Admiral directed his full attention at Benison, who repressed a sigh at this interruption of his carefully crafted presentation.   
 
    "The Slorg are using a directed energy field that deactivates all electrical flow.  This close-range field suppresses all electrical fields.  Our neutronium shells rely on electronic fusing to collapse their stasis fields at just the right moment--half a second before hull impact.  If the fields don't collapse, the shells go right through their ships, leaving them with two hull breaches half a meter in diameter--easy to fix.  Thus, the shell is no better than a high-speed rock. 
 
    "Our new fuse does not rely on electronics at all.  It is purely mechanical, and acts to break the stasis by shattering the module that generates the field.  Field retrofits are seconds per shell."  Benison looked up to find the Admiral with a finger lifted.  "Sir?" 
 
    "Have you done any fuse testing?"  The Admiral watched as Benison struggled to avoid snapping out a sarcastic response. 
 
    "Some theoretical, sir, and some full-up testing with mock payloads.  We couldn't really drill the Moon with real neutronium."  The Commander puffed out his chest.  "Complete success.  Not a single misfire during the entire run." 
 
    "Full attack speed?" Ellison asked.  "Or did you go slow to keep from rattling our Moon boys in their bunks? 
 
    "We conducted the tests at full muzzle velocity, three kilometers per second.  We can't boost shells any faster."  Benison looked suddenly uncertain.   
 
    "I'm sure you did all you could, Commander Benison.  Still, I think you'll find that your mechanical fuse will fail in combat.  Let me tell you a story from ancient history." 
 
    Ellison told his story while his eyes roved the room, picking out those who listened and those whose minds were elsewhere. 
 
    "…and that's why you need to test them at such extremes.  Understand?" asked Ellison. 
 
    "I think so, sir," replied Benison. 
 
    Admiral Ellison chuckled.  "You didn't hear a word I said.  Your brain was back in your labs."  He watched the Commander sweat a moment.  "In a nutshell, then.  If you fire a fuse at stationary target at standard speed, three kps, then it will function quite well.  That's because the speed of sound in your fuse rod is three and a half kps.  Go faster, and the shell hits the target before the shock wave can get down the fuse rod.  The fuse rod disintegrates before the far end knows it hit anything.  You're going to have to think of another way." 
 
    "Yes, sir," said Benison.  He rolled with the punch, because he had a better topic to brief.  "Enhanced D-T balloons are back." 
 
    The D-T balloon was a fabric sleeve filled with slushed deuterium and tritium from the atmospheres of Jupiter and Saturn. Human atmospheric miners scooped the thin upper atmospheres of the gas giants, feeding their cargo into enormous orbiting processors, where the rare isotopes of hydrogen were extracted and chilled.  Laced with uranium from Jupiter's moons, the balloons were fuseless thermonuclear bombs.  They were difficult for radar to detect, but were incapable of self-detonation. 
 
    The Admiral looked up, his rheumy eyes searching the Commander's face.  "If I remember correctly, we decided that we couldn't set them off for the same reason—the Slorg anti-electronics field.  No way to fire the initiating nuke." 
 
    "There is another way, sir," he said, giving a half-shrug.  Feeling magnanimous, he added, "But I can't claim credit for this one." 
 
    "In four days, we're all Slorg chow.  I don't give a tinker's damn about who came up with it.  Make it march, Mister!"  Admiral Ellison's retort startled the whole group.   
 
    "We've been englobing the Slorg fleet with D-T balloons from our bases on Jupiter and Saturn.  They are favorably positioned to enfilade the fleet.  In the next seventy hours, we will have the balloons at three times the minimum density to disable the Slorg fleet." 
 
    "Meanwhile, the Slorg will expand their anti-electronics field to include the englobement and we're no better off than we are now."  The Admiral gripped the table with his scarred hands.  He was visibly restraining himself from shaking the answer out of this preening, supercilious officer. 
 
    "We've already detected that, Admiral," said Benison, resisting the urge to smile.  So far, the Admiral was reacting the way as expected.  "Destroyers with field generators have moved out ahead of the fleet.  We've lost communications with most of the balloons." 
 
    "Commander, I've known you since you were a cadet.  I know you've foreseen their countermove.  How do you plan to set off the primer nuke?" 
 
    "Kamikaze, sir.  That was the best we could come up with."  Stillness settled on the room.  Everyone strained forward to see how the Admiral was going to react. 
 
    Admiral Ellison blinked slowly.  He leaned forward on his folded hands, the nails whitening where his fingers clenched.  "Explain." 
 
    "A volunteer in a stealthed scout boat heads into the cloud of balloons, then sets off the priming nuke by hand.  We've replaced all the electrical and firing circuits with non-electric, mechanical versions.  We've tested the primer on the far side of Venus from the Slorg.  It performed perfectly." 
 
    "Who died?" asked the Admiral. 
 
    "Nobody.  It was set off by a timer.  The actual initiation was purely mechanical, however." 
 
    "Why not use a timer on the real thing?  Why must we use a human?" 
 
    "Because there are a hundred things that could go wrong with a purely mechanical setup, sir.  A human is a failsafe in the system." 
 
    "A human might decide against suicide, too," said the Admiral.  "That means we'll need two." 
 
    "I'll put out the calls for volunteers, sir," said Benison.  The Admiral raised his hand. 
 
    "Hold on, Commander.  Before I ask someone to die, I want to know exactly how it will work." 
 
    Commander Benison touched on the extraction process, the loading of the balloons, and the complicated ballistics necessary to get the balloons within an average of three hundred meters of one another, completely around the Slorg, in order to complete the englobement.  The formation had to detonate before the balloons drifted out of alignment. 
 
    "When our volunteers set off the warheads on the scoutboats…" concluded Commander Benison. 
 
    "The blast leaps from balloon to balloon as the radiation front reaches them, like grains of gunpowder in a shell.  The Slorg are in the hollow center of a gigantic nuclear bomb.  Got it," said the Admiral.  "I'll put out the call for volunteers, Commander.  It might be your scheme, but I am the one who bears the responsibility." 
 
    *** 
 
    Commander Benison gazed at the message on his commpad.  Good old Sparks.  He set up a delayed reply to the old crewmate, giving him his thanks for everything, as well as the numbers to some untraceable hidden bank accounts. 
 
    James stood up and looked around his office.  He had been in a succession of work areas as he labored in staff positions of greater and greater importance.  Still, the office of an assistant Operations Officer of the Home Guard was far less than the command cabin of a destroyer.   
 
    He nodded to himself and opened his office door.  "Corporal.  I'm going to be here all night, but there's no reason for you to hang around.  Head on home and give your loved ones some of your time.  I'll see you in the morning." 
 
    "But sir," the corporal began, sputtering to a stop at Benison's raised hand. 
 
    "I mean it, corporal.  Go home for tonight, and you'll be far more effective in the morning.  Everything's on automatic as it is.  Good night." 
 
    He waited for the corporal to depart, then he slipped out of his office door, leaving the lights on, but locking the wooden panel securely. 
 
    *** 
 
    He emerged from the ballistic subway thirty-seven minutes later at the White Sands Spaceport.  Striding up to the small scout boat, he presented a prepared packet of papers to the guards, and watched impassively as they verified the forged orders inside. 
 
    "Good flight, sir," they said, saluting him. 
 
    It was a short flight to South Dakota to pick up a special package, then Commander Benison lined out to deep space at maximum acceleration. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sparks smiled as he completed the stealthy theft of the ship's lockout code from the Home Guard mainframe.  "Looie B, we're either gonna be heroes, or it will be a photo finish between the firing squad and the Slorg." 
 
    He transferred the lockout code to the special transmitter that Benison had provided, and linked it into the global military net.  The computers looked at the order tags, compared them to the command list, and transmitted the results out towards the Home Fleet around Jupiter.  They would get it in about five hours. 
 
    Sparks smiled and cut his encrypted connection.  He dismantled the five bounce stations between himself and Commander Benison's computer in his office.  It was a shame that he couldn't do more, but Benison told him what he was really doing, and Sparks agreed to be good. 
 
    *** 
 
    The old man sat in his library, gazing around.  This might be, he thought, the very last time he would sit here.  The glass-fronted bookcases with their precious first editions of fine English literature held tales of bravery and derring-do.  He smiled sadly.  His family lived up to the ideals in those pages.  He was a veteran of both Slorg Wars, rising from gunner to executive officer of a destroyer as the Fleet promoted everyone they found capable.  His eldest son died during the last stand bombing of the First Wave.  His older daughter was killed in action off Pluto, stopping the Second Wave.  The shock of her passing probably led to the heart attack that killed his beloved Susan.  With no grandchildren, the Ellison family, seven generations of military glory, was reduced to a grizzled old man and his youngest son, Zach, currently serving the torch ships that flashed from Earth to the outer gas giants. 
 
    He sampled the brandy he held close to his nose.  One last round of luxuries, he thought, and then, most likely, the end.  He refused to be bug food, and patted the pocket where he kept a small vial.   
 
    His valet found him there later that evening, nodding over one of his favorite authors.  He eased the Admiral into his room, tucking him into his bed.  The next seventy hours would likely kill the man, he thought, closing the door softly behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    "He did what?" shouted the Admiral into the microphone.  "Recall that ship immediately!"  His gnarled hands ground into each other. 
 
    The commander of the orbital processor around Jupiter, Captain Davies, looked shocked.  "We can't, sir.  He radioed that he was disabling all of the radios so the Slorg couldn't track him.  Said it was part of the plan." 
 
    Conrad Ellison fell back into his chair, his skin a sickly gray.  Captain Boggs, his aide, dug frantically through his own desk, looking for the emergency medical kit he kept handy.  He appeared next to the Admiral, a bottle of pills and a glass of water at the ready. 
 
    The Admiral waved him off, his mind a whirl. 
 
    "He said he had your permission!  He even showed me authorization with your signature on it.  I wasn't going to stand in his way, sir.  Besides, your announcement did ask for volunteers.  Lieutenant Ellison had all of the qualifications."  Davies looked just as stricken as the Admiral. 
 
    "Sir?" asked Boggs. 
 
    "Zach.  He took the scout boat with the primer nuke."  The aide immediately understood. 
 
    "He left you a message, sir," offered the commander. 
 
    "We confirm receipt," said Boggs.  Looking at the Admiral's sagging face, he spoke to the screen.  "There was no way for you to know, Commander Davies.  Thank you for all your work in getting the globe set up.  We'll be in touch.  Discon."  The screen faded. 
 
    "The last Ellison," muttered the Admiral.   
 
    "Do you want to see his message?" asked Boggs.  He didn't really know what else to do. 
 
    The Admiral waved slightly.  "Just, just…give me a minute, Captain.  I have to…um…I have to do something…" 
 
    Captain Boggs strode over to his desk and spoke quietly into his phone.  "Celine.  The Admiral is in conference and cannot be disturbed for," he looked over at the broken man.  "For at least another half hour."  He listened to the secretary at the other end for a moment.  "Thirty minutes, Celine.  I'm dead serious."   
 
    The Defense Forces had several Strike Commands, all under the Admiral.  While Admiral Toth was nominally second in command, he was also directing the Fleet out past Mars, and couldn't be spared for coordinating planetary defenses.  Boggs thought through the succession question, should Ellison prove unable to command.  He strode back across the office, feeling the crush of command.  Boggs wasn't exactly taking over the Home Guard, but he felt the sudden load of duty carried by the Admiral.  The circuits of Ellison's mind had tripped, and he needed some time to regroup.  Boggs was just a temporary bridge.   
 
    Boggs sat quietly by the sad, lonely man for a pace, letting him grieve his last child.  Ellison slumped in his chair, the slow tears of age trickling down the gullies of his face.  Boggs watched the clock occasionally.  There were certain things that could not be long delayed.  All too soon, the last minutes trickled away.  It was time for action. 
 
    "Admiral.  It is time.  We must go to the War Room."  Boggs watched as the old man shuddered minutely, then touched his damp cheeks with slight surprise.  He wiped them dry quickly, then appeared to fill out as the habits of a lifetime of service to Earth took over.  It was, Boggs thought, almost inhuman the way that the Admiral put aside his private grief like a priceless Ming vase when duty to the Fleet called. 
 
    *** 
 
    The War Room was a beehive of quiet, purposeful activity.  The word about Lieutenant Ellison was passed around, obviously.  People avoided the Admiral unless absolutely necessary.  The quick glances they shot his way showed both their curiosity and their compassion. 
 
    Ellison had scarcely settled in his command chair overlooking the Room when Commander Rossi, Chief of Communications, appeared on his desk screen.  "Commander Benison on the ultrawave, sir.  He says it's urgent." 
 
    Ellison was on the verge of dismissing the call, but his curiosity got the better of him.  "Why is he on the ultrawave?  Radio’s fast enough on Earth.  Put him on the main screen," he ordered.  Benison's face appeared.  A murmur ran around the room.  They all knew the strutting martinet, and some of them had been shamed by him in the past..  But they have never seen Commander Benison in a pilot's uniform before.  It still had the Lieutenant’s bars sewn into the fabric. 
 
    "Admiral.  Benison here, commanding the Slorg Stinger--and the single operating ship that can carry the primer nuke.  Please don't interrupt, sir.  I don't have much time."  He flipped some switches.  "I knew about your son.  I was keeping tabs on the first primer nuke scout boat, too.  I've transmitted your son’s coordinates to your operations group.  Better pick him up…I scuttled his engine and his warhead is a big block of steel, although he doesn't know that." 
 
    Captain Boggs looks startled, then grabbed a headset and started working at the nearest ultrawave console. 
 
    "I know what you think of me, sir.  You think me a dandy, an oily political officer on the make.  But I wasn't always that way.  Ten years ago, I was a solid line officer.  I commanded a corvette that got surprised by a Slorg destroyer.  We didn't stand a chance.  I ordered a crazy maneuver that worked, dammit, when following The Book would have killed everyone on board.  Showing a flair for quote daredevil tactics unquote got me exiled to Earth instead of out here on patrol, where I belong." 
 
    "Commander," began the Admiral, stopping at Benison's raised hand. 
 
    "Sorry to interrupt you, sir, but the Slorg anti-electric field is pretty close.  The Academy taught me that duty is doing what should be done, when it must be done, without being asked or ordered to do it. 
 
    "You were right, you know.  You are responsible for the death of any volunteer you sent out.  Don't you see that the same logic applies to me?  As long as I could still pilot, it was my duty to fly this mission.  I could not ask another to give his life for an operation I created and recommended.  So, I sabotaged your son's ship.  I just ask one thing, sir." 
 
    Ellison rose to his feet and stood ramrod straight.  "Ask, Commander.  I will do all I can to fulfill it." 
 
    "If your son has a boy, could you please ask that he have Edwin as one of his names?"  Benison's eyes glistened, and he bent to look at his console. 
 
    "But your, your name is James," said Ellison, confused. 
 
    "After my father, who is the real hero of the Benisons," he said, his voice curiously deep. 
 
    "Consider it done, Commander." 
 
    "Thank you, sir.  Entering the field in less than one minute," he said. 
 
    "Your sacrifice will never be forgotten," said Ellison. 
 
    "If you wish, sir.  Farewell," he said, flipping the final switch.  His image faded from the screens. 
 
    "Refocusing on the surveillance drone," intoned a rating over the overhead speakers.  "Good image, FTL circuits holding steady."  A sudden glare flared on the screen, beginning from a single point to fill the screen with blinding light.   
 
    "Ships firing, sir," announced the head of Strategy.  "Looks like the dampening fields are knocked out—the shells are hitting home!" 
 
    The Admiral took in the reports, integrated them, and sent out orders for the Home Fleet.  He kept glancing back at Captain Boggs, deaf to the cheers ringing in the War Room. 
 
    A young, excited face appeared on the viewscreen.  "They're just sitting there!  We're pounding them into scrap metal."  Another face took his place.  "The Slorg carriers seem dead.  No energy discharge, no radio!  Hell, sir, if they wanted to surrender, they couldn't even let us know.  It's pure slaughter out there!" 
 
    The Admiral raised haunted eyes to the large screen.  "Yes, my boy.  Yes it is.  They would have done the same to us.  Kill them.  Kill them all.  Every single bug."  He glanced over to Captain Boggs.   
 
    "There's a chance the Lieutenant escaped the blast, sir.  I’m still working on it."  Boggs went back to the ultrawave console. 
 
    Ellison ran his fingertips over the framed picture of his last child.  "You tried, son.  You really tried.  You did your duty, with honor."  The Admiral sagged into his chair, the tumult of the War Room fading from his awareness as he relived the losses the Ellisons have endured.  He leaned forward, slowly.  Little by little, until, imperceptibly, his head rested on his folded hands.  A small pool of tears formed on the glass surface of the desk, distorting the images forming underneath them.  Captain Boggs tapped the desk off and closed the partitions, walling the Admiral off from the chaos beyond. 
 
    A priority signal flashed from the ultrawave.  Boggs spoke quietly, to avoid disturbing the Admiral.  "You got him?  How is he?  Good.  No, keep this under wraps.  Right, send him right here.  Fastest possible method.  No, wait, take an escort.  We don't want to lose him to any loose Slorg."  Boggs smiled to himself.  Finally, some good news for the Admiral. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ellison slept, completely spent, while Boggs and Admiral Toth coordinated the mopping up operations.  Two marines gently escorted the Admiral him to the emergency cot in his ready room.  Ellison was staggering with fatigue and collapsed into the makeshift bed without complaint.   
 
    Boggs alerted the strike force commanders, relaying the same orders the Admiral had discussed in planning sessions.  "Make sure you take as much in tow as you can.  The Slorg were kind enough to give us all this metal, we're going to melt it down and build the Fourth Fleet early." 
 
    *** 
 
    On the afternoon of the second day, Ellison finally felt more like himself again.  Nobody had information about Zach, but Ellison kept himself fully occupied with organizing the end of battle operations.  There was always time for a fitting service later. 
 
    Captain Boggs knocked on the Admiral's door to announce a visitor.  "He's straight from the front lines with an eyewitness account."  He nodded at someone just beyond the door frame. 
 
    "Well?  Don't just stand there, Boggs.  Show him in!" 
 
    "I just wanted to make sure you're brought up to speed, sir," said Boggs, drawing the moment out.  "Ultrawave reports are one thing, eyewitness is something else.  This man was in the thick of it, stealthed and recording.  In fact, he had to get rescued himself." 
 
    Ellison began growling.  Boggs withdrew, and the slim young man strode to the center of the carpet, throwing a sharp salute to the old man in the chair. 
 
    "Father." 
 
      
 
    Author Bill Patterson 
 
    Bill Patterson is the author of a computer-aided design software book, and a former magazine columnist.  His fiction has been published in both traditional and independent venues.  His nonfiction piece "A Ray of Sunshine" was nominated for the British Science Fiction Association's Award for Non-Fiction. 
 
      
 
    His current series, Riddled Space, is three novels long, with a final one in the works.  He blogs at http://SmartURL.it/BillsBlog and all of his works are on Amazon  
 
      
 
    He and The Wonderful Wife, Barbara, live in Central New Jersey.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    The Burden of Honor 
 
    by Kevin McLaughlin 
 
    Sir Drake returns home to rally his people against an ancient enemy. But threats far closer threaten to turn his mission to ashes before he can even begin. 
 
      
 
    The HMS Armistice broke out into normal space in a blaze of light. For a brief moment it was like a second sun flashed into being, then the light was gone. Transition from warp completed, the ship arced toward the nearby planet at high velocity. 
 
    Sir David Drake stood at the ship’s helm, staring at the world below as it grew in the ship’s front window. It all looked green and blue from up here, but the place he was going wasn’t either of those colors. No, he was headed for the center of a massive grey spot on the surface, looking from space like a cancerous bulge on the face of the world. 
 
    That was Lusitania, the capital city of both the world Lyonesse and the entire Star Kingdom. It was the seat of Her Majesty’s power, the center around which the rest of their cluster of stars spun. A hundred naval vessels hung in orbit over the world, varying in size from corvettes like his own ship to massive dreadnoughts with world-killing weapons. 
 
    A hundred times that many ships were scattered among the stars, keeping Her Majesty’s peace in the two-score systems the Kingdom claimed, and patrolling the border for Commonwealth foes. The ceasefire was still new, and already they’d made incursions. Most felt the war would move from cold back to hot at any time. 
 
    But that wasn’t why David had returned home so abruptly. The news he bore was far more dire. Even with all the ships in the fleet, he wasn’t sure the Kingdom had enough strength to face this new threat. 
 
    You are likely correct in that assessment, said the voice in his head. 
 
    Shut up, he replied just as silently. I need to think. 
 
    The voice went silent, for the moment at least. It spoke when it wanted to, though. David didn’t think it would remain quiet for long, not now that he was home. That could pose its own set of problems. He’d been able to keep the voice a secret so far, but for how long would he be able to maintain the ruse? Sooner or later, he’d slip up in some way. The truth would come out, and then his life would be forfeit. 
 
    “Clearance granted to land at Royal Dock number fifteen, sir,” the sailing master passed along. 
 
    “Understood. Taking her down,” Drake replied. He held the wheel in deft hands, guiding the Armistice toward her home port. 
 
    David could feel the excitement and anticipation of his crew. They’d been away months and were overdue for leave. Each had earned a pretty penny from the handful of battles they’d engaged in. They’d head ashore and most of them would spend it within a fortnight, but that was the way of such things. Not too long ago David would have been among them, carousing as if there was no tomorrow. 
 
    Now he was a knight and expected to act the part of his station. He found it meant just as much drinking, but the company was often nowhere near as good. Still, the job did have a few perks. Command of his own ship agreed with him, and David had in mind to win his way to an even larger vessel in time. 
 
    The Armistice shuddered as she settled toward the dockyard. Landing struts extruded from her lower hull as the ship glided into a gentle touchdown. The bump was barely noticeable, and David smiled in spite of himself. Pride might goeth before a fall, but he’d worked hard at his skills. 
 
    “A good landing, sir,” Gregory called out to him, supporting his feeling. “You’ll be debarking?” 
 
    “Yes. I need to see people at the Admiralty immediately. Put a quarter watch on duty, rotating. The rest can have shore leave, provided they’re fit for service on their rotations,” David said. 
 
    “It will be done, Sir Drake. Good luck with the shiny hats,” Gregory added with a chuckle. 
 
    “I leave the ship in your hands then,” David replied. 
 
    He was the only knight aboard, else he’d have given command to another knight. But Master Gregory had been on board starships longer than David had been alive. He knew his business more than well enough, and would take proper care of the vessel until he could return. 
 
    Assuming he was allowed to return after reporting what he’d learned. 
 
    A short air-car ride brought David to the Admiralty House, where he hoped to meet with some senior staff and file his report. He swallowed hard as the car let him out beside the massive structure and then sped away. This was the first time David had been asked to report to the Admiralty. His command was new, his ship too small and unimportant to take up much time from those in power. 
 
    But he’d stressed the importance of his discovery enough that they ordered him home to report in person. He straightened his tunic for the hundredth time, knowing he was already presentable and worried anyway. David had left his armor left behind on the ship. There was no reason to bring it to this most secure of buildings. And yet without it he felt more than a little naked. 
 
    “Sir Drake, reporting to Sir Nicholson as ordered,” he told the sentries at the door. 
 
    They both nodded, and one tapped a patch on his shoulder, speaking into a microphone. A moment later he nodded a second time. 
 
    “They’re waiting for you inside, sir. Straight ahead, up the stairs, on your left,” the sentry said. 
 
    “They?” David asked. 
 
    “That’s what I was told, sir.” 
 
    He’d expected to report to a single admiral. Was this bigger than he’d initially assumed? Worse yet, did they somehow already know about the illegal voice speaking to him? He was a dead man, if they did. They’d never let him leave this building alive. 
 
    For a moment David considered running. He could simply turn away and go someplace else. Find a quiet spot in a corner of the world where no one would recognize him, retire there and wait for the end to come. It would come within his lifetime, of that he was fairly sure. He’d be able to watch the seas boil and skies burn because of his failure to act. 
 
    No, he couldn’t retreat. Not now; not with so much on the line. He had to move forward. David stepped in through the doors the sentries held open for him. 
 
    The space beyond was cavernous. Fifty foot pillars supported an arcing ceiling high overhead. Paintings and illumination decorated nearly every surface. The floor was covered with a deep plush carpet that his boots sank into. 
 
    The opulence was extensively overdone, in David’s mind. It seemed like it had been designed by someone who was trying to show off his wealth and didn’t care how garish the display he created became. The colors all matched. Every display of gold, artwork, and velvet was done in an aesthetically pleasing way. It was the sum total of the whole which made his mind feel overloaded. 
 
    At the far side of the great hall was a staircase that led up to the mezzanine level. That was where the sentry had directed him. David crossed the hall. No echoing footsteps here. Each step was hushed by the carpet, the room seeming to drink in sound. But his boots rang out on the marble steps, once he reached them. He ascended slowly, like a man on his way to his own funeral. Which he might well be. 
 
    Unlikely. I would not have suggested this course if our death was the probable outcome, the voice said. 
 
    You’ll forgive me if I don’t feel especially good about ‘probably’ surviving this, David replied in his mind. 
 
    I have kept you alive so far. 
 
    This was true. But the mind had also been keeping itself alive. David wondered how far he could trust the thing if his and its interests ever differed sharply. Was it bound to him, or he to it? 
 
    To the left of the stairs was a door. Another sentry in full armor waited outside it. 
 
    “This way, sir,” the guard said. “You’re expected.” 
 
    The sentry knocked on the door. A moment later a voice inside said something David couldn’t quite make out, but the sentry nodded in reply and opened the door, stepping aside to allow David to pass by. 
 
    It wasn’t one admiral waiting inside the room for him. It was three. He recognized Sir Nicholson. The other two, he did not. That he’d been ordered to report to a single admiral was cause enough for tension, in David’s mind. Having three of them here instead was almost enough to make his knees knock together. 
 
    The room wasn’t especially large or well-appointed. A sturdy table dominated the space, surrounded by a dozen chairs. The walls were bare of art or other adornment. There were windows to the outside, letting in the bright Lyonesse summer light. 
 
    “Come, Sir Drake. Sit,” Nicholson said. He gestured to the seat next to him. “We have tea for you here. We’re anxious to listen to your report. There were some irregularities with the initial information you sent.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” David replied. 
 
    He glanced nervously at the other two admirals. One was an man with short-cropped white hair, the other a woman with shoulder-length brown hair, flecked with grey. Both of them were in uniform with admiral insignia, but he’d never met either. 
 
    The woman is not a fleet commander, the voice in his mind said. Look at her hands. 
 
    What do you mean? David thought. 
 
    He watched her hands as he took a seat. She had them pressed together, preventing him from seeing much. Then she reached out to take a sip of her tea. What was he supposed to be looking for? 
 
    She has no calluses. 
 
    No calluses on her hands meant she wasn’t used to carrying weapons. There were women ship commanders and fleet admirals, but they were all knights. Which meant they were highly skilled in the use of hand weapons. That was no admiral wearing that uniform. 
 
    “Sir Nicholson, thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” David said. “I’m sorry, I’m not familiar with your companions, sir.” 
 
    It felt like he was being pert, to all but demand an introduction, but the voice had a point. The woman felt out of place, like she shouldn’t be there. One of these things was not like the others… 
 
    “Of course. This is Sir Andrews. He is rear fleet admiral, in charge of the Home Fleet. Beside him is,” Sir Nicholson paused for a moment as he looked at the woman. His smile vanished. Only for a moment, but David saw it happen. “Lady Theresa Agnes, Fleet Logistics.” 
 
    Fleet Logistics might be precisely what it sounded like. She might well be in charge of supplies and repair work for the Kingdom’s navy. But that term was sometimes used as a euphemism, David had heard. Sometimes, it also meant the person was involved in the Kingdom’s intelligence division. Given Sir Nicholson’s reaction it seemed likely the rumors were true. 
 
    “Your report seemed highly irregular, which is why we’re here, Sir Drake,” Andrews said. “Perhaps you can add more detail?” 
 
    David took a deep breath to collect his thoughts before speaking. How much to tell? Which things to hide? If he came clean with all the details, he would almost certainly be put to death. He was infected now, after all, with the boogeyman people still used to scare children into behaving. David could recall his own parents telling him to ‘behave, or the thinking machines will come and get you.’ 
 
    I am not a disease, the voice said. 
 
    No, you’re far worse than that, David replied. The voice stilled, and David sensed it withdrawing into itself. 
 
    “We came across an abandoned hulk and went to investigate,” David said. It was standard procedure to look into old ruined ships when they were found. Such ancient vessels were incredibly rare, and when they turned up their discovery often led to retrieval of advanced technology that had been lost to men over the Dark Century. 
 
    “But the Commonwealth had beat us there. We maneuvered to engage the ship, and did damage to it. Then it exploded,” David went on. “It wasn’t our shots. We hadn’t done that much damage. The ship destroyed itself.” 
 
    The listeners all frowned in unison. Self-immolation was not practiced often, even by the Commonwealth Navy. It was explicitly not allowed by the Kingdom. The waste of men and vessels was abhorrent to all. 
 
    “Did you discover why?” Nicholson asked. 
 
    “We did, sir. We docked with the hulk, a massive ship adrift, and sent teams out to explore it. But the ship was not as inactive as we’d thought,” David said. 
 
    “You claimed there were automatons on board,” Andrews asked, holding up a tablet with David’s report visible on it. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Automated defenders, virtually invulnerable to our weapons, with guns that penetrated our shields. My men were cut apart. I barely escaped them, but managed to make my way to the control room of the ship,” David said. “The controls were still active. I was able to use them to set the hulk to self-destruct.” 
 
    This next was the tricky part. The rest of what he’d said had been truth, more or less. But now he had to lie if he wanted to remain alive. 
 
    “Before the ship exploded, I was able to glean more information from its system. This ship was not alone. It was one of many. The old enemy of the Intelligence Wars was not as vanquished as we thought. Some survived, thrived, rebuilt - and they are looking for us,” David said. “We must prepare.” 
 
    “How did you manage to survive?” Lady Agnes asked. 
 
    “I almost didn’t,” David replied. “I jettisoned myself into space before the ship blew. My armor protected me long enough for my ship to recover me. But the threat that vessel represented was too great for me to allow it to survive, even if it cost my life to destroy it.” 
 
    Far too much left untold in that story. But he’d rehearsed his answers on the transit home. He knew what had to be said, and what could comfortably be left out. Because he hadn’t actually used the vessel’s controls at all. He’d touched an object in the control room which housed an AI, a true artificial intelligence. 
 
    One of humanity’s oldest enemies. 
 
    But this one claimed to be a friend, a potential ally. A being that felt the other AIs were wrong to war against humans. It was from that mind, now inhabiting his body alongside David, that he had learned everything he now knew about the threat to his Kingdom, and all other humans. 
 
    Warning is not enough, the voice said. We must help them prepare, or all your planets will burn in the slaughter to come. 
 
    I know. But we need to take this one step at a time. 
 
    “Convenient that this ship is now gone, and you have no evidence of any of these claims except what you say you saw,” Andrews remarked. 
 
    David bristled. “I indeed saw these things, sir. I would not be dishonored by lying to you about them.” 
 
    Except of course he was lying. About much of the story. Inwardly, David winced. He hated the lie, hated the need to lie. But if they knew he was host to an AI, these people would never believe a word he said. He’d be executed for certain. The fear of intelligent machines was still strong enough in every living soul that his fate was sealed if anyone discovered his secret. 
 
    David would be fine with dying, if he would be believed. If his death would serve a purpose and save his people, he would willingly give his life. But that wasn’t the case. His testimony would be seen as tainted. There would be no preparation, no increased readiness. 
 
    The Kingdom would be destroyed, unless he told this lie. 
 
    It was a greater sacrifice than dying would have been, but David would take on the dishonor if it meant saving everything he knew and loved. 
 
    The door opened, interrupting whatever question they might have asked next. An aide’s head popped into the room. 
 
    “Pardon, Sir Nicholson. You’re needed on the comms for a moment,” the aide said. 
 
    David wondered for a moment why the admiral couldn’t just use a hand communicator, but then looked around the room and realized the answer. This was a sealed room. There were no cameras or recording devices present. It was probably sealed against transmissions as well. Such rooms were used for discussing the most sensitive of material. Nothing he said in here would be passed on, except via the words of these admirals. 
 
    Nicholson rose from his seat. “I’ll take the call outside. Sir Drake, please join me for a moment?” 
 
    David followed him from the room without a word. Once the door was closed, and the aide a short distance down the hall, Nicholson turned back to David. 
 
    “Your report suggests this is a threat great enough that all humanity should work together against it,” Nicholson said. 
 
    “I feel that is accurate, sir.” 
 
    “There are those in the Admiralty House who would brand you a traitor for suggesting we work alongside the Commonwealth in this matter,” Nicholson said. “Be careful, young man. I like you, and if you’re right I happen to agree. But there are those around here who do not. Mind your step.” 
 
    “People like Lady Agnes, sir?” David asked. 
 
    Nicholson glowered at him. “I will not speak ill of another officer, and it is beneath you to do so as well. Be wary of everyone. Even me.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” David said. 
 
    “Return to the room. I’ll be along shortly,” Nicholson said. 
 
    David returned to the room and opened the door. The tableau inside was nothing like it had been when he left. 
 
    Sir Andrews was dead. The man’s body was slumped back in his seat, his throat slashed open, eyes staring wide at the ceiling. Lady Agnes was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    David crouched low as he slipped into the room. No one had left the room, which meant the murderer was still present. He was unarmed, without armor. A vulnerable target, the same as Andrews had been. 
 
    A groan from the other side of the table caught his attention. David darted past the dead man, keeping low as he swept toward the sound. Lady Agnes lay on the floor there, and she was wounded as well. Blood flowed freely from what looked like a stab wound in her belly. A short, unadorned knife was on the floor beside her. 
 
    Warning. This feels like a trap, the voice said. 
 
    No kidding, David thought back. 
 
    You need to escape. We are in danger, the voice told him. 
 
    I need to protect Lady Agnes, David replied, his thoughts resolute. 
 
    This is a mistake. 
 
    David didn’t have a response for that. He snatched the knife from the floor. If Agnes wasn’t the killer, then there had to be someone else in the room. He felt better for having a weapon in his hand. More confident, he rose from where he hid. 
 
    “Come out, assassin. Time to face an armed opponent!” David said. 
 
    There was no reply. David stalked a circle around the room but couldn’t find anyone hiding there. How had the attacker escaped? Was there a secret door in the room? 
 
    No way to know. For the moment, Lady Agnes needed medical attention badly. David went to the door to summon help, but the door crashed open when he was still two steps away. Two men in armor and bearing force lances came into the room. They aimed the lances at David’s chest. At first he thought they were more attackers, but then he realized they were wearing Kingdom livery. These were guardsmen. 
 
    “Drop the knife!” one of the guards said. 
 
    He did as they bid, relieved. “Lady Agnes needs medical attention quickly.” 
 
    One of the guards stood near David, his lance still at the ready, while the other went to see the wounded woman. He tapped his collar to call for medical help. David was about to tell him the room was sealed against radio, but was surprised when the call went through without trouble. He glanced over at the open door. It must need to be shut for the seal to be complete. 
 
    “What happened here?” asked the guard near David. 
 
    “I don’t know. I arrived to see Sir Andrews dead, and Lady Agnes hurt. No sign of their attacker,” David said. 
 
    “Could he have left the room before you arrived?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” David said, trying to recall how long his back had been turned to the door. “I didn’t see anyone entering or leaving, though.” 
 
    Sir Nicholson entered the room, a medical team right behind him. 
 
    “What is going on?” Nicholson asked. 
 
    “Attack on the admirals, sir. We don’t know by whom yet,” the guardsman said. 
 
    “Oh god. Andrews… Shit. I had a feeling something was up when that call turned out to be a fake,” Nicholson said. “I hurried back as quickly as I could. Thank god you were here, Sir Drake, or Lady Agnes might be dead as well.” 
 
    They heard a groan from where the medical team was working on Agnes. 
 
    “She’s coming around, sir,” a medic said. 
 
    Nicholson rushed to her side and knelt beside her body. David watched from a short distance away. Lady Agnes was struggling to say something.. 
 
    This is very bad, the voice said. 
 
    Why? David replied. There was no answer. 
 
    “Who did this to you, Agnes? We will catch the bastard and hang him,” Nicholson said. 
 
    “Sir Drake,” Agnes said, her whisper audible across the entire room. She raised an accusing finger and pointed at David as she spoke. 
 
    The guard beside David leveled his lance at him again. Confused, David took a step back. 
 
    “Don’t move, sir,” the guard told him. “We did find him with the knife in his hand.” 
 
    Nicholson’s glare slashed across the room and finally came to rest on David’s shocked face. “Take Sir Drake into custody until we can figure out what is going on.” 
 
    The guards both rushed over, their lances aimed at David’s chest. He held very still, still unsure just what was happening. Why was Lady Agnes accusing him? 
 
    “Sir Nicholson, I wasn’t even in the room! I came in and picked up the knife in case the attacker was still here,” David protested. 
 
    “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” Nicholson said. “But for now? Take him away to a guest room and place a guard on the door.” 
 
    It was at least a nice cell, David mused as he paced the small room. He had a bed, desk, and chair. There was a jug of water and a mug. It wasn’t the nicest guest room in the building. Probably used for visitor’s servants or something. But it was much better than an actual cell. 
 
    What the hell had happened? He stood accused of murder and had been found with the knife in his hand. Worse, the person accusing him was of high rank. His own position would be taken into account, but David was not noble-born. He’d been elevated to the knighthood for deeds of service. There was no way a court would believe his word over hers. 
 
    I did tell you it was a trap, the voice said. 
 
    Yes, but how did you know? 
 
    It was the only logical answer. Lady Agnes planned the entire event. 
 
    David thought back to the guards arrival. How precisely had they heard about the attack? He’d only been on his way to call for help, which meant someone else summoned them. That had to have been done when he opened the door, before he shut it. Someone was going to a great deal of effort to frame him. It was impossible to think that this was unconnected to his report. David recalled Sir Nicholson’s warning to be cautious. 
 
    He should have heeded those words more carefully. 
 
    If she planned it, then what is her end-game? We need to know that if we’re to thwart her and save ourselves, David thought. 
 
    We might be about to find out, the voice replied. 
 
    Before David could ask what it meant, the door to his room opened. A guard stood there. To David’s surprise, so did Lady Agnes. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a guard, my lady? You say he tried to kill you,” the guard said. 
 
    “He is unarmed. I am not,” she replied, patting a holstered weapon. “I think I will be all right. I have questions to ask him.” 
 
    “But Sir Nicholson said he would be managing the questions…” 
 
    “I am giving you an order. Sir Nicholson is not here. I am.” 
 
    The guard snapped to attention at her stony tone. “As you wish, my lady,” he said. He allowed her to pass, then left and closed the door. 
 
    David was alone with the woman. His eyes darted down to the weapon at her side. She noticed the glance and chuckled, shaking her head. 
 
    “No, Sir Drake. I’m not here to kill you. You’re far to useful to me alive,” she said. 
 
    “Useful?” David asked. 
 
    “Certainly. Dead, you can’t be held accountable for the murder of Sir Andrews. Dead, your report might still make some waves. But once you’re executed as a traitor to the Kingdom, anything you’ve said will be tainted.” 
 
    “It’s my report. The enemy I met,” David said. 
 
    “No, boy. It’s the enemy you want us to share intelligence with. You really are a child when it comes to politics, aren’t you?” Agnes asked. When he didn’t reply, she went on. “We’re about to go to war with the Commonwealth again. Even now, our fleets prepare to strike.” 
 
    “But there’s a truce,” David said. 
 
    “What better time to strike? Or should we wait until after they do it to us? There’s no doubt we’ll end up at war again,” Agnes said. “It is better for us if we do it on our terms rather than ours, you see.” 
 
    David did. Hadn’t be been thinking not long ago that the truce could never last? The Commonwealth was already sending small strikes across the border. It was a matter of time before the tiny skirmishes turned into something bigger. 
 
    “I can see in your eyes that you agree. I thought you would. Common born you might be, but you understand battle,” Agnes said. 
 
    “Better than you, I think,” David said. 
 
    “Perhaps. Although I might surprise you. I am sorry to lose a knight, but we simply cannot afford this discovery of yours to interrupt the renewal of war. If anything, it’s even more essential we strike soon,” Agnes said. “If you’re right, then we need to present a strong, united front. Which means we need to beat the Commonwealth once and for all.” 
 
    Such a war would wipe out the majority of both fleets! They’d have nothing left. Even if they won, it would leave both realms ripe for invasion from outside. Either other star nations would come at them, or the AI forces would arrive and wipe them out. 
 
    “This is a mistake,” David said. 
 
    “No, boy. Filing that report was a mistake. This is strategy,” Agnes said. “The court has already seen my testimony. They will announce the verdict shortly. I have no doubt about its outcome. I suspect neither do you.” 
 
    She was right. Her word against his. His hand on a knife covered with her blood. No other living witnesses, and no recording devices in the room to reveal the truth. It was a neat trap. But there was one possible way out. 
 
    “I demand a trial by combat,” David said. 
 
    To his surprise, she laughed. “I was hoping you would say that. You have spirit. I, of course, will not be able to directly accept your challenge. Since I am wounded, I will name a champion to fight the match for me. We will have your armor and weapons brought from the ship and take care of the matter at once.” 
 
    Then she turned and left the room before David could reply again. He’d screwed up again. He could feel it. What she planned still wasn’t entirely clear to him, but she’d anticipated this move. 
 
    Still, it was the only play he had left. The alternative would be to accept the guilty verdict and die a traitor’s death. David wasn’t willing to roll over and die just yet. He needed to see the rest of her plot. Then with some luck, he could find a way to unravel it. 
 
    Your memory could be used as testimony, could it not? the voice asked. She all but admitted to her guilt in conversation with you just now. 
 
    We have no way extract or observe memory, David thought. And I had no camera or other recording device. 
 
    Problem understood. Working on a solution. 
 
    What sort of solution? David asked. But there was no answer. Whatever the entity was working on, it seemed to be taking up a great deal of its concentration. 
 
    David lay down on the bed to wait. He should be well-rested for what was coming. Whomever Agnes chose as her champion, it would be someone she was certain would beat him. He needed to be as prepared as possible. 
 
    It didn’t take her very long at all to set things up. Clearly Lady Agnes wanted this matter settled as soon as possible. Only an hour passed before his gear was brought to his room. No weapons, but all his armor. The sword would be supplied once he reached the court. 
 
    David donned his armor with the same steady care he used each time he suited up. Every piece needed to be placed correctly if he was to get maximum value from its protection. Steel plates covered most of his vital areas, and a padded environmental suit beneath it gave him both protection from the elements and further padding against attacks. 
 
    Once the armor was linked up and activated, it would put out a powerful force field. His blade would generate a similar field. The only thing which could penetrate one of those fields was an object protected by a similar field. Or so he’d thought, until recently. The robots on board the AI ship had beam weapons which cut through force fields like they weren’t even there. 
 
    The Kingdom had no such technology. David wondered how things would change if they gained that knowledge. Force fields ensured that most viable weapons were hand-held. Swords, pole axes, and similar weapons were favored for their ability to crack the armor warriors wore beneath their fields. But if a gun could kill a shielded man from a distance and fire many times in rapid succession, it would change everything about the way war was fought. 
 
    Six guards escorted David up to the court. He smiled beneath his helm. Even unarmed, they were taking no chances. It would be bad for Lady Agnes’s plan for him to escape, perhaps. There had to be a way to foil whatever she was up to. 
 
    The court room was a large open space. The ceiling vaulted high overhead. A small crowd gathered around the edges of the room as witnesses to the combat. Duels and challenges by battle were no common, but nor were they unheard of. 
 
    A Justice stepped out into the middle of the room, his black robes showing his office. He clapped his hands together and the buzz of conversation around the room ceased. 
 
    “We are assembled to bear witness to the challenge of Lady Agnes and Sir Drake,” the Justice said. “Before this battle begins, will either of you yield your position that the other speaks untruly against you?” 
 
    “No, Justice,” Lady Agnes said. She held a hand to her wounded side theatrically. 
 
    The Justice turned to face David, who mutely shook his head in reply. No, he would not yield. If he did, he died. 
 
    “Lady Agnes, you seem ill-prepared for battle,” the Justice said. “Do you require time to get into armor?” 
 
    He would know already that she intended to fight via a surrogate, but the words were almost ritual. 
 
    “No, Justice. I will have someone do battle for my cause, due to my wounds,” she replied. 
 
    “Who will serve as your champion?” the Justice asked. 
 
    “Sir Nicholson,” Agnes said. 
 
    A pin dropping in the room would have sounded like a crashing elephant. David felt his pulse race. His ally and patron, fighting against him? But he would have no choice. If Agnes called for him as champion, he would be as good as admitting he thought she lied if he refused. His own life could end up forfeit, then. His entire family could be cast into disgrace. She’d laid a neat trap. 
 
    Nicholson strode forward, already suited in gleaming plate armor. He carried a massive pole axe. His visor was up, allowing David to see his grim face and sad eyes before he snapped the thing down. Nicholson didn’t intend to lose this fight. He was already mourning David’s death before the battle had begun. 
 
    With good reason. Nicholson had been wearing armor into battle since before David was born. Far from growing slower as he aged, the old warrior was still in his prime. Few in the entire Kingdom could stand before him and prevail. 
 
    David knew he was going to die. He despaired that his warning would go unheard. There was a bigger enemy out there than the Commonwealth, if only these people would see it! 
 
    As the guards came over with David’s sword, the AI within his head finally spoke again. It hadn’t said a word since their conversation earlier. 
 
    Solution found. Nanites have been fabricated and released. Memories being copied and transferred to digital silicon chip. 
 
    What? David thought back I don’t understand. 
 
    I have released tiny machines inside you. They have read your memories and are imprinting them to a chip which your tablets can read, the voice said. This will still take a short while. You must delay as long as possible. 
 
    Delay? I’ll be lucky if I can stand against him for more than a minute, David thought. 
 
    Nanites will also enhance physical capabilities. You will be faster and stronger than before. You must hold him long enough for the nanites to finish copying. The chip will extrude from your palm once complete, the voice said. 
 
    I don’t understand. You’re making a data chip - from what? 
 
    From your body, mostly. From bits of other material I have had the nanites gather out of your environment. The chip is small. This is not a complex task, but building the initial nanites took time and concentration, the voice said. 
 
    Tiny machines, running around inside him? The idea gave David chills. And yet it might be the only thing that saved him. Which might in turn allow him to save the Kingdom. If everything went perfectly, and he managed to stay alive, anyway. 
 
    Please do try, the voice said. 
 
    It was time. The Justice beckoned David and Sir Nicholson forward. The two men stepped up to meet each other and drew blades. Each gave the other a salute of their weapon. 
 
    “I’m sorry, boy. I must do as honor demands,” Sir Nicholson said. 
 
    “I understand, sir. We were both trapped in her web.” 
 
    Then Nicholson’s force field crackled to life. David activated his own field, and the one around his sword. This battle was going to require every iota of his concentration if he was going to survive. 
 
    “Begin!” the Justice called, stepping back swiftly. 
 
    Nicholson didn’t wait. He lashed out with the heavy pole-arm. David saw the attack coming almost too late to stop it. He put his blade up in a clumsy block at the last moment. The two fields struck one another, clashing, then the weapons came together with a resounding clang. Sparks flew as the fields contested with each other. 
 
    The force of the blow was staggering. How was a man so old still so damned strong? David barely kept his feet. The killer axe came sweeping in with a second strike, this one from the opposite side. Again David parried, but this time the blow took him completely off balance. He flew backward and crashed to the marble floor, flat on his back. 
 
    He wasn’t wounded, except for his pride. The armor was well-padded. But David hastened to his feet anyway, unsure whether Nicholson would strike while he was down. Such was frowned upon, but not against the rules of the challenge. 
 
    “I thought you better trained than that, boy. Letting an old man get the best of you?” Nicholson taunted. 
 
    David felt a brief flare of anger, but put it down quickly. His opponent was trying to rile him up. Anger was the enemy here. He needed to remain cool. He swung his sword out in an arc. Nicholson took a half step back and the blade whistled past directly in front of him. Then he came in with a riposte of his own that David barely blocked. 
 
    This isn’t going well. Can you hurry the chip?”David thought. 
 
    No. You need to stall longer. You are faster than this, now. Take advantage of the speed I have given you. 
 
    Faster how? David flexed his shoulder muscles and noted that they did feel different somehow. What had the creature done to him? 
 
    A question for after, he chided himself. His focus needed to be on the battle. He launched into a series of punishing attacks, and this time it was the old knight placed on the defensive. David rained down blow after blow. Each was dodged or deflected, but Nicholson was straining to stop some of the strikes. 
 
    “That’s more like it, boy! Fight with your heart and your head,” Nicholson said. 
 
    As he spoke, he reversed his grip on the pole arm, driving the butt end of the weapon upward, and then directly at David’s torso. David saw the danger too late. The weapon’s tail end was capped with a spike, which dove through his shield like it wasn’t even there. The sharp tip struck David’s armor on the left side of his breastplate, sliding along it with a screech of metal on metal. David twisted wildly, trying to avoid the potentially mortal blow. 
 
    The point caught on his right breastplate and punched through it. Pain overtook David. He felt blood drain from the wound, trickling down his chest as Nicholson withdrew the weapon. David almost sank to his knees, but he would not allow himself to fall. 
 
    “I’m sorry, boy,” Nicholson said. His voice did sound contrite, which was little relief. 
 
    Working to block pain receptors, the voice said. Stand by. 
 
    Stand by? That was the one thing David couldn’t do. Already the axe whistled toward his neck. David took a step back and raised his sword with his left arm, the right hurting too much to move well. He blocked the blow, and the one after. But he was backing away steadily. The wall was only a few feet behind him. He was running out of room to retreat. 
 
    All at once the pain in his chest vanished. He returned the sword to a two-handed grip, parrying the next blow with enough strength that it sent the weapon backward out of position. David swirled the sword back in, smashing hard against Nicholson’s ribs. His sword didn’t penetrate the armor, but the old knight grunted with pain. 
 
    “A good shot,” Nicholson said. “My turn, now.” 
 
    “No, sir,” David said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He couldn’t afford to lose. No matter what else happened, the future of the entire Kingdom depended on his surviving the next few moments. He cared for the old man in front of him more than he did almost anyone else alive, but even if he had to kill Nicholson to save his world, he would. 
 
    Maybe there was another way, though. If he was fast enough and strong enough. Was he? 
 
    David dashed forward, pouring every ounce of speed he had into the maneuver. His sword lashed out high, taking the pole arm out of alignment again. Then he dropped the blade low, down between Nicholson’s legs. 
 
    It was a fool’s move. By having his blade so low David was leaving himself wide open to counterattack as soon as Nicholson recovered his weapon’s position. But that was why David needed to make sure he couldn’t do so. 
 
    He continued driving forward, coming in low and fast. David’s shoulder crashed into the force field protecting his opponent, then smashed into Nicholson’s chest. 
 
    The old knight staggered under the force of the blow. It forced him to take half a step back. That was just enough. David’s blade was still between Nicholson’s legs. As the old knight stepped back, his leg armor tangled with David’s sword. 
 
    Unable to retain his balance, Nicholson fell backward to the floor. 
 
    David stabilized his rush, twisting his hips to bring his left foot forward. He stepped down hard on the haft of Nicholson’s weapon, pinning it to the ground. Then he laid the tip of his sword at the fallen man’s neck. 
 
    “Well done, boy. Not many men can say they’ve bested me. Finish it,” Nicholson said. Then his voice dropped lower, pitched so only David could hear. “And save our Kingdom from ruin.” 
 
    “I won’t kill you, Sir Nicholson. That’s foolish horse-shit!” David said. He stepped back, withdrawing his sword from the man’s neck and offering his hand instead. 
 
    Nicholson took it and rose to his feet again. While he did, David turned to face the Justice. 
 
    “I have bested my opponent in personal combat. Am I innocent or guilty?” David asked. 
 
    Before the Justice could answer, Lady Agnes stepped in from the sidelines. “The challenge of combat is to the death.” 
 
    “Usually. But it can be otherwise, if both parties agree,” the Justice said. “Lady, it is you who Sir Nicholson represents. Do you agree that justice has been served?” 
 
    “I do not. Finish the battle,” she replied. 
 
    David drew his blade back toward a ready position. He was tired and sore, but if this fight could only be concluded with a death, then he was ready to finish it. If only he could delay things just a little longer…! 
 
    Data chip complete, the voice said. 
 
    David opened his right hand. There was something in his hand, inside his gauntlet. He thumbed what had to be the chip between his fingers and dropped his sword. It clattered against the marble floor. Then he withdrew the gauntlet from his hand and let it fall beside his weapon. 
 
    “Justice, I have something you might want to see, which could influence the court’s decision in this matter,” David said. 
 
    “This is irregular, but so is the whole matter. Step forward,” the Justice said. 
 
    David went to his side and passed him the chip. The Justice inserted it into his tablet. HIs eyebrows shot up as he reviewed the video, taken as if from David’s own eyes. Then he turned toward Lady Agnes. 
 
    Who was no longer standing beside him. She was sneaking through the crowd, headed toward a set of doors. 
 
    “Seize her!” the Justice called. Guards rushed forward to obey his order, grabbing Lady Agnes by both arms. She struggled only a moment and then seemed to wilt in their arms. Her head hung low as they dragged her forward. 
 
    “I take it you know what is on this chip?” the Justice asked. 
 
    “I can guess. How did you manage it?” Agnes asked. She looked up at David and stared daggers into his eyes. “You were searched for electronic equipment. How did you make a recording?” 
 
    “Perhaps the search was not as thorough as you might have wanted. Or maybe not all your people were as unaware of your treason as you thought,” David replied. 
 
    “Take her away,” The Justice said. “We will hold trial for her tomorrow. It will, I suspect, be brief. Sir Drake, you are acquitted of all charges and freed. You have shown honor this day, Sir Knight. Continue doing so and you will bring glory to your house and your Kingdom.” 
 
    It was high praise, and David blushed beneath his helm. “My thanks, Justice. I only did what I hoped was right.” 
 
    Largely thanks to you, David thought. For the first time since he’d been joined inside his head by this being, he felt like it might not be all bad. Like perhaps this was something that would add more to his life than it took away, after all. 
 
    Somewhat. But you also did your part well. If I was going to be attached to a biological life form, I cannot complain about the being I was stuck with, the voice said. They are right. You did well. 
 
    “Continue doing so,” Sir Nicholson said from beside him. “You’ve accomplished much this day. We have some housecleaning to do, it seems. But we will take care of that later. For now, you have a wound to attend to?” 
 
    David flinched as all the pain came rushing back. He gasped and almost fell forward. He clutched at his chest, where he could still feel hot blood trickling from the wound. 
 
    “Yes, Sir Nicholson.” 
 
    “Come with me. I’ll take you to the medical wing. I need to have this ribs attended to anyway. I think you broke a few of them,” Nicholson said. 
 
    David had a sudden thought, and had to ask. “Sir? If you had an idea what Lady Agnes was up to, did you let me beat you?” 
 
    Nicholson laughed. “Ah, boy. I’ll be letting you wonder that, for now. An old man like me needs every advantage he can get. Making the youngsters doubt themselves is fine strategy.” 
 
    David joined him, first in a chuckle and then a full laugh as the two made their limping way down the hall to be tended. 
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    The Spike 
 
    By Nathan Mutch 
 
    When John McCormack emerges from the alien wreckage, only he knows what he leaves behind—and what he has brought with him. 
 
      
 
    This part of the country seems to have all hell for a basement, and the only trap door appears to be Medicine Hat. 
 
    –Rudyard Kipling 
 
      
 
    “We were born to die.” 
 
    John McCormack knew a thing or two about death. He also knew a thing or two about when to keep his mouth shut. We were born to die—those were the words he spoke aloud just after closing the door to his last session with the military-appointed psychologist. 
 
    John recalled what the psychologist had said during their first session—that survivor’s guilt was a natural consequence, especially since he alone had survived. No one could have foreseen that their brief exposure to the crashed alien ship would be fatal—that their hazmat suits would offer no protection. 
 
    “We were born to live our lives,” the shrink had said. “The other Marines lived to serve. They died performing their duty.” 
 
    John shambled away from the stuffy, claustrophobic office and stayed close to the corridor wall as if he might suddenly need it to steady himself. The faces of the fallen haunted him. 
 
    John spoke the words again. He spoke as if talking to his ghosts would somehow make them sympathetic. 
 
    “We were all born to die.” 
 
    A strange but familiar voice rose up from his chaotic thoughts. It was so clear that it drowned out the memories, yet the voice itself was like a memory. As odd as it seemed to have a voice in his head that John felt didn’t belong to him, what happened next was stranger still. His mind made the words his own. 
 
    “You are wrong, John. You were born for a specific purpose.” 
 
    John nearly turned around and marched back into the psychologist's office. He was sure he had cracked, but the thought of dealing with a headshrinker again was a great weight pressing on his chest. He kept walking and took his ghosts with him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Soon after John was granted separation from the Marine Corps, he found work at an off-world mining operation with the same company that had shot down the alien spaceship—an irony few of his fellow miners failed to point out. But John didn’t require reminders. He remembered perfectly. 
 
    The alien ship had entered Earth’s orbit undetected by every space observation network on the planet. GISEC, the Goryeo Inter-Korean Space Exploration Conglomerate, detected the ship with an automated orbital salvage and reclamation platform and mistook it for space junk. The AI on the platform decided the ship was a danger to nearby satellites and attempted to disintegrate it. If it wasn’t for GISEC, the ship might have come and gone unnoticed. 
 
    Of all the places in the world, the falling ship’s trajectory sent it hurtling toward downtown Medicine Hat. In the blink of an eye, the city was leveled. The city that was built on a giant gas field—the city with hell for a basement—was destroyed by a fireball from the heavens. 
 
    A joint U.S.–Canada team entered the crash site four days later when the fires finally died away. On strong insistence from the American President, the Canadians were asked to secure the area surrounding the crash site, and the Marines were ordered to enter the alien craft first. 
 
    The hull of the ship had been compromised, and there were no survivors. Within minutes of entering the alien craft, each of the Marines reported seeing momentary flashes of light and feeling a sudden and persistent euphoria. The doctors would come to call this reaction to alien exposure “the spike.” 
 
    Even now, ten years later, John could still recall the last minutes of his team—the order they fell and their screams of agony. Half an hour after entering the ship, John was the last to fall. The flashes of light returned in the final stages of the spike. The persistent euphoria ended as suddenly as it began. 
 
    Despite expecting his imminent death, John maintained radio contact throughout his experience. The pain subsided, and the lights in his vision diminished. Being the only survivor, John discovered he was immune to the deadly effects of the spike. 
 
    While John’s mind remained moored to that fateful day, the rest of the world moved on. The military quickly developed a suit that gave perfect protection from the spike, and technology inspired by materials from the crashed ship made its way into everyday life. 
 
    John was sure nothing could ever convince him to return to Earth, but now, through no choice of his own, that was precisely where he was headed. GISEC had pulled him out of the platinum mine in the middle of his shift and threw him on their fastest shuttle back to Earth. 
 
    Only the military could make GISEC move this fast, John thought. They’ve finally decided to dissect me. 
 
    John was collected at the Indiana spaceport by Military Police and secreted away in a nearby government hangar. It had recently rained, and the smell of petrichor lingered when the MPs moved John from the black SUV to the unmarked hangar. 
 
    John lay on a cot and tried to sleep. He was secluded on a mezzanine to the side of the hangar floor while the MPs stood guard below. Sleep came in fits, and somewhere in between moments of wakefulness, a soldier in combat uniform pulled up a chair next to his cot. 
 
    The soldier’s face was in shadow, but John already knew who it was. 
 
    “I wish I could say it’s good to see you, Colonel,” John said. 
 
    Colonel Norman Hammer sat forward in his seat and brought his face into the light. “I’m sorry I had to bring you here like this, Mack. I wish there were some other way, but I had no choice.” 
 
    John bristled when Hammer called him Mack. He hadn’t been called that for almost ten years. 
 
    John lifted his head off the rough fabric of the cot. “It’s just John,” he said, then laid his head back down, wishing they had at least given him a pillow. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Hammer asked. 
 
    “Gravity is a bitch, but I can stand alright. It was my plan to die on Mars, you know.” 
 
    “Dying isn’t a plan. Dying is what happens when a plan fails.” 
 
    John was sure he’d heard those words before—or at least some combination of the same motivational bull. 
 
    “Why now?” John asked. “It’s been ten years. Why now?” 
 
    Hammer put his hand on a closed dossier that sat on the small table next to the cot. 
 
    John glanced at the dossier. “You turned it on, didn’t you?” 
 
    Hammer nodded and drummed his fingers. “They’ve come back,” he said. “I’m reinstating you. You’re to join an expeditionary force to find out what they want—why they’re here.” 
 
    “I already know what they want, Colonel. They want to know why their bird was shot down. But, why aren’t they talking to us?” 
 
    “That, we don’t know. And that’s what I need you to find out. This new alien ship is identical to the one that crashed. We’ve refitted one of our shuttles with a compatible airlock. Their docking port is open, and it seems we have an invitation.” 
 
    “We? I don’t remember asking to be a part of this.” 
 
    “You—” Hammer pointed at John. “—are still the only person who’s immune to the spike. You are our secret weapon.” 
 
    John scoffed. “Not much of a secret.” 
 
    “They—the aliens—don’t know you’re immune.” 
 
    “Why should that matter? How are the aliens supposed to know their technology hurts us?” John rocked himself into a sitting position and threw his legs over the edge of the cot. “I’m willing to bet they know as much about us as we know about them.” 
 
    Hammer got up and made his way to the stairs. “I don’t make bets, John. Try and get some sleep. You meet the doctor and our language expert tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tell me why I should come back.” 
 
    Hammer stopped on the first step down and looked back at John. “You want to know what’s in it for you? I’ll tell you. Honor, courage, and commitment. But more than that, you need this. You’re dying to know what’s up there. It’s your second chance at life.” 
 
    “Semper Fi, Colonel.” 
 
    “Semper Fi.” 
 
    *** 
 
    John rubbed his right temple with his fore and middle fingers. He’d segregated himself from the Marines in the expeditionary force and had been half-listening to the conversation between the linguist, Dr. Elena Morales, and the physician, Dr. Charles Denning. John was just about to ask if either had any aspirin when Dr. Morales spoke to him. 
 
    “When was your tour?” 
 
    John stopped rubbing his temple. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I’ve been preparing for this moment since the incident. We got our tour of the Medicine Hat ship a few days ago. We heard that Doctor Maxwell has been lucky enough to work at the crash site since day one. When was your tour?” 
 
    John sat further back in his chair. “It was a few years back,” he said. “Who is Doctor Maxwell?” 
 
    Just then, a woman stepped into the shuttle from the gangway. “That would be me,” she said and fell into the vacant seat next to John. “Virginia Maxwell. You must be McCormack.” 
 
    “John. Nice to meet you, Doctor.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure, John. And my friends call me Ginny.” 
 
    “Sure, Ginny,” John said. “Have you met Colonel Hammer?” 
 
    Maxwell tilted her head closer to John and whispered, “He’s been my boss for the past ten years.” 
 
    Hammer’s voice thundered down the aisle. “Good of you to finally join us, Doctor Maxwell. Just once, I’d like you to be on time.” 
 
    Maxwell reached back for her harness and started buckling herself in without waiting for one of the technicians to help her. “You wouldn’t leave without me, would you?” 
 
    Hammer addressed the group. “I can’t stress enough how important this mission is. Remain focused and remember what you learned in the briefing. If you follow my lead and do what I say when I say, then I guarantee we’ll come out on top.” 
 
    “Begging your pardon, Colonel Hammer.” Dr. Morales pushed aside the technician who was helping her with her harness. “The president was very clear. Doctor Denning and I are the lead on this expedition. There can be no aggression from the military whatsoever. If it were my choice, you and your Marines wouldn’t be here at all.” 
 
    Hammer was quick to reply. “And there you have it, Doctor Morales. You never really had a choice, did you? None of us do. You have your job, and I have mine. If anything goes wrong…” Hammer didn’t finish his sentence, but his meaning was clear. 
 
    *** 
 
    John swam out of his harness as soon as they achieved orbit. He twisted back around to face Dr. Maxwell. “Hang tight, Ginny. I’ll be back in a minute. I need to see our approach.” 
 
    John floated past the Marines and stopped himself just short of the pilot’s chair. “Is that it?” John asked, pointing to a small dot in the distance. 
 
    “That’s it,” the pilot replied. “I’ll need to turn us and do a few short burns to match its speed. You’ll lose sight of it for a minute.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Not to worry.” The pilot kept his eyes trained on his instruments. “I see everything.” 
 
    The orbiting alien ship had a shine to it, unlike the one they found at the bottom of the Medicine Hat crater. The pilot made his turn and slowed to match the speed of the alien ship. A few light taps on the thrusters brought them alongside the shining vessel. 
 
    The black metal hull of the alien ship filled the starboard windows. When the pilot made his last turn to line them up, the hulking vessel filled their entire field of view. Small undulations on the hull like ophidian scales reflected gold and amber sunlight back at the awestruck humans. 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. “There’s the docking port. You were right, Colonel. It does feel like they’re inviting us in.” 
 
    John was in the shuttle’s airlock and suited up before anyone else. When the three doctors finally locked their helmets in place and the airlock sealed behind the expeditionary team, the alien ship’s airlock opened to let them in. Hammer pressed his way in front of John and took the lead down the dimly-lit corridor. 
 
    “The command center of the ship is this way,” Hammer said. He deftly alighted on the deck plating and walked away from the group. 
 
    Dr. Morales pushed to the front when she saw Hammer walking away. “Whoa!” she exclaimed. “This ship has artificial gravity? How did you know? You’ve been up here already, haven’t you!” 
 
    “No need to shout, Morales,” replied Hammer. “Just step out into the corridor. You’ll float down to the deck.” 
 
    Morales and Denning grilled Dr. Maxwell about the possible technology behind a ship with artificial gravity. Maxwell deferred their questions while they followed Hammer through the maze of corridors. Somewhere near the center of the ship, Hammer stopped next to a blank console. 
 
    “It’s true,” Hammer said. “We have been up here already, but this is as far as we got. Every point of entry we passed has one of these panels. We haven’t had any luck getting through.” 
 
    Hammer touched the panel. The edge of the panel glowed, gently illuminating the corridor around the crew, but that was it. Nothing indicated a way to proceed—no language, no buttons, nothing. 
 
    “The atmosphere in here is Earth normal,” Hammer continued. “This is where you come in, John.” 
 
    “And what exactly is he going to do?” asked Morales. 
 
    “These panels must require direct physical contact,” Hammer replied. “The suits that protect us from the spike completely shield us from our environment.” 
 
    “And our environment is shielded from us,” said Denning, finishing the thought. “Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but it sounds like you’re suggesting John remove his glove to interact with this panel. Is he that expendable? He’ll certainly die after exposure, quite painfully I might add.” 
 
    John stepped up and put his hand on Denning’s shoulder. “Thanks for your concern, Doc,” he said, “but I’ll accept the risk.” 
 
    John removed his helmet and gloves. The air was crisp and oddly smelled of malt vinegar. John half-expected that whatever made him immune to the spike ten years ago had since worn off. 
 
    The euphoria that accompanied the spike hit instantly. Next came the flashing light over his vision. The effect of the euphoria together with the light sent John’s thoughts on a collision course—like dozens of pollinators all vying for the same wildflower. Denning’s muted voice was little more than the buzzing of an insect. John thought he heard Denning say, “It’s your life.” 
 
    The initial shockwaves from the spike subsided. When John nodded to the colonel and gave him the thumbs up, Colonel Hammer explained to Denning that John was the only survivor from the first expedition to the Medicine Hat crater. 
 
    Denning put his gloved hands on either side of John’s face. “How are you feeling?” he asked, pulling down on John’s cheeks with his thumbs. 
 
    “I feel fine, Doc. The spike has mostly passed, but it’s still there. It’s all true. I survived the spike—multiple times.” 
 
    “That’s enough chit-chat,” Hammer said. “Let’s open this door.” 
 
    John placed his fingertips on the panel. There was a moment of deflation among the crew when the panel remained blank. Slowly, the center of the panel lit up and cast its light on every surface and edge in the corridor. John pressed his hand flat against the panel, and the door slid open. 
 
    “Empty?” Dr. Maxwell approached the open doorway. “Where are they?” 
 
    “The whole ship is empty,” John replied. “They stayed away and sent the ship.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I just know,” John said, shaking his head, “and no one is more disappointed than I am.” 
 
    “Disappointed?” Dr. Maxwell took a bold step into the vacant control room. “What’s to be disappointed about? This is a fine little mystery.” 
 
    Dr. Maxwell went further, and John followed closely behind her. The consoles that lined the walls of the room came to life as they progressed. The presence of a living being was bringing the instruments out of hibernation. Even the pilot’s chair at the center of the room turned toward John when he approached. 
 
    Maxwell smiled at John. “That’s as much of a greeting as we can expect. I think they want you to take a seat, but I’d like you to hold off—at least for a little bit.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “None of the consoles in the control room of the crashed ship ever worked, even after I found a way to get the ship’s power plant operational.” 
 
    “You? You are responsible for bringing them back?” 
 
    “I think they would have come back regardless. I may have just accelerated their return. Anyway, I need a few minutes to look at these consoles. I want hi-res images. This may be our only opportunity to study a fully functional ship.” 
 
    “Whatever you want, Ginny. You’re the boss.” 
 
    Morales waved at John. She was standing next to a large panel that was illuminated but had no display showing. “Over here, John. Try to activate this panel.” 
 
    A 3D image of a starfield burst from the panel when John touched it. The field spun slowly until John reached up to touch one of the stars. The projection immediately reacted to his hand movement. The image sped up and focused on a point until it revealed a planet. It was Earth. John put his hand down, and the image stopped moving. He repeated the hand movement. The projection continued to focus until it only showed the alien ship and the expedition’s shuttle. 
 
    “That’s neat,” John said. 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Morales said in awe. 
 
    “What do you think?” Hammer asked John. “Is this for navigation, or is it just a map?” 
 
    “Unclear, Colonel. Maybe the chair is for navigation.” 
 
    “Well, I suggest you take a seat and find out.” 
 
    “Really? You want me to just sit down? Shouldn’t Doctor Morales take a stab at deciphering some of these consoles?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to see here. We don’t understand their language.” 
 
    Morales confirmed it. “It’s true, John. It could take us years to decipher the alien language without some sort of primer—a Rosetta Stone.” 
 
    Two Marines helped remove the rest of the bulky protective suit, and John grudgingly sat in the chair. As the chair lifted off the floor, other instruments, tubes, and panels descended from the ceiling. The instruments were peripheral to the chair, and they closed in around John. 
 
    A helmet with a visor dropped down on John’s head. The inside of the visor was blank, and John could still see the light from the control room leaking in from below the bottom edge. John was about to tell Hammer that nothing was happening when his vision went dark. The sounds in the room died away to pure silence. 
 
    John called into the emptiness. “Hello? Hammer?” 
 
    John began to see outlines of things. He saw his hands at first, then the rest of his body and the pilot’s chair. Intense flashes of light burst across a virtual cyberscape, and a vortex of swirling vapors opened at John’s feet. John’s mind slipped across the horizon into the wormhole. 
 
    *** 
 
    John stood in a brightly lit room by himself. There were active consoles reminiscent of the ones on the alien ship. Unfamiliar noises echoed from somewhere nearby. His first thought was “alien cubicle.” There was indeed a small partition, and it was not unlike a cubicle wall. On the other side of the partition was a sizable black console embedded in the wall of a corridor that stretched to the left and right. 
 
    John moved quietly and cautiously around the partition. The blank console acted as a mirror, and John froze in his tracks when he caught sight of his reflection. 
 
    What he saw was not his own face. 
 
    John stumbled. He covered his eyes to escape the gaze of his alien reflection. His face almost felt like his own, so he opened his eyes and peeked through his fingers at the reflection. John saw a strange alien face that was not his own, but it reacted as if it were. 
 
    The eyes that were too big blinked in time with his blinks. The mouth that was too small hung open in disbelief just as his did. John felt his face again. The alien hands with three fingers and an extra-long thumb moved with the same motion as his hands. 
 
    John decided against reason that the reflection belonged to him just as the nearby noises stopped. John went in the direction he presumed the sounds had originated. He took a few steps, and the sounds resumed. They were coming from the next room. 
 
    John dared to enter. He stepped around the partition to find the source of the noise. There were two gray figures in long, white suits who turned to face John when he entered. One of them spoke to John. The speech was unintelligible, but it seemed the alien assumed John would understand what was being said. 
 
    John tried to respond, but the sounds that escaped his mouth were gibberish. The alien said something else and waited for a response. John tried to reply, but his effort was wasted. The sounds he made were different from his first attempt, but they were still meaningless. 
 
    The aliens became very interested. They approached John with their hands held up, ready to catch him if he should try to run—at least that was how John saw it when they backed him up against the wall. 
 
    The aliens forced John into a corner and scanned his eyes with an instrument. One of them did most of the talking while the other listened and stroked thin whiskers on its chin. The one who did most of the talking produced a vial. It released a luminescent vapor when the stopper was removed. 
 
    The alien demonstrated inhaling the fumes and held it close to John’s face. John had no choice. He took a sniff. 
 
    The alien cubicle world fell out of focus, and John woke up in the pilot’s chair on the alien ship. Dr. Maxwell stood in front of the chair, leaning forward with her hands on her knees. 
 
    “Well?” she said when the helmet and visor lifted off John’s head. “What happened? Did you see anything?” 
 
    “Did I see anything?” John jumped out of the chair the second he was free from the peripherals. “I saw them!” 
 
    “You saw them?” 
 
    “I saw the aliens, and I was one of them!” 
 
    Hammer grabbed John by the shoulders to steady him. “Calm down, John. Just start at the beginning. What are you talking about?” 
 
    John recounted his experience in detail, the shining walls of the corridor, the ashen pallor of the alien’s skin, everything. 
 
    “I’ve got to say,” Hammer said, “as far as intel goes, this is crap. We don’t know anything. Do you even know how it happened?” 
 
    John looked down at his hands. “I can’t say for sure, but I think it might have been a virtual reality. Maybe my reflection was a preprogrammed avatar—like every user has the same reflection.” 
 
    “And how do you feel?” Maxwell asked. 
 
    John looked up from his hands. “How do I feel? I feel fine, maybe a little shook up.” 
 
    “I’ll have Denning take a look at you,” Hammer said, “and then you’re going back in.” 
 
    “What? Right now?” 
 
    Hammer nodded. “Right now. And this time, I want better intel. Try to communicate. Figure out what they want.” 
 
    Denning gave John a superficial physical, Morales suggested variations on non-verbal means of communication, and Maxwell asked John to pay close attention to how they used their technology. Twenty minutes later, John was once again facing down the pilot’s chair. Before he climbed in, Morales gave another suggestion. 
 
    “Try drawing pictures of our constellations. It might help if they know where we are from,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll give that a try,” John said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and took his seat in the chair. 
 
    The peripherals descended, the vortex appeared as before, and John slipped through. 
 
    There was no alien cubicle this time. 
 
    John was outside in brilliant daylight. He looked up and saw that he was under a cloudless, aquamarine sky. He saw a massive tracked vehicle on a hill in the distance. It resembled a tank. 
 
    Something landed in the dirt far off to his right. Seconds later, an explosion sent John sprawling. He had the wind knocked out of him, and the blast battered him with rocks and dirt. 
 
    John rolled onto his back and looked up into the blue-green sky. He was wearing a bulky spacesuit that made it difficult to stand up, and he was holding something. The instrument in his hand was a long cylinder flared out on the end he was holding. The entire length of the cylinder was close to the length of his arm. Inside the cylinder was a handle with flexible toggles at his fingertips. 
 
    Another three explosions nearby snapped John to attention. He was sitting on the edge of a storm. Aliens wearing the same bulky suits were fighting a desperate battle with grotesque, feral creatures. The creatures moved on four legs with terrifying speed, and they had whip-like tendrils on their torsos that they used to grapple the aliens. 
 
    One of the four-legged creatures grabbed an alien and hoisted it in the air. The alien struggled but soon succumbed to the constricting tendrils. The creature crushed the alien’s body and dropped it unceremoniously to the ground. Then it turned its sights on John. 
 
    The beast bore down, and John tried to fight back. He swung the cylinder and thrashed helplessly as the beast grappled him and hoisted him upside-down by his ankles. John’s salvation came when he thought everything was at an end. 
 
    One of the aliens amid the battle saw John in the clutches of the creature and took aim. A beam of fierce energy passed right by John’s head and knocked the creature to the ground. When John fell, he landed head first. Thankfully, the bulky suit absorbed the fall. 
 
    Despite the knock to his head, John was up in a flash. He aimed at one of the creatures and moved his fingers on the toggles as if he were using a pistol. The weapon refused to fire. Instead, the length of the weapon electrified with blue arcing light. 
 
    The creature in John’s sights advanced and was ready to pounce when the weapon finally went off. The first shot missed, but John made sure the next one hit home. 
 
    John looked toward the alien who had saved him. There was a horde of creatures swarming it, and it was unable to use the weapon to shoot the creatures at such close range. It activated the blue arcing light and used the weapon like a sword. 
 
    The weapon cut clean through one creature; bits of its insides erupted in bright flashes when the weapon sliced through—like metal in a microwave. One of the creatures was down, but the alien soldier was soon overwhelmed. 
 
    John shot into the horde until only two remained. The two remaining creatures turned on him so quickly that he couldn’t get off another shot. He duplicated the same grip he used before, and the sword of light hummed to life. 
 
    Despite the bulky suit, John found that he could outmaneuver the creatures. He was somehow much faster than the aliens he fought beside. As a new swarm came over the crest, John picked up a weapon from a fallen soldier. While the others shot into the swarm, John waded in, alternating between shooting and slashing. 
 
    When the last of the swarm was lying in pieces, John yelled across the field at the other soldiers. “I’m human!” 
 
    The aliens did not respond. 
 
    “I don’t suppose I could draw you some of my constellations…so you know where I’m from?” 
 
    The sounds out of John’s mouth were a little garbled, but not as much as before with the cubicle aliens. The sound of his own language surprised him. 
 
    The aliens did not understand, and John knew it. He also knew that there was a battle to be fought. 
 
    John raced out of the depression to the top of a ridge with the alien soldiers following close behind. Upon gaining the ridge, he could see that the battlefield stretched to the edge of the horizon. 
 
    John saw some small buildings in the distance. He saw a group of alien fighters break into one of the buildings and shortly after emerge escorting three unarmed aliens. It seemed they were evacuating civilians. 
 
    So, that was it. The tendril creatures were the invading force, and this was the aliens’ home. John felt relieved he wasn’t fighting for an invading force. 
 
    John urged the aliens to join his advance. Half an hour and three small skirmishes later, they arrived at the buildings. John burst into one of the dwellings. The interior was dim. It was lit by what looked like a gas lamp. There was very little technology. Rather, the technology inside the dwelling felt antiquated. The inhabitants were living a simple, Spartan life. 
 
    The inhabitants rushed out to be escorted, but the fates were not kind to them. John came back out of the dwelling in time to see a different creature attacking the aliens. 
 
    This creature had the same general shape as the quadrupeds, except it walked upright and carried a weapon. It was also twice the size and twice as menacing. The alien fighters rallied and rushed the new bipedal foe. Despite their bravery, they were tossed aside one after the other. 
 
    John fired his weapons, aiming carefully to avoid hitting one of the aliens by mistake. He rushed the creature and cut away at its tendrils. The loss of limbs stunned the beast, and the remaining alien fighters rejoined the fight. 
 
    With the beast stunned and the others helping, John went for its legs. He toppled the beast and didn’t stop attacking until he was sure it wouldn’t get back up. The aliens seemed in awe of John’s brutality—a revelation that didn’t exactly sit well with John. 
 
    If they want me as an ally, I don’t want them to think I’m psychotic, John thought. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” John said to the aliens. 
 
    The aliens responded, but it was still in a language John did not understand. 
 
    And then he did—or at least, he thought he did. 
 
    A massive horde of the quadrupedal creatures descended on them just as John thought he was making sense of the alien language. John felt the pain of death, and everything faded to a drifting purgatory where John existed as smoke. 
 
    *** 
 
    John heard the voices of the expeditionary crew, and he fought madly to get out of the chair. 
 
    Denning caught John before he fell to the floor. 
 
    “These experiences must be intense,” Denning said. 
 
    “You could say that,” John said, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Keep tabs on your mental strain. We’re in uncharted waters. There’s no telling what kinds of stresses your mind is dealing with.” 
 
    “It’s not mental strain I’m worried about, Doc. I’m physically exhausted. I was running through a battlefield for hours.” 
 
    “Battlefield?” Hammer echoed. 
 
    “Hours!” Denning exclaimed. “How is that possible? You were sitting in the chair for a minute at most.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” John said, “but I need some rest. I’ll give a full report after I clear my head.” 
 
    John returned to the shuttle, and Maxwell followed. 
 
    “I’m curious,” Maxwell said to John. “I’d like to know how these experiences are being transmitted to you in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know about that,” John said. “Does that matter?” 
 
    “It makes all the difference,” she said. “These experiences could be recordings stored in the ship’s computer. If that’s the case, the technology could be some form of advanced virtual reality. If it’s your consciousness that’s transmitted into a mind somewhere else in the universe, then we’re talking about a kind of technology we might not be able to understand. These aliens can travel between the stars. We haven’t even left our solar system yet. The rest of their technology might as well be magic as far as we’re concerned.” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, they’re not much different from us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    John gave his report then returned to the chair. He was nervous. He sat uncomfortably with thoughts of what might come—but the spike rolled through him. He had to go back in. 
 
    The peripherals descended, and John slipped through. 
 
    John awoke in his own body. 
 
    Earth? 
 
    Is this Earth? John thought. Am I in my own body? 
 
    John wandered through an unfamiliar neighborhood. A passerby confirmed for him that he was on Earth, but the day was five years in the past—a day John was certain he was on Mars, not Earth. 
 
    John thought he had to be dreaming when he found Dr. Maxwell. She was walking down a bustling street lined with shops. She took his arm and walked with him. She mentioned that he was acting a bit strangely. 
 
    Maxwell said they needed milk, so they stopped at a small convenience store. John paused to confirm his reflection was his own in the shop window. 
 
    John picked up a magazine near the entrance. All the words in the magazine were in the alien language. When John looked up from the magazine, he already knew that the human clerk had been replaced by an alien. The alien was holding out a smoking vial for John to take. 
 
    “I don’t want it,” John said. “I want answers.” 
 
    A lump rose in John’s throat when he heard that he was speaking in the alien tongue. Maxwell stood next to John at the counter with her milk. She didn’t appear fazed by the alien or by John speaking the alien language. She reached out, took John’s hand, and told him he shouldn’t worry. 
 
    “You can let go,” she said. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ethereal smoke cleared. John awoke in the chair and was sure of only one thing: he would keep Maxwell’s presence in this latest trip a secret. Hammer would surely shut down the operation if he knew. 
 
    John reported that the experience was in the past and reaffirmed that he was definitely not on Earth five years ago. Maxwell was convinced—given the relatively small amount of time John spent in the chair—that the experiences were recordings or at least a very sophisticated conversation his brain was having with the alien computer. 
 
    “Doctor Morales,” John said, “I have good news and bad news. The bad news is that I didn’t get the opportunity to draw any constellations.” 
 
    “And the good news?” 
 
    “I am your Rosetta Stone.” 
 
    “You mean?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean. I can read the alien language. Don’t ask me how, but you see all those displays behind you? I can understand them perfectly.” 
 
    John and Dr. Morales went over each display panel. Each new alien word John saw was instantly understood. Within a few hours, they had a rudimentary understanding of how every system in the room worked. The minute they were finished, Hammer pulled John away and took him back to the shuttle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hammer did not look pleased. “Are they gathering information on humans?” 
 
    “Uncertain,” John replied, leaning against the wall of the airlock. 
 
    “Have they said why they are here?” 
 
    “They haven’t said much of anything. They don’t appear to be watching me—neither are they terribly interested in what I’m doing. It’s almost like they don’t know I’m there at first. I occupy an alien body, and the aliens are only interested when I interact with them. I’ll tell you this, though: I don’t agree with Maxwell that these are just conversations with an alien computer. It all feels too real.” 
 
    Hammer nodded. “What about this last one?” he asked. “You said it was a day in the past and that you weren’t even on Earth at the time.” 
 
    “Even that felt real—like a dream but somehow tangible. I have to go back. I need to see this through.” 
 
    John immediately regretted his eagerness. 
 
    Hammer shook his head. “I think we have enough. You can speak their language, and we’ll soon be able to operate their technology. Any further contact with the spike and you might be compromised. We already know the aliens are warlike.” 
 
    “They were fighting an invader.” 
 
    “Are you sympathizing with them? What aren’t you telling me, John? I should have put a stop to this after they made you fight in a battle for them. These aliens are obviously messing with your head.” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Colonel. What’s the harm with going in one more time?” 
 
    “There! You see? They have you. You’re not thinking clearly. And what about this body you inhabited in the past? You say it was you, but you weren’t on Earth that day. So, if it couldn’t have been you, then who was it? Was there someone on Earth pretending to be you? What if the aliens have a double of you somewhere down there? What if you aren’t the only one who’s been duplicated?” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “I’ve made up my mind. You’re not to have any more contact with this ship. This ship is a Trojan horse. Who knows what it’s going to do after we leave.” 
 
    “You’re going to destroy it.” 
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “No, sir. No problem at all.” 
 
    “No more contact with this ship. Understand?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, Colonel.” 
 
    “Wait here,” Hammer said. “I’m going to retrieve the others.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It was easy enough for John to hide in the maze of corridors and close the airlock when the expeditionary team returned to the shuttle. When John uncoupled the two ships, he imagined Hammer was furious. 
 
    John wasted no time getting back to the control room. He felt the spike rush into him like drawing a breath of ice cold air. The peripherals closed around him, and he slipped through once again. 
 
    When John opened his eyes, he was still sitting in the chair. The virtual cyberscape diminished, and the helmet lifted off his head to reveal that he was still in the control room. The star map was slowly spinning directly ahead of him, and Earth was sitting at the center of the image. 
 
    John heard movement behind him. Did Hammer manage to get back on the ship? 
 
    John got up from the chair and instantly realized he was in another alien body. The sounds he heard were other aliens in the control room. 
 
    “I don’t belong here!” John shouted to the aliens in their language. 
 
    The aliens didn’t acknowledge John at first, so John spoke again. “My name is John. I’m a human.” 
 
    One of the aliens finally approached him. 
 
    “Again. My name is John. I’m a human. I’m on the ship you sent to Earth. We’re going to destroy that ship. I’m in the chair right now. This isn’t me.” 
 
    The alien spoke. Its voice was slow and rhythmic. “That hasn’t happened yet,” it said. 
 
    “What? It hasn’t happened yet? I don’t understand.” 
 
    There was a sudden thud, and the ship lurched. An alarm blared in the control room. Rapid pinging noises emanated from the bulkheads, and the aliens rushed frantically to their stations—all except the one who had talked to John. That alien led John back to the chair and sat him down again. 
 
    “You shall see,” it said. 
 
    The peripherals descended, and John saw everything. He saw the GISEC salvage platform firing on them. He saw that they were about to crash. He saw North America getting closer. He saw the West Coast and the Rocky Mountains go by, and then he saw Medicine Hat. 
 
    They were dead. The body John inhabited was dead, yet John’s consciousness remained in the ship’s computer. 
 
    Days later, John saw his old Marine unit enter the control room. He watched as they died. He saw the young John McCormack. Young John stumbled and fell against the chair. He swung himself into the chair and sat down in the ash of the dead alien pilot’s body. 
 
    John watched his younger body slowly fade away. 
 
    That’s not how this is supposed to happen, he thought. I didn’t die. 
 
    The peripherals descended on young John’s body, and John’s future consciousness migrated. The young John stood up, alive and well. 
 
    Was it always like this? John wondered. Did I really die before? 
 
    John’s future consciousness soon discovered that this experience would be different from the others. He was nothing more than an observer. 
 
    John watched for months from behind his younger eyes. He was unable to do or say anything to change his past. He watched his life after the crash unfold just as it did before—the investigation, the poking and prodding by doctors, the same questions day after day until, finally, he broke free. 
 
    Young John brought home a bottle of whiskey. However, he didn’t drink it. John exerted his will. His future consciousness took control of his hands and emptied the bottle into the kitchen sink. 
 
    John remembered that he would be called to an interview the next day. He remembered that he had gone to the base hungover, cursing at everyone he dealt with, including the interviewer. This time, he would go to the interview with a clear head. 
 
    John was pleasantly surprised to find the person interviewing him that day was none other than Dr. Virginia Maxwell. 
 
    That day was a turning point. Afterwards, John and Virginia worked tirelessly for years until they got the crashed alien ship operational again. Just as before, an alien ship arrived in orbit—silent and empty. John and Virginia assembled the same expeditionary team as before. 
 
    *** 
 
    When they gained access to the control room of the orbiting ship, Hammer ordered Denning to give John one more medical scan. 
 
    “Tell me how this works again,” Denning said to John. “I’m not sure if I understand. Your consciousness is uploaded into the alien computer; it’s then transmitted across time and space into someone else’s body, and your consciousness takes over that body. Is that right?” 
 
    “More or less,” John replied. “I don’t know how it works, but I’m sure it’s the reason I was able to survive the spike when no one else could. I watched myself die, and my consciousness transferred into my dying body. That somehow made me immune.” 
 
    “The second time, but not the first,” Denning said. 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “That can’t have happened the first time the ship crashed. You say your consciousness was trapped in the computer, and you watched yourself die, right? Well, your future consciousness couldn’t have been trapped in the computer the first time the ship crashed into Medicine Hat. It would have been the mind of an alien pilot trapped in the computer, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Hammer slapped his hand down on John’s shoulder. “You’ve done a lot of fine work to get us here,” he said. “Is John still immune to the spike, Doc?” 
 
    “He appears to be,” Denning replied. 
 
    “Well, let’s see what this thing can do,” Hammer said. 
 
    John stepped up to the chair, the spike was flowing through him. “You know, there’s one thing I never told you about the other timeline, Colonel.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s about this ship. You were going to destroy it.” 
 
    Hammer laughed. “And what makes you think our plan is any different this time?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” John said, taking his seat in the pilot’s chair. The peripherals closed in. “No plan survives first contact, Colonel. I was right, you know. We were all born to die, except that I was given a chance to live again. I hope you all get that chance.” 
 
    Virginia took a step closer to the chair. “What are you talking about, John? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Ginny. We’re just going on a little trip.” 
 
    Just as the helmet and visor settled on John’s head, the shuttle pilot came over the radio. 
 
    “Hammer, do you read me? The shuttle’s drifting away from the ship. The airlock closed, and we’re uncoupled.” 
 
    The shuttle pilot stopped talking. There was nothing more to say. 
 
    The alien ship had vanished. 
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    Lights Out 
 
    By Kayelle Allen 
 
    He can save mankind. After he does this one important thing. Die. 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    The air reeked of antiseptic and starch stiffened the pillowcase. If only the mind-numbing jabbering would stop. 
 
    Tornahdo pried open his eyes. The flattened blood bag above him, stenciled equipment and gray walls screamed military hospital. 
 
    He'd died. Again. 
 
    Spanish curses slipped out. His abuela would've taken a switch to him. He made the sign of the cross and kissed his fingertips. 
 
    After yanking the tube out of his arm, he pressed a thumb over the entry point. Thankfully, this time, he wasn't writhing on the floor in agony. Well, not yet. 
 
    A faceless android in a Ghost Corps uniform loomed over a bank of equipment displaying Tornahdo's name and vitals. First impression was right. Military hospital. 
 
    The weapons-grade yapping continued. 
 
    "Did you hear?" a youthful voice bragged. "He killed six of 'em last night." 
 
    "Yeah, but they don't stay dead. They never do." 
 
    "If Ultras didn't come back to life, their plasma wouldn't bring our own people back." 
 
    The transfusion of enemy blood healed the hole in Tornahdo's arm in seconds. He thumbed off the red smear and rolled over on the gurney. 
 
    An open door led to a sink and toilet built to let gravity do its work. Which meant this was a planet. You hadn't lived until you were in space, floating in zero gravity while your body's final twitches sent your corpse spinning. 
 
    Notices on the wall confirmed this was San Xavier in the Colonies of Man. Same place he'd bought it the first time. 
 
    This was getting old. 
 
    "He's awake." The pair of baby-faced orderlies ceased bickering with each other and blabbered at him. 
 
    "¡Silencio!" Pressing fingers against his brow, Tornahdo fought lacerating pain. 
 
    "But I was telling him that--" 
 
    "For the love of all that's holy, will you shut up!" He levered himself into a sitting position and jammed his hands against his temples. "You're enough to wake the dead." 
 
    "Sorry, sir." 
 
    "Don't call me sir. I work for a living." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Blushing, the orderly swallowed. "Sorry, sir. I mean--" 
 
    Mimicking a zipper across his lips, Tornahdo slid off the gurney onto unsteady feet. 
 
    The other orderly hustled forward and supported him. 
 
    He shook off the touch. Last thing he needed was boys fussing over him. You could bet when immortals came back to life, they didn't put up with nattering attendants. 
 
    He stumbled, cursing himself for his clumsiness. 
 
    "Sir, let me--" 
 
    Fists clenched, he turned on them. "Get. Out." 
 
    The slap of running feet ricocheted through his head. Sweet silence eased the pain. 
 
    The android paid no attention. Tornahdo was dead. Accounted for. Dismissed. 
 
    Two steps and fire erupted in every cell. Why did he not burst into flame? Would his body never get used to this rebirth business? Then the spasms kicked in, bringing the floor up at him with dizzying speed. Clutching for handholds, he crashed into a medical cart, which tipped over, cascading gear and equipment onto him. 
 
    When the real pain started, air evacuated his lungs. Every muscle clamped down in a full-body charley horse. White hot pain arched his spine. 
 
    Small wonder Ultras writhed on the ground when they revived. If you weren't dead already, rebirth would kill you. 
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty-four hours later, healed and at attention, Tornahdo endured a tongue-lashing by no less than the Ghost Corps Colonial Armada Commandant General. What a mouthful for such a tiny person. He wouldn't have thought he'd rated an officer of her rank. 
 
    If a general had thousands to command, why was she slapping around a master sergeant? In the regular army, they'd berated him at the lowest level of incompetence. And what was his sin? Getting killed in battle. If you came back to life, why was that wrong? 
 
    Plus, if a soldier sacrificed himself saving a platoon, you didn't write him up. You bestowed a medal. 
 
    Treat the regular army like this and that whole death-and-rebirth thing was never going to catch on. 
 
    While the general droned on about the expense of rebirths and the protocol for ghosts, he counted bullet holes in the fence outside the window. Sixty plus on one panel. Over forty on another. Wasted firepower. Probably a human. 
 
    Ultras tended not to miss. 
 
    "Are you listening to me, Master Sergeant?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Repeat what I said." 
 
    Tornahdo spat it back. 
 
    Clasping hands behind her, the general paced. "You were inducted into the corps and promoted because you had the highest rating from a commanding officer I'd ever seen in the regular army. Now that I've reviewed your record, I'm wondering if he inflated your value to get you out of his unit." 
 
    He'd wondered the same thing. 
 
    "You've been written up for insubordination three times. What is your problem with authority?" 
 
    "Ma'am, I have no problem with authority." Imbeciles, yes, but that was another story. 
 
    "The death and rebirth of a ghost means the salvation of mankind. Isn't that why you enlisted?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "The purloined blood of an Ultra runs in your veins. Do not take it for granted. It costs the corps a fortune. Do not forget." 
 
    Not likely. The corps reminded him daily. 
 
    The word purloined hadn't been used in his hearing before. Now that he thought about it, how did they get the Ultra blood infusing his body? Were captives volunteering? 
 
    Surely not. Their hatred of mankind was legendary. 
 
    What did it matter? Ultras were the enemy. They deserved no mercy. 
 
    "Master Sergeant, you made us all proud by your service. You volunteered for the corps and your commanding officer recommended you at the perfect time. Three Ultras were captured during the Raid on San Xavier. Ultras you helped take out of the war. Your death at the retaliatory Siege of San Xavier meant you had a chance to fulfill your promise to serve." 
 
    "Thank you...?" Why was she telling him what he already knew? "Ma'am." 
 
    "The corps will not forget your service, or the promise made to support your family." Coming to a stop before him, she bared her teeth in a deceptive, political smile. "Counting you as missing in action means long-term benefits for your loved ones. Wouldn't it be a shame if your body was found and that ended?" 
 
    The usual heat of Ultra blood beneath his skin plummeted. Tornahdo remained aloof and calm, as if he faced a firing squad. A good soldier never forgot a threat. 
 
    "The corps spent far too much to toss you out and start over. But be aware, that indulgence extends only so far." The general stuck her face in his. "Are we clear?" 
 
    Clear as brittle ice on a bottomless lake in the deep of winter. Menacing. Jagged. Cracking underfoot. 
 
    He unclenched his jaw. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "In the regular army, you shield each other. This is Ghost Corps. Humans are expendable." 
 
    He'd spent twenty years fighting an enemy that believed the same thing. So the corps was better--how? 
 
    "You are not a human shield, Master Sergeant. You have a single duty. Which is?" 
 
    "Ma'am, kill Ultras." 
 
    "That's right. This is your second rebirth. We don't know how many more you can experience without harm." 
 
    The word none came to mind but Tornahdo kept his trap shut. 
 
    "Your enhanced blood gives you enough stamina to kill the enemy. Do your duty. Nothing else. Tell me." The general folded her arms. "Will you draw enemy fire again?" 
 
    Yes. Always. That's what set humans apart from Ultras. Humans protected each another. Although for her, he'd make an exception. "Ma'am, Ghost Corps regulations require that I do not." 
 
    "See you keep that in mind, Master Sergeant." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    She fluttered a hand dismissively. "Get out of my sight." 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Last patron in the bar, Tornahdo sat in a dark corner and drank. Too bad the Ultra blood coursing through his veins meant he'd never get drunk again. If ever he needed a good buzz, it was now. 
 
    He tossed back the whiskey he'd been nursing. Ghosts drank for free as a thank you for service, so Tornahdo never binged. It cost the barkeep profit and did no good anyway. 
 
    His family believed him missing. He couldn't go out in public. Ghosts got call signs, not new identities. He'd earned his by the way he fought, which, according to those who'd been resurrected with him, was a tornado. 
 
    "No, he's Hispanic-Terran," one had said. "He'd pronounce it different. We'll call him Tornahdo." 
 
    To which he'd offered a sweeping bow. "Sí. Gracias." 
 
    If taken prisoner, Ultras wouldn't find out who his family was, or who other ghosts were. Like any cover story, the more you lived it, accepted and believed it, the more solid it became. He was Tornahdo. Every minute. Every day. Right now, he fought the urge to kick into full Tornahdo rage and slam through a certain officer's quarters. 
 
    On his desk, his former commander had a framed quote, hand-stitched by his wife. "Stress: the body's reaction to not being allowed to throttle an idiot." How many times had he shouted that Tornahdo was stressing him out? More than he cared to admit. 
 
    But today, he knew exactly what that quote meant. 
 
    As he started to rise, the shielded doorway glimmered. No one but ghosts and military personnel had access. Tornahdo waited to see who'd arrived. 
 
    In popped a skinny ghost who'd been resurrected minutes before Tornahdo and had taken that as a sign of superiority. 
 
    And just like that, the day went from bad to oh-god-kill-me-now. 
 
    Ravenstongue strutted up to the bar. "Whiskey. Hurry up." He smacked the top. "Let's go!" 
 
    The man's minions swooped in, two hungry buzzards landing on a death wagon. 
 
    Rubbing his neck, Tornahdo leaned back in his chair. Why hadn't he gone back to the barracks five minutes ago? If he left now, Ravenstongue would see it as a retreat. 
 
    Leaning against the bar, the lanky ghost surveyed the empty room. His gaze reached Tornahdo and he motioned toward the others. "Boys, look who it is." 
 
    Tornahdo gave a single nod. 
 
    The minions jostled each other, snickering. "It's the dust devil," the short guy put in. 
 
    "Yeah," the second replied in a high, whiny voice. "Why's he here?" 
 
    "Good question." Ravenstongue picked up the whiskey and slugged it down, slid it back with a signal for more. "Smart people are home in bed." 
 
    Which made Ravenstongue what? 
 
    "Maybe he's trawling for women," Short Ghost offered. 
 
    Whiny Ghost giggled. "Women without better options." 
 
    Tornahdo had stopped by his quarters and disarmed himself because he hadn't trusted himself with a weapon. Too bad. Right now, his hand itched to wrap around the butt of his regular-army-issue gun. 
 
    Easy enough to put down all three before the first reached his table. 
 
    They could let the general bitch them out for dying in the wrong place. 
 
    These gonkheads would try him. He was counting on that. He trailed a fingertip through a wet spot on the table and bided his time. Besides, better to let them come to him. That way, it was self-defense. The fact they were all armed and he was not made it obvious. He needed no weapon. The day hadn't dawned when he needed a gun to take out vermin. 
 
    At last, Ravenstongue sauntered toward him. "Why you here?" 
 
    Tornahdo kicked back in his chair. After stretching out his legs, he crossed his ankles. "Why do you care?" 
 
    "Big ops tomorrow. Lights out in ten. Time for you to go home and go to bed." 
 
    Behind the bar, the keeper closed up shelves and battened down doors. 
 
    "Yeah?" Tornahdo flicked a hand toward the door. "I'll follow you out." 
 
    "I'm not leavin'. Didn't you hear? We passed inspection with the highest scores. Got a free night out." Ravenstongue jabbed a finger toward Tornahdo. "But you gotta go home like a good boy." 
 
    In no kingdom in the galaxy would that happen. 
 
    Ravenstongue lifted two fingers, signaling his cohorts. 
 
    The keeper ducked behind the bar while the goons flanked their wannabe boss, imbecilic grins in place. 
 
    A pair of demons usually sat on Tornahdo's shoulders. The bad demon laid out strategy while the good demon discouraged action. Tonight, the good demon flipped a middle finger toward Ravenstongue with a not-so-subtle suggestion to kick his ass. 
 
    Tornahdo took his time rising, slid his chair under the table. "What did you say?" 
 
    "I said, 'You gotta go home like a good boy.'" 
 
    Hanging his thumbs in his belt, Tornahdo gave him a slow smile. "Go back to the bar, finish your drink and we'll pretend we're all friends and leave together. This is your last chance for a peaceful end." 
 
    "Peaceful." With a scoff, Ravenstongue jerked his head toward Short Goon. "You hear that?" 
 
    "Yeah. Maybe we oughta do what--" 
 
    Ravenstongue jabbed him with an elbow. 
 
    "I mean, yeah! I heard that." He leaned close. "We gonna?" 
 
    "No, you idiot." Ravenstongue rolled his eyes. "Shut your face and back me up." 
 
    How did these hotheads enlist? The corps must have been desperate for bodies. Literally. A fighter's corpse they could reanimate. Which was a sobering thought. 
 
    Was that what the corps thought of him? 
 
    "Go home, Ravenstongue. Take your friends with you. Be a man and end this." 
 
    The ghost sneered. "I'm no man. I'm a ghost. Don't know what you are." 
 
    "All right." Tornahdo spread his hands. "We'll do this your way." He gestured toward Short Ghost. "Go ahead and leave. Nobody will hear about it from me." 
 
    The guy patted his chest. "Me?" He lurched toward Ravenstongue. "Can I go?" 
 
    "No, you can't go, you moron. Stay here and back me up like a man." He glanced at Tornahdo. "Like a ghost. Like a ghost who's a man." 
 
    "Well, then--" Tornahdo motioned to the other minion. "I guess that leaves you." 
 
    "Me?" Whiny Voice squeaked. He shot a look at Ravenstongue, who was red-faced and clenching his teeth. "No. I don't think I can do that." 
 
    "Sure you can. One of you is gonna run. Might as well be you." 
 
    "Shut up!" Ravenstongue threw out his arms. 
 
    The other ghosts jerked back. 
 
    "Nobody's going anywhere but you, Tornahdo. Get out." 
 
    "I assure you, one of them will run. It doesn't matter to me. I'd rather not hurt either, but whoever sides with you is in for serious hurt. Pick the guy you care about least and let the other go." 
 
    The two goons exchanged wild-eyed glances. Each of them took a step back. 
 
    "So." Ravenstongue took a look around the room. "This is how you wanna play it? Fine." He stalked back to the bar, leaned over it and straightened, pulling the bartender with him. 
 
    Tornahdo took a step toward him but halted. 
 
    The human raised both hands, eyes huge. "Don't want no trouble." 
 
    "No, you don't." Ravenstongue forced him to the end of the bar and pulled him out from behind it. "So you'll do what I say." 
 
    A simple showdown with a bully had spiraled into a hostage situation in three seconds flat. Would this miserable day never end? 
 
    "Think it through, Ravenstongue. You don't want to do this." 
 
    "Yeah, I kinda do." The ghost pulled out a gun and jabbed it into the bartender's neck. 
 
    The human cringed. 
 
    Like all ghosts, Ravenstongue carried the Sarge, which fired combustible energy particles, then a beam that activated them. At close range, it would shoot a hole straight through the human and burn the place down. 
 
    Tornahdo lifted both hands. "Don't do this. Put it down." 
 
    "Not till you leave." He poked the gun harder, making the human grimace. 
 
    "Boss," Short Ghost chimed in. "He's gonna leave. You don't have to shoot nobody." He made shooing motions toward Tornahdo. 
 
    If only it were that easy. Too many lines had been crossed for it to end well for anyone. At least he could make it less bad for somebody. 
 
    Keeping up his hands, Tornahdo edged toward him. "Let the human go. We were created to protect humans from Ultras. Not fight each other or pull bystanders into a fight amongst ourselves." 
 
    "Stay back." Ravenstongue thumbed a control, arming the Sarge. 
 
    Nobody carried a loaded Sarge. Nobody. This guy wasn't a menace, he was a lunatic. 
 
    The bartender glanced Tornahdo's way, then at the floor and back, twice. 
 
    "Okay." Tornahdo took a bigger step toward the door, drawing the ghost's attention. "Let's end this peacefully. Last chance." 
 
    The man leveled the Sarge at Tornahdo. "Why don't you shut up." 
 
    The bartender hit the floor. 
 
    Tornahdo lunged. 
 
    The ghost fired. 
 
    Shoulder first, Tornahdo slammed into Ravenstongue, throwing off his shot. 
 
    A huge whump preceded an explosive fire. 
 
    Screeching, Short Ghost and Whiny Ghost flailed, their bodies pillars of fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Standing at attention in the general's office at oh-three-hundred, Tornahdo maintained his silence. The smell of burning flesh clung to his clothing. Wails of the dying rang in his ears. He kept his gaze fixed on the starmap opposite while the general paced. 
 
    "Master Sergeant." A civilian coat covered her. Her pink pajama bottoms and fuzzy slippers didn't paint as intimidating an image as her medal-covered uniform, but her voice still held command. "Can you not stay out of trouble for one full day?" 
 
    He knew better than to answer. 
 
    "You intervened for a human." She stopped pacing and turned to him. "Again." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "And it wasn't your single death you caused this time. It was the death of two ghosts." 
 
    Not technically. Morally, maybe, but he'd tried to spare them. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Irreversible death. Ultras don't come back from fire. Ghosts with Ultra blood don't either. They died because of you." 
 
    "Ma'am, they died because Ravenstongue is a certifiable crackpot who never deserved the uniform, let alone a weapon." The words hadn't left his mouth before he knew he'd overstepped. Why couldn't he keep his mouth shut like he'd been told his entire life? 
 
    The look of disdain on the general's face said far more than words. She resumed pacing, but then stopped again, not facing him. "That may be true, Master Sergeant." Her voice had gone quiet, all but gentle. "But that's not your call. Ravenstongue is being dealt with." 
 
    "Thank you, ma'am." 
 
    "Don't thank me." Her gaze snapped to his. "You are not innocent. The bartender told us his side. According to him, you were trying to save him." 
 
    Same stuff. Different day. He took a deep breath. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Do I hear annoyance in your tone, Master Sergeant?" 
 
    "Not my intention, ma'am." 
 
    "Didn't we have this discussion about humans?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Are you not tired of having it?" 
 
    Oh, for so many reasons. "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    She paced again. "The fire damage to the bar will be compensated out of Ravenstongue's salary." The general paused, slapped her hands behind her back and smiled. "And yours." She stared at him as if daring him to argue. 
 
    What would he spend it on? Why did they pay him? He could go nowhere and do nothing. 
 
    "Master Sergeant, if there were more than fifty ghosts, you'd be history." 
 
    Fifty? That was all they had? Against an army of nearly a million? 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "And I'm tired of hearing agreement, when you don't mean it. You need extra training." Military code for punishment. 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." Whatever she had in mind, he would deal with it. He didn't need an Ultra's ESP to sense a change of duty station coming. 
 
    In the silence that followed, Tornahdo resisted the urge to question her. Surely, this was rock bottom. Anything would be better. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Three months later 
 
    From the ship's bridge, the space station Enderium Six filled every viewscreen. It occupied busy space-lanes outside the Terran Crescent. A steady stream of ships debarked, heading in different directions. Tornahdo's experience with peace talks was limited but something was...off. 
 
    Not a good sign for ending a war. 
 
    He reined in that thought. Nothing negative. Nothing sarcastic. 
 
    He must not allow emotion to claim victory after learning to suppress it. Didn't matter if his anti-emo chip was malfunctioning or not. When the chip worked, it controlled every aspect of his emotions. When it didn't, he controlled them. He'd done that all his life. 
 
    Besides, who but a rank newbie counted on military tech to save his butt? 
 
    The general would not be pleased with his current struggle after he'd fought to win her approval. He'd asked himself why he desired her admiration but pondering that question always gave him a headache. He just needed it. 
 
    Maybe because his new training permitted a single emotion in his heart. Hatred. 
 
    Hardest thing he did. Hating. Wasn't his nature. But ghosts followed orders. 
 
    He should not give credence to the niggling doubt that something, somewhere was missing. But grasping the meaning behind the worry? Futile. 
 
    He must not worry. He must permit no emotion other than hate. 
 
    Ultras controlled the emotions of others. The anti-emo chip blocked them. The chip kept him safe in battle, faithful as a good soldier. 
 
    He must not think of self. Only duty. And with duty came danger. 
 
    Only days before, the Ultra's High Council had elected Pietas ap Lorectic as Chancellor. Why choose a bloodthirsty, narcissistic megalomaniac with delusions of godhood and a fabled hatred of humans, and then send him to chair peace talks? 
 
    Maybe that was why the corps shipped Tornahdo and his fellow ghosts to Enderium Six. To make sure the Ultras kept their word. 
 
    "You look puzzled, Master Sergeant." A worker tapped colored indicator lights. 
 
    Had Tornahdo let his emotions slip or had the chip malfunctioned again? He brushed at lint on his uniform, stalling while he thought of a good excuse. "Odd so many ships are leaving. I thought I'd see arrivals." 
 
    "If anyone was arriving you would." 
 
    "We're the sole inbound ship?" 
 
    "That's right. We're touching down to land your party, load as many civilians as possible, and then we're gone too." 
 
    His throat tightened. "They're evacuating the station." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    Some peace talks. 
 
    When the Ultras found out they'd been lied to these so-called talks would renew the war. So far, his luck at duty stations was holding steady at zero. 
 
    Finish the mission. That was his duty. Nothing else. He must allow fear no ground. Ultras controlled fear. They couldn't control hate. 
 
    "Must say, Master Sergeant, you're brave. I wouldn't be security anyplace he was going to be." 
 
    Brave? Humans had no idea what ghosts went through. How limited their choices were. Master Sergeant Peon. That was a ghost. I need a volunteer. You. That constituted bravery. 
 
    "You can say his name, you know. Pietas isn't a demon you summon by speaking his name too many times." Tornahdo said the Ultra's name the way Ultras did. Pee-ah-toss. Humans mispronounced it pie-ah-toss to aggravate him. 
 
    The worker chuckled. "I wouldn't be too sure." 
 
    "Pietas." Tornahdo braced his hands on a railing. "Pietas. Pietas. What you fear has power over you." He feared nothing. "See? I said it three times. Nothing." 
 
    "So, you wouldn't want a shot at him? You wouldn't want to kill the Ultra responsible for billions of deaths?" 
 
    Tornahdo held his tongue. Perhaps this was one of the general's tests. He must not fail. "I follow orders." 
 
    "Of course you do. You're a ghost." The worker motioned to a seat. "We're touching down. Strap in for the final." He buckled himself in. 
 
    Tornahdo fastened up. "Won't our gravity match the station's once we dock? I'm usually asleep for arrivals. Thought it'd be smooth, though." 
 
    "Normally, but due to the volume of departures, sections of the station are in zero-gee. It's a precaution." 
 
    Once they'd docked, Tornahdo and his fellow ghosts traveled by standard portal-tubes to an inner section. There, they were greeted, their weapons stowed, and they were shown to individual staterooms to relax until dinner. 
 
    The cabin had light gravity and no outside view but boasted a private head complete with shower. Decent-sized bed with sheets, two blankets and two pillows. Extra towels. During construction, Enderium Six had been touted as first class all the way. 
 
    If the general allowed him quarters this good, she must be pleased. 
 
    He stripped, showered, dressed in clean clothes and combed his hair. The Ultra blood meant his beard might not grow anymore, but his hair grew twice as fast. It needed cutting already and he'd trimmed it after his last rebirth. 
 
    Right after the death that proved he trusted the general. 
 
    She'd be pleased at his dedication to corps regulations. 
 
    Back at his bed, he pressed the mattress. "I could get used to this." That pretty ghost he'd met jogging last week would look good right here. 
 
    He'd flirted with her and she'd flirted right back. Sex was supposed to be off the table. A small price to pay for control, but not only had he felt desire, he'd also recognized it in her. He realized his chip was malfunctioning at the same time she'd seen it in hers. They'd gone their separate ways. Why had she come to mind? 
 
    "Stupid chip needs another adjustment." He put aside that thought. Time to check out the station. 
 
    The door activator didn't respond, so he tried manual override. That failed, so he tried the door again. No response. 
 
    The station must still be on lockdown. 
 
    He studied the room for access and egress. Nothing except this single point. No telecom, no user interface. Like a prison cell. 
 
    He dry swallowed. 
 
    His old self would have beaten down the door or pried it open with his fingernails. His newer, calmer self trusted the corps. The general would not have sent him anywhere she didn't think he couldn't handle. 
 
    He repeated his training mantra. 
 
    "I am loyal. I am successful. I am safe. Until it's time to fight, I am calm. Ghosts are happy. Ghosts don't worry. Ghosts trust the corps." 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, a knock at the door interrupted Tornahdo's workout. Toweling his face, he sped over to it and the door activated as if never locked. 
 
    A crewwoman in a gray uniform held a tray. "Your dinner, sir." 
 
    "Don't call--" He stopped himself. No sarcastic comments. He accepted it. "Thank you. Three bottles of Ghost Formula Six. Is this it? Sometimes the general gives us cookies." 
 
    "Drink Ghost Formula Six and you aren't hungry. The general wants you to drink it. It's good for you." 
 
    Tornahdo stepped back. "If the general ordered it, then I'm happy." 
 
    She smiled. "I thought you would be." 
 
    "Why was the door locked?" He set down the tray. 
 
    "During evacuation, safety droids don't bother with doors locked from the outside." 
 
    "Makes sense. Thanks." Tornahdo opened a bottle and sipped. "Wish this had flavor. It's thick water." 
 
    "It maintains the chip. Drink Ghost Formula Six and you aren't hungry. That's dinner tonight, then breakfast and lunch." 
 
    "Please tell the general I'll drink Ghost Formula Six. I won't be hungry." 
 
    "I will. Do you need anything else?" 
 
    "Are we free to explore the station? I liked exploring the ship." 
 
    "No, Chancellor Pietas demands a ritual cleansing of the station. The Ultra Council wants no one out of their cabins until the talks." 
 
    "So I sit here and wait?" 
 
    "Isn't that what soldiers do?" 
 
    She had a point. His life consisted of endless hours of boredom punctuated by moments of abject terror. 
 
    "Will the general let me access the ship's library?" 
 
    "Here." She offered a card. "Insert this into the slot beside the bed." 
 
    "Thanks." The Ghost Corps symbol lay on both sides. A funerary urn in black on white. "Huh." He held it at eye level. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Never noticed before." He outlined the white part. "Rounded head and arm and then a slope. Half a ghost." 
 
    "All I see is a black urn." 
 
    He set it down. "Thanks for dinner." 
 
    "You're welcome. Need anything else?" 
 
    Hadn't there been something? The general would have given him anything he needed. "No. Please tell the general I'm happy." 
 
    "I will." She pointed to the keycard. "Do you need that?" 
 
    He picked it up, puzzled by its presence. "Here. I have no idea what it does." 
 
    She took it, closed the door behind her and a tone announced the door had locked. 
 
    Tornahdo reached for the activator and hesitated, fingertips hovering. 
 
    The corps would keep him safe. As a newborn, he'd been unwanted, unneeded. Abandoned. No, that wasn't true. His abuela had needed and loved him. She-- 
 
    Pain careened through his head. 
 
    Grimacing, he braced himself against the wall. 
 
    "Ghosts have no family." He must order his mind. Not allow vain imaginings to rule his thoughts. "I am a ghost. I do not fight the chip The chip is faithful as a good soldier." He chewed his lip, panting through the pain. "Please! The chip orders my thoughts. The chip gives me control. I am a ghost. Please, please! I am a ghost!" 
 
    The torment scaled back. 
 
    Sucking in a ragged breath, Tornahdo slid down the wall to the floor. 
 
    "The death and rebirth of a ghost means the salvation of mankind." Even trapped on a station humans had abandoned. "A good ghost trusts the corps." 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Tornahdo had once been so bored he'd counted all the holes in a ceiling tile, then the number of tiles to calculate total holes. Resting on his back now, he aimed a gun finger at the seamless ceiling and pulled the trigger. 
 
    When a knock sounded, he was off the bunk and across the room so fast the echo of the first rap hadn't faded. 
 
    The woman from yesterday stood there. "Eager?" 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    "Good. We've got a situation." 
 
    *** 
 
    In the armory, Tornahdo and eleven others donned black Ghost Corps body armor and helmets and followed the woman into the next chamber. There, she left them with instructions to await a briefing. 
 
    The teamwork in the regular army had no place here. Isolation was the point of being a ghost. After his run-in with Ravenstongue, Tornahdo had less reason to interact. 
 
    The unlit room where they waited closed in as if the walls pulled together and the ceiling sank. The longer they waited, the thicker the air. Warm, heavy with sweat and the tart bite of fear, every breath choked the senses. 
 
    More than one ghost pulled at his collar. Tension arced through the room, lightning skating over a metal fence. 
 
    Was the chip even working? 
 
    After half an hour of waiting, no one had spoken. 
 
    Probably another test. 
 
    Tornahdo, for one, wasn't failing it. 
 
    The door opened, bringing a shock of icy air. 
 
    They all knew they were being sent to die. They were ghosts. That's what ghosts did. They hammered at Ultras until they perma-killed them or they kept Ultras busy until others escaped. But at least they were getting to breathe first. 
 
    In walked a person close to seven Terran feet. Silhouette looked male. Tall enough to be an Ultra. He strode into the center of the room and beckoned everyone closer. 
 
    No clue who hid behind the full-body fake-face. It cycled through various images, too fast to keep up. Like trying to count air bubbles rising in a pool. 
 
    Remaining at the back, Tornahdo stood at ease. 
 
    "This is the best day in human recollection." Speaking through a voice changer, the voice took on genderless robotic tones. "Today, we make history." 
 
    If it was such a good day, why hide behind a fake-face and a voice changer? 
 
    The chip in Tornahdo's head pinged a stinging reminder to avoid such thoughts. He reined in his doubt and focused. 
 
    "This mission is called Lights Out. Your duty is simple. Chancellor Pietas is unconscious. You'll put him in a lifepod. That's it." The guy paused. "Questions?" 
 
    A tall ghost removed his helmet. "How can Ultras be unconscious?" 
 
    "The peace talks were a trap. When he and the Council arrived, we told them we'd jettison their module unless they entered their lifepods, which they did. Except Pietas, of course, so we siphoned the air out of the room. Before you go in, you'll hyperventilate, store up oxygen. This room is being pumped full at a high rate. Your chip will aid you." 
 
    Ultras held their breath ten times longer than humans. Tornahdo had trained to hold his five times longer. Pietas probably managed fifteen or twenty times. 
 
    Twelve of them. In a vacuum. Against the Ultra called Bringer of Chaos. Whose motto was, "Pain is a warrior's ally." No number of chips made that doable. 
 
    Tornahdo pushed past the pain caused by his traitorous thoughts. 
 
    "You'll go in unarmed. Otherwise, there's a miniscule chance he'd awake and disarm you." 
 
    Miniscule. Like an ocean was a miniscule puddle. He ignored the migraine-level headache. 
 
    "Here's proof." The man activated a device on his wrist, and a holograph of a room full of lifepods popped into being. 
 
    There wasn't a human alive who wouldn't recognize Pietas. Seven feet tall. Slim. White hair. White uniform. 
 
    Seriously. Like he was the good guy. 
 
    Painted on bandit's mask. 
 
    Because yeah, the mask went so well with the good guy look. The sarcastic thought sang pain through Tornahdo's head. He pressed fingertips against one temple. 
 
    Pietas clutched his chest, bracing himself on a pod. Slid to the floor. Out of sight. 
 
    "You see?" The man shut off the view. "He's out." 
 
    Sure he was. Tornahdo ignored the sharp reminder to avoid disagreement. 
 
    "Pick up his body and put him in a pod. Each of you will carry a pair of wristlocks. Bind his hands behind him." The man gestured. "Questions?" 
 
    The guy in front raised his hand again. "Sir, there's only twelve of us. If he wakes up, that's not enough." 
 
    "No? Who agrees?" 
 
    Three ghosts beside him also put up their hands. 
 
    Without a word, the man pulled out a gun and shot them, one after the other, so fast, they all went down together. Headshots were final. No rebirths. 
 
    The air went from thick to non-existent. Tornahdo did not so much as flinch. He needed none of that maniac's attention. 
 
    He might not know the other ghosts, but if an enemy put one down like an animal, that person deserved his hate. Like him, his fellow soldiers had trained hard to hate. One slip and they'd be on him like the animals he seemed to think they were. 
 
    Chip or not. 
 
    The guy holstered the weapon. Had to be standard issue. Guns for Ultras set you on fire. "Anyone else doubt the plan?" 
 
    Nope. No more fools present. 
 
    The holographic fake-face fluttered, showing a flash of black clothing. He headed for the door, then pivoted back. Pointed at Tornahdo. Beckoned. 
 
    Holy Mother-- He went, snapped to rigid attention and saluted. "Sir, reporting as ordered." 
 
    "Memorize this." He showed him a number. Easy enough to commit to memory. "Got it?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    He described the location of an important pod and instructed him to stay near it after entry. "Pietas wakes up, use that code. It'll activate an immolate switch." 
 
    Immolate. Sacrifice by fire. 
 
    "All you need to know is Pietas would die to protect this person. You threaten them with fire, he'll surrender. After he's in his pod, you repeat the code to reset." 
 
    "HUA, sir!" Heard, understood, acknowledged. 
 
    "Good luck." The door shut behind him. 
 
    When Tornahdo turned back, the others faced away as if he'd caught them committing unforgiveable sin. They had to wonder what he'd been told. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. 
 
    At his first death, he'd been given last rites. Praying would do no good, but he dropped to one knee and crossed himself. A single prayer fit. 
 
    "Hail Mary, full of grace." The stinging reprimand in his head did not deter him. "Pray for us now and at the hour of our death..." 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    As ordered, Tornahdo illuminated the beacon on his chest. Not smart. Pietas would know from the level of brightness how many had entered the unlit room, but there was no sense saying so. Ghosts did what they were told. 
 
    Maybe the next team would subdue the Ultra after Tornahdo's crew exhausted him. Assuming there were ghosts left who hadn't been shot by their own leaders. 
 
    Inside, as instructed, he stayed near the back. Two of the eight closed in on the pod. 
 
    Pietas lay on the floor behind it. His body showed, not his face. 
 
    Tornahdo tingled with a fighter's high. The mix of anxiety and excitement kept his instincts on high alert. 
 
    Beside Pietas, a ghost stooped. The change in lighting angle showed the Ultra, limp on the floor. When turned, the body flopped. The ghost pressed two fingers against the throat. 
 
    With a jerk, Pietas yanked the man down while thrusting a hand up. 
 
    A pierce of mindless fear stabbed Tornahdo. He'd faced that snap of terror before. It meant two things. First, the Ultra was controlling their emotions. Second, the chip was worthless. 
 
    Pietas tripped the next ghost, jabbed an elbow into his neck. 
 
    Another spurt of fear and confusion. 
 
    All that training. Days of suffering, learning control. For nothing. 
 
    Pietas flashed into speed mode. 
 
    Tornahdo's world moved in slow motion. 
 
    A blur showed where the Ultra had been. Pietas halted, braced both hands on a pod and kicked a pair of ghosts behind him. 
 
    They flew backward. Slow. 
 
    Momentum carried the Ultra straight toward Tornahdo. 
 
    Stumbling out of the way, Tornahdo went down in a tumble, taking out the ghost beside him, who knocked down the last two. 
 
    Tornahdo rolled to his feet, out of range of those long arms and carbon-hard fists. He scrambled to the closest pod, entered the code. 
 
    Nothing. Disoriented, he'd picked the wrong pod. Like one of those dreams where he ran in slo-mo, he struggled toward the next. 
 
    Beams of light arced through the room, each marking the presence of a ghost. 
 
    Pietas dropped, came up behind a ghost--snapped his neck. Went for the ghosts he'd kicked. Took them out by jumping on a neck, kicking a head. 
 
    Five dead. 
 
    The code failed again. Tornahdo oriented his slow-moving body toward the next pod. 
 
    The Ultra rolled, popped up behind a ghost, broke his neck. Dusted off his hands. 
 
    Six dead. The light beams no longer moved. 
 
    Another failure. Tornahdo scanned the room. A set of three pods sat near the door. 
 
    He couldn't see where Pietas was, but he could guess where he was going. 
 
    Tornahdo braced himself, extended a fist. 
 
    Pietas ran right into him. 
 
    The Ultra danced backwards, shaking his head. He touched his lip, stared at the blood, met Tornahdo's gaze. Gave a nod. 
 
    Tornahdo and another ghost charged him. 
 
    Using the other ghost's momentum, Pietas turned and slammed him headfirst into the wall. The ghost dropped flat onto the ground, dead on impact. 
 
    No one alive but Tornahdo. 
 
    He ran at nightmare-speed; groggy, sluggish, slow. The only thing fast was his heart--and the enemy. When Tornahdo reached the last pod, he entered the code. 
 
    Immolate flashed in red. A swift prayer of thanks shot from his heart straight to heaven. 
 
    Pietas darted toward him. 
 
    Hand poised over the go-switch, Tornahdo mouthed, "Don't make me." 
 
    Whoever slept in this pod, the threat of perma-death stopped Pietas. In a room full of air, he'd be panting. Here, his chest caved. He suffered more than Tornahdo. 
 
    The Ultra staggered. Time returned to normal. 
 
    Tornahdo patted the wristlocks, motioned to the floor and pointed to the button. Shook his head in warning. 
 
    Gazes locked, they faced each other. 
 
    An eternity later, Pietas dropped to one knee. Placed his hands behind him. 
 
    Pride sang throughout Tornahdo's body. The reign of Ultras was over. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Charon's Boat, Enderium Six docks 
 
    As the victor and the only human ever to lay hands on Pietas, Tornahdo deserved a promotion. What he got was duty guarding the Bringer of Chaos in stasis, locked inside a prison cell only big enough for the Ultra's pod and Tornahdo's bunk. 
 
    Pietas and half a million other Ultras who'd either surrendered or been captured were being exiled to a planet on the far edge of the galaxy. Sempervia, whose name meant "ever-living." Fitting, for immortals. 
 
    Tornahdo still drank Ghost Formula Six, but the crew gave him access to the mess deck with real food and real coffee. Day by day, he drank less "ghost juice." The chip's influence lessened. 
 
    The less it controlled him, the more his own thoughts and desires resurfaced. With them came resentment at being confined to a cell, guarding a sleeping enemy who would eventually rise and kill him. 
 
    To pass the time, Tornahdo spent full days cataloging and organizing a knapsack issued when he came aboard. They'd filled it with survival equipment. Were they dumping him on the planet with the Ultras? If true, that gave him odds of living at what? One in ninety-nine billion? 
 
    Not that high, once Pietas got free. 
 
    Months of work, training to beat this Ultra and Pietas would likely kill him anyway. The kit was pointless. 
 
    Tornahdo kept himself fit with exercise and ran through everything he knew about combat. Practiced martial arts. Imagined himself drawing back a bow, shooting game. 
 
    Out of boredom, he accessed the ship's limited library in all languages he knew. He read every word in a useless first aid manual. Immortals healed in seconds. He'd be lucky if he needed it once. He learned how to make jam with every fruit in the galaxy, grow and harvest corn, sow pinto beans and legumes, and make basic repairs to farm equipment he'd never see or use. 
 
    The only thing less exciting was rolling a straw inside out. Could be done, if you were bored enough. Tornahdo had been. Twice. 
 
    If this was peace, why did people clamor for it? It wouldn't last. Not for him, anyway. Once they landed, he'd either be fighting or running for his life. 
 
    After a shower one day, he caught site of the corps symbols on his uniform. With his fingertips, he outlined the black part of the mark. The rounded top and arm of the urn made the white shape resemble half a ghost. Why hadn't he noticed that pattern before? 
 
    A fierce impulse rose within him. Kill Ultras. Hate Ultras. Destroy Ultras. 
 
    "Whoa... Where did that come from?" He turned the shirt inside out and put it on. 
 
    A shiver ran across his skin and he rubbed his arms. Since boarding, he'd lived with the skin-crawly sensation of walking through a graveyard. Specters lived on this vessel and the chill of their passing sent shudders over him. In Terran mythology, Charon ferried the dead to the underworld. Charon's Boat had an apt name. 
 
    To distract himself from such morbid thoughts, he whistled. Lips of steel, his abuela had sworn. She'd called his music bouncy, alert, happy, chipper. How he missed her company. 
 
    After breakfast one morning, he launched into a tune she'd taught him. 
 
    "For the love of all that's holy, will you shut up!" 
 
    He whirled around. That's what he'd said to those orderlies months ago. Surely, one of them was mocking him. But the area around his cell revealed no one. Someone had said it. The only person in the vicinity-- 
 
    Tornahdo's pulse ratcheted to heart attack level and he swallowed, throat tight. 
 
    By slow degrees, he pivoted toward the lifepod. 
 
    Layers of steel and copper supposedly stopped every psychic gift of an Ultra and prevented telepathy. Had Pietas spoken? 
 
    Wiping sweaty palms on his pants, Tornahdo approached and then slid back the faceplate. 
 
    The Ultra squinted, face screwed up, avoiding the stab of light. 
 
    "You-- you're awake?" 
 
    Pietas looked right at him. Recognition lit his gaze. You. 
 
    Tornahdo slammed shut the plate. Smacked the big red panic button on his cell wall. An alert screamed throughout the ship. "Security! Security! Prisoner Six-Six-Six is out of stasis! I say again, Prisoner Six-Six-Six is out of stasis!" 
 
    The most dangerous Ultra in the galaxy was awake. 
 
    *** 
 
    During interrogation, Tornahdo answered the same questions. He had not changed settings on the pod. He had not spoken to the prisoner. He had not released locks on the pod. 
 
    If they were filming the cell like they said, they'd know. 
 
    Why would he let that devil out? Especially since he'd been the one who'd fastened Pietas's wristlocks. Who'd want that monster loose? 
 
    Finally, they assured him Pietas was in stasis again. It was safe to return. They escorted Tornahdo back to his cell, unlocked it, stood aside. 
 
    The moment he entered, he knew every single thing they'd told him was a lie. His only question now was how far back the lies went. 
 
    Pietas wasn't in stasis. The pod already immobilized the Bringer of Chaos, but now it had been double-wrapped in chains. Why, unless they feared him freeing himself? 
 
    Which meant Pietas was awake. Had been all along. 
 
    Which meant he was being tortured, and not to hurt him--he was being tortured to death. Daily. Had been the past twelve-plus weeks. 
 
    Tornahdo had captured him. That made him responsible. 
 
    He'd tortured enemies, yes. Sometimes, they'd cave and talk if you threatened. But when you got what you needed--you stopped. No reason to keep torturing. He killed a spider if it bit him but not by pulling off all its legs and watching it suffer. 
 
    Mercy had a place. God forgive him. He crossed himself. Kissed his fingertips. Even for Ultras. 
 
    Tornahdo covered the ghost symbols on his uniform, and using the boning knife from his survival kit, removed them from his uniform. When he tossed them into the recycler, the compulsion to hate Ultras disappeared with them. 
 
    Coincidence? Yeah, right. 
 
    That the corps had planted thoughts in his head he didn't doubt, only how many others lurked there. If it took the rest of his life, he'd root out and destroy every single one. 
 
    Those in charge had told him not to speak inside the cell. Why, unless they knew Pietas could hear him? But they didn't tell him not to whistle. 
 
    By varying length, he buried a message in the pattern of songs that only someone who knew ancient codes would comprehend. They said Pietas knew them all. Surely, he'd understand the meaning behind two short tunes followed by a long one, then another short. It was one letter. He'd go through the entire word, one letter at a time, for as long as it took for the pattern to appear. 
 
    After the sixth time repeating the whistled code, a single tap came from inside the pod. 
 
    Tornahdo swallowed, torn between panic and glee. 
 
    Had Pietas figured out the code? Even if he had, that didn't mean he'd believed the message. 
 
    After going back through the entire pattern once more, Tornahdo got a single tap. The letter I in response to F-R-I-E-N-D. 
 
    He could not release this Ultra--no, this man--but he could let Pietas know he was no longer his enemy. That he wanted no part of a system created by cowards and liars who would entrap an immortal inside one of these tubes and let him die over and over. 
 
    No wonder he'd felt the slither of ghosts. Perhaps Pietas wasn't the lone Ultra not in stasis. 
 
    Tornahdo traced his fingertips across the welded-shut faceplate. The others weren't his responsibility. Pietas was. Maybe he couldn't free him, but he refused to let a fellow soldier die alone. 
 
    They were a year out from Sempervia. How many more times would the Ultra die? 
 
    Pietas had no choice but to endure. 
 
    Neither did he. 
 
    If the corps knew he'd changed sides, they'd kill him. If Pietas got hold of him, he'd kill him. Didn't matter. He must make this right. 
 
    Enemies or not, they were bound for exile, but they would survive. 
 
    Together. 
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    Darkened Skies 
 
    Chancerian: 3 
 
    By Drew Avera 
 
    Thrust into a life or death situation, the next decision Tawny makes could cost her everything. 
 
      
 
    Under the cover of half-collapsed tents sagging in the midday hustle of the open market, Tawny hid as they searched for her. Exactly who they were was a mystery she didn’t have time to solve, but their lack of uniforms forced her heart to pound faster. Uniforms came with a certain set of guidelines, rules of engagement and a relative sense of honor. No uniforms could mean anything, any punishment, and it scared the crap out of her. 
 
    Stealing wasn’t a death sentence by law, but who was to say these men with their big guns were on the right side of that law? Her fingers tightened around the device she’d taken, careful not to lose hold of it as sweat drenched her hands. This was her only ticket out of here and the situation had gone south much sooner than she expected. Too soon to be a coincidence. 
 
    “Their backs are to you, girl, cut through here and take to the roofs,” an old woman hissed, her whispered voice hardly carrying over the sound of a launching craft miles away. The dull roar was a welcome friend, because the deafening silence that followed made her feel uncomfortably exposed. 
 
    Tawny blinked, unsure of whether to trust the old lady or not, but the sound of shouting forced her hand. She darted from under the canvas drapes and disappeared into the shadows, looking back to thank the woman, but she paid no mind to the orphan, instead keeping her eyes nonchalantly affixed to the happenings of the market and the lack of money exchanging hands during the greatest depression in Jhont’s history. The year previous was a close second. 
 
    As Tawny climbed the stairs, she felt the ground quake as a nearby ship lifted from the deck. The rumble caused her body to vibrate uncontrollably as she desperately tried to cover her ears despite her hands being full. It was futile. The varying distance of the grounded crafts could mean the difference between knowing a ship was departing to potentially losing your hearing, or what hearing you had left. For Tawny, it was a fine line. The constant ringing in her ears required an accompanying sound to lessen the effect, lest she be driven crazy. 
 
    Yet another fine line she narrowly avoided on most days. Hence her current predicament. 
 
    “You guys better not have left,” she swore under her breath as she tore through a series of doors leading to the roof. Each one creaked on its hinges as she booted them open, clutching the device close to her chest, protecting it like the lifeline it was. 
 
    Outside, and under the blaring sun, she had a straight path to follow that led to the airfield. Southward was her escape route, but the lay of the buildings would take her forty-degrees to the west. Still, avoiding the high-traffic streets would buy her precious time if she didn’t dawdle. She sucked on her top lip for a moment, guesstimating how far she would have to jump to make it across the tight alleys. I really wish I hadn’t lost my pack, she thought. She looked at the item in her hands, seemingly wanting to escape her grip as much as she wanted to flee this godforsaken world. 
 
    “You’ve got it, girl,” she whispered, then sprinted toward the edge of the roof, kicking up dust under her boots as the crunch of gravel beneath her feet kept time with her steps. It was a greater jump than she thought, but it was too late to stop. Leaning into the run, she hurled herself upward and out, her legs flailing beneath her, seeking purchase where there was none. When gravity ran its course, she slammed onto the rooftop, feet-first and skidding on the jagged rocks as she slowed to a stop. Wasting no time, Tawny dug her feet in and repeated the process, trying not to think of what would happen if she didn’t make it. 
 
    She swallowed back her fear, focusing forward with each footfall. The outside world disappeared into a tunnel-vision perspective as a mantra flowed from her lips. “Get to the ship. Get to the ship. Get to the ship.” She used this form of meditation often, but never as she exhausted herself running. Still, it had the calming effect she was hoping for. 
 
    With a final leap, she landed, crouching behind the flittering fabric of clothes drying on a line. The wind wisped the loose ends towards her as if they reached out to embrace her. She stepped through them, taking slow, calculated breaths to try lowering her heartrate. Eyes forward, the mantra continued silently in her mind until it was interrupted. 
 
    “That’s far enough,” a male voice said behind her.  
 
    She had half a mind to spin around to face the person speaking, but she knew a swift move could spell the end for her. “I’m just passing through,” she replied as calmly as her pounding heart would let her. The quiver in her voice betrayed her resolve. 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” he replied, his tone low and even. “If you reach for a weapon, I’ll throw you off this roof. Do you understand?” 
 
    Tawny nodded, confused why he wouldn’t shoot her instead before realizing he may not be armed himself. “I’m not packing, sir.” 
 
    The sound of heavy boots scuffing against loose rock drew closer to her and she stiffened, her concern for her wellbeing building. He was close enough she could hear his heavy breathing, almost wheezing from his lungs. “What are you carrying, if not a weapon?” 
 
    “It’s none of your concern.” 
 
    He reached out and grabbed her arm, spinning her on her heels and closing the distance between them. His threatening stare fell on her as she was shoved backwards on her feet, losing her escape route as the brick wall pushed back against her. “On my roof, everything is my concern,” he replied, stone-faced until an outbreak of coughing knocked his stoic expression down a notch or two. 
 
    “You have tuberculosis?” Tawny asked, recognizing the deep, watery cough of the illness emanating from his drowning lungs. Inoculation saved her from suffering the same fate, but now she was a carrier after he’d touched her. Anywhere she went, she would share the virus as well. At least until she washed herself and cleaned her clothes. 
 
    “I couldn’t afford the shots,” he replied, covering his mouth with a closed fist. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing for you in what I’m carrying,” she replied. 
 
    Weary eyes glanced up at her, teary from the pain of suffocation as his body deteriorated. “You can’t blame me for hoping you had something to help,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not sure how a weapon could help, if that’s what you thought I had,” she replied, easing off the wall and reluctantly stepping forward, trying to not pose a threat. 
 
    “An easy way out,” he replied sadly. 
 
    His words were like a slap in the face to her youth and health. But they also served to remind her why she was trying to flee from this pathetic world. “I’m sorry,” she croaked, a sudden lump in her throat unsettling her.  
 
    “Get out of here, kid,” the man said, turning away from her and hacking up a lung. She watched him stumble towards the edge of the roof and look out into the distance, his shoulders slumped in defeat. She could only assume it was the enemy of disease that took everything from him, but poverty would be a close second. How can you find happiness in decay? 
 
    Tawny took a step away from him, feeling the breeze kick up once more, the fabric wafting around her as if to say good-bye. She was running out of time. “I’m sorry,” she muttered once again, barely loud enough for her to hear it before she pushed through the door leading downstairs. 
 
    The door leading to the street opened to reveal the border wall separating the township from the port. Left unguarded, it served as a noise dampener more than anything else, though the engines of the larger ships still damaged the hearing of the locals. Nothing could compare to the feeling of your world on the brink of destruction as a cascade of high-decibel buffeting wafted around you. Luckily, the larger ships were gone, but the memory remained, and the damage. 
 
    Ducking under a hole in the wall, Tawny crawled out of the township on her hands and knees, keeping one arm wrapped around the device as if protecting a child. Breaking through the other side was like a backhanded compliment for success. The smell of decay and heat turned her stomach. She hated this part of the escape, wading through the waste of the city. The row of pallets floating atop the muck did little to keep her from feeling like she was one step away from swimming in crap.  
 
    “Come on, girl. Don’t look down,” she whispered, cradling the device tighter in her arms and trying desperately to not breathe too deep. The funk uppercut was repulsive, but she knew blowing chunks now would slow her down and if she didn’t rendezvous with the ship, she would be left behind. “Faster. Faster.” A new mantra to distract her from the negativity surrounding her. 
 
    Several minutes later, free from the swamp of trash, she was on the tarmac of the port. The ships were huge, reaching skyward for their own version of escape from this terrible place. The mighty hulls glistening in the sunlight were a reminder that she was just a speck in the universe. A reminder she didn’t need, not now, or ever. 
 
    “It’s about time, kid. We were about to leave you,” a man said as he exited a transport nestled between two ships. Hiding in plain sight was the trick to getting in close without being caught. To Tawny, it was reckless, but what did she know. 
 
    “The alarm sounded twenty seconds before we planned. It was all downhill from there, Thenden,” she replied, glancing back at the wall expecting to see the armed men barreling through at any moment. 
 
    He took the device from her and inspected it. “It’s bigger than I was expecting.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Tawny said, looking back at him. “So, do I get passage to Medua?” 
 
    Thenden exhaled with a smirk. “Yeah, you did good, kid. We can take you to Medua, but we have to stop at Ukrainias first. It’s on the way.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m just glad to get off this rock.” She kicked up dust and crossed her arms over her chest, feeling the fatigue in her muscles catching up to her. I could sleep a week, she thought. After a hot shower. 
 
    “Let’s go. Drake will want us to secure this before we take off,” Thenden said, turning back to the transport. 
 
    Tawny followed him inside, not needing to duck her head the way Thenden did as they made their way to the cockpit. The Saharan Dream was in orbit, circling the planet once every seventy-nine minutes. They had to get off deck in the next three minutes. It was a tight launch plan, but if these guys made a living doing this, she knew they would make it. Worst case, they hung out in the dark for a while. 
 
    Thenden strapped the device into a hold under the deck, behind the pilot’s chair, before slumping into his seat and pulling a headset over his ears. “You better strap in, I already did the preflight. I’m igniting and flying.” 
 
    Tawny did as she was told, thankful to finally be on her way off Jhont. It had been too long planning for this moment, and the feeling of relief didn’t really wash over her the way she expected. If anything, she was more anxious than ever, gratitude for the situation doing little to put her at ease. “Will we make it?” 
 
    Thenden scoffed. “I always make it,” he replied with a grin. “I’m the best pilot in the Chancerian Sector, bar none.” 
 
    She’d heard that before. 
 
    Thenden ignited the engine of the transport and Tawny watched the indicators illuminate. Within a few seconds, the display revealed fuel flow, engine RPM, and exhaust gas temperature. She had no idea what the limitations were, or if Thenden paid them any attention before he lifted the craft from the deck.  
 
    On its ascent, the ship shook and popping sounds like rivets breaking loose filled the small cockpit. She gripped the armrest of her seat and watched as her knuckles whitened, not wanting to look at anything that might reveal their imminent demise. It did little to calm her nerves as visions of a fiery plume rocketing back towards the ground filled her mind. 
 
    She grit her teeth, focusing on the tingle of discomfort instead.  
 
    “How long until we’re out of atmosphere?” Tawny asked, unable to control the tremble in her voice. 
 
    “Less than two minutes if we continue at this rate,” Thenden answered, one hand on the throttles and the other on the stick. Manual takeoff kept the computer of the transport from networking with ground control, thereby keeping them anonymous. It also alerted the authorities of an unauthorized launch, which meant they were seconds away from being targeted by swarm drones and shot out of the sky. 
 
    “You have forty-five seconds before they launch. Do you really think we can make it?” 
 
    “Tawny, I’ve got this,” Thenden snapped back, not angrily, but focused. When she glanced in his direction, she could see a bead of sweat on his forehead as he fought the transport’s controls. The redundancy systems kept trying to kick on to comply with flight laws, but once ground control had their information, there was nothing keeping the authorities from tracking them later.  
 
    It was the veritable rock meeting the hard place. 
 
    Piracy didn’t always pay. 
 
    “Please go faster,” she pleaded, not directed at Thenden, but at whatever invisible god could grant mercy at such a time. Old Earth had plenty of them to spread around; she wasn’t picky. 
 
    “I need to dump fuel,” Thenden said under his breath. 
 
    Tawny dared a peek at the indicator and realized their rate of climb was slowing, the air too thick as they passed through the thermosphere layer of this dirty planet’s atmosphere. Her fingers found their way to the console in front of her. She could see the swarm drones already locked onto them. 
 
    “Wait, if we dump now, then we won’t climb fast enough to evade the drones.” 
 
    Thenden looked down at her like she was stupid. “Seriously, we can’t outrun them now. I’m dumping.” 
 
    “No, we can use the fuel as a weapon. Drench the drones and burn them when you go into afterburner. The air is thick enough to have enough oxygen to keep the fire blazing.” 
 
    Thenden shook his head and she could tell he hated her idea, but without countermeasures, they were sitting ducks. He sighed. “If we die, it’s on you.” 
 
    She smirked despite the rampaging fear in her gut. She was a problem solver. That was why the crew agreed to bring her on to pay for her passage. And this was just another problem requiring her skills. 
 
    “I’ll calculate the timing of the dump and you get ready to burn hard. If any of the drones get close enough to scorch, then they’ll also be in weapons range.” 
 
    Thenden rolled his eyes next to her. “I should have read the fine print, eh, Tawny?” 
 
    “I suppose I should have mentioned that before giving them enough time to close in. Either way, in the next twenty seconds, this will be a firefight,” she said, glaring up at the screen and running the math in her head. Twice.  
 
    Tawny cracked her neck and placed her hands on the console, taking slow and steady breaths as she watched the incoming swarm drones close in.  
 
    “Just tell me when—” 
 
    She shushed him, her eyes narrowing into slits as she watched the screen intently. Counting down in her head from five, her finger hovered over the fuel dump switch until they were in range. She slammed the switch forward, releasing hundreds of pounds of fuel like a geyser as it shot from the tail end of the transport. “Now!” she ordered. 
 
    Thenden jammed the throttles forward. The explosion of fuel erupting behind them propelled the transport forward. Climbing faster, Tawny watched the screen as the swarm drones faded from view. All but one. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Thenden cut his eyes to her as the thrust pushed him deep into his seat. “What, no?” 
 
    She lifted a trembling finger to the screen, the exertion of lifting her arm under so many G-forces comparable to lifting her own bodyweight with one hand. “We didn’t get them all,” she replied. 
 
    “We’re out of range, so maybe we can evade. Once we’re out of Jhont’s atmosphere, we should be fine. Those things can’t fly in space, right?” 
 
    “No, they can. They just typically don’t make it that far because they successfully take the target down before it comes to that.” 
 
    “Well, crap,” Thenden muttered, initiating a tight beam message to the ship. “Saharan Dream, Thenden, come in.” 
 
    “Thenden, what’s going on?” Drake answered a few moments later. 
 
    “We have the device, but the swarm drones were launched, and we ditched all but one of them. We might need some assistance,” he said back into the radio. 
 
    “We can’t dock with you if you’re under fire. I don’t know what to tell you,” Drake replied. 
 
    Tawny exhaled, anger flushing her face. “Tell him that if we fly past them, they can blast the drone and neutralize the threat. We can rendezvous an hour later, once it’s safe.” 
 
    Thenden cut his eyes to her, revealing that his fingers had already depressed the comm-switch and his captain had heard her. 
 
    “What, I’m supposed to take orders from a kid now?” Drake barked, irritation dripping from his voice. She could just imagine his weaselly, pink face going flush from anger and it made her smirk, if only for a second. 
 
    “It sounds like a solid plan, boss. I’m not trying to stay in this can longer than I have to, and we don’t have a way to destroy the drone.” Thenden’s voice was high, nervous. 
 
    “Standby,” Drake ordered, leaving his comm keyed so they could hear him discussing the plan with another member of the crew. When he returned, his tone shifted slightly. “It looks like it’s your lucky day. Smythe thinks he can nail the drone with the railgun once it gets close enough. Without needing to get a lock on it, we won’t give away who we are. Just buzz by under us and slow down to let the drone close in.” 
 
    “It’s risky,” Tawny said. 
 
    A scoff on the other end of the radio sounded. “Tell the kid I’m the captain, will you, Thenden?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. He’s the captain,” Thenden replied, glancing at Tawny with a smirk. His face reddened under the strain of pulling G’s, but he still had his childish sense of humor. It was hard for Tawny to imagine he was almost twice her age. 
 
    “We’ll go with her plan, but I don’t want her thinking she runs this ship. Get me, Tawny?” Drake said with a shifty tone. Why he was so concerned with making every decision on the ship was beyond her, but she knew better than to start an argument about leadership when she didn’t have a place in the crew. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied, curbing her sarcasm to keep from bruising the man’s ego. 
 
    “We’re heading your way now, Captain,” Thenden said into the comm before placing it back on it’s mount and gripping the control stick. Behind them, the swarm drone closed the gap, accelerating with a vengeance. “This is going to be close, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tawny nodded with a grunt as Thenden increased thrust. She meant to say yes, but all that came out was a gasp of air as the pressure felt like an elephant standing on her chest.  
 
    She maintained visual with the drone behind them, using the sensory arrays to track its movements as the transport scorched towards the mothership. Even in the vacuum of space, she could see the reflection of light from their exhaust plume on camera. The cobalt blue of the exhaust cone was mesmerizingly beautiful to her. It reminded Tawny of her father’s eyes. 
 
    “We see you, Thenden. Maintain course. We’re preparing the railgun now.” Drake’s voice sounded like it was coming from a can, but Tawny knew it was just the pressure in her ears as her heart pounded. Up ahead, a flickering light shone in their direction as the Saharan Dream loomed before them. She could see the bilge open where the railgun was mounted, and fear coursed through her veins ruthlessly. If the projectile hit the transport, there would be nothing left of them. She imagined it would be a quick way to go unless she survived long enough to experience space without protection.  
 
    It was her worst fear. Not necessarily dying but dying like that. 
 
    “It’s getting closer,” she whispered under the strain. 
 
    “He wants it to,” Thenden replied. 
 
    “We better hope they pull the trigger before it does,” she said, the worry coloring her voice into a whine. She hated that sound. She was taught to be stronger than that. 
 
    Thenden grabbed the comm with one hand as he fought the stick with the other. “Are we close enough yet? That drone can fire at any second.” 
 
    “Standby,” Drake squawked on the radio. 
 
    Tawny sucked in a breath, resisting the urge to slam the throttles forward to lengthen the distance between them and the drone, but she knew she would catch all sorts of hell from Thenden. She couldn’t afford it. 
 
    She couldn’t afford to die either. 
 
    Tawny snatched the comm from Thenden’s hand and spoke. “Fire now or we’re evading,” she spat. 
 
    “You’re not the captain, Tawny. I’m getting tired of reminding you of that.” 
 
    She squeezed the comm as if it was Drake’s neck. “You’re not much of one either if we die.” She didn’t know if she imagined it or not, but it sounded like an exasperated gasp from the Saharan Dream’s end of the comm. Thenden glanced at her, eyes wide, with a shit-eating grin on his face showing she’d won some approval from him. Not that she was seeking it.  
 
    A plethora of swear words barked through the speakers as Tawny released the mic, letting it fall to the deck. Thenden snatched it up and spoke. “The drone is closing in. If you don’t fire now, we won’t have much choice. Good luck recovering the artifact in whatever space debris we leave behind.” 
 
    The idea of losing money seemed to change Drake’s mind. As Tawny stared at the screen, she could see a dot of light in the center of the bilge followed by a flash as the railgun fired. It was so fast that if she had blinked, she would have missed it. Her eyes returned to the drone in time to see it disintegrate in a cloud of metallic debris, expanding like a miniature universe. 
 
    For the first time since takeoff, Tawny sighed in relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it and I won’t bring up your indignant, self-righteous, arrogant, or compulsive nature when you return to the ship,” Drake snapped. 
 
    She glanced over to see Thenden holding the mic, the switch still depressed in his white-knuckled grip. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed, knowing her gratitude was directed to him and not the worst captain in Chancerian history. 
 
    “Continue your trajectory and we’ll match speed for docking. Keep the channel open. Drake out.” 
 
    Thenden placed the mic back on the console and leaned back in his seat, loosening his straps a bit after wiping sweat from him brow. “That was closer than either of us would have liked.” 
 
    “I’ve been in closer, but you’re right,” Tawny replied, following suit by pulling her restraints loose. “Drake needs to figure out how to run a ship or he’s going to get you all killed.” 
 
    Thenden cleared his throat, looking at the mic from his seat as if the other end was about to light them up for talking about him. “He’s not that bad once you get to know him.” 
 
    “I’ve been on your ship for three weeks. He’s been a jerk twenty of those days. The one where he wasn’t, I wasn’t even on the ship to have to deal with him,” she shot back, irritation growing inside her like a wild vine, threatening to choke out everything in its path. 
 
    “He has that way about him, I guess,” Thenden muttered, not fully committing to the bashing of his boss. 
 
    Tawny knew the story; Drake took him in to be part of the crew simply because he couldn’t find trustworthy people who didn’t steal from him. Thenden was too nice of a person to be a career criminal. A part of her wondered what he would be doing now had he never fallen into the wrong crowd so long ago. What Drake looked at as mercy in this situation, Tawny viewed as an abuse of authority, rivaled only by ineptitude.  
 
    A dangerous combination to say the least. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s time to find your way to something better? You’ve been working for him for too long. You’re better than that.” She hadn’t intended to coax her only friend on the Saharan Dream into a life-changing decision. But here they were, minutes after their lives hanging on the line and returning to a hostile living situation on a derelict ship. 
 
    “I can’t leave. I don’t know anything else,” Thenden replied solemnly. 
 
    Tawny frowned. He couldn’t see his worth to others because he constantly viewed himself in the lens of his captain. The blind leading the blind, she thought. 
 
    Docking with the Saharan Dream was uneventful. With the drone annihilated and no sensors to detect how it was lost, the authorities had no way of tracking its loss. For all they knew, it was taken out by space debris. Hell, it was space debris at this point. As the Saharan Dream brought the transport into its hull, Tawny watched the darkness of space disappear as the hangar doors lurched shut, cutting them off from the outside. 
 
    “I’ve had enough adventure for one day,” Thenden said as he rose from his seat and scooted back to the hold to pull out their bounty. 
 
    “Likewise,” Tawny replied, watching over his shoulder as he pulled the device out. What it was, was beyond her, but Drake asked for it and she complied. The feeling of selling out was only as deep as her fear of never getting home again. If she had to steal tech to buy passage to her home world, then she was willing to do it. But continuing with Drake’s crew didn’t seem as likely after today. There was too much animosity between her and the captain. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Thenden asked. “You seem a bit out of it. We made it safely, no?” 
 
    Tawny smiled politely. “We did, but things didn’t have to go down that way. Now I’m dreading seeing Drake.” 
 
    Thenden nodded. “I get it, but he doesn’t hold a grudge.” Brushing off the dust accumulated on the device, he continued. “Especially when he has a new toy.” He tapped the unit with a grin. 
 
    “Any idea what it is?” The question felt misplaced considering she stole it without a clue as to what it was. The only thing she was sure of was that it wasn’t a weapon. 
 
    The door of the transport slid open and Drake stepped through. “It’s a way out of this system and back to Earth,” he said, grabbing it from Thenden. “These are the secret files of the Chancerian Parliament and all the grievances against them. Once I turn it over to Earth, they will be dismantled from power and we will be free to do as we want.” 
 
    Tawny rolled her eyes. “Nothing is that simple. Besides, why would they keep a record of grievances?” 
 
    Drake brushed his blond hair out of his face. “They’re bank records which can be traced to politically corrupt schemes. Those are the grievances, this is the evidence,” he snapped back indignantly. “Why are you even questioning me?” 
 
    Tawny took a step back as he sneered at her. Now that he had what he wanted, he didn’t need her, and that made her wary in ways she hadn’t allowed herself to be previously. “I’m sorry, it’s just—” 
 
    Drake waved her off dismissively and stepped out of the transport, his coattails dancing off his calves with each step. 
 
    Tawny bit her tongue, not wanting to say anything despite something not sitting right with her. There must be more to it than simple bank records, she thought.  
 
    Following Drake out of the transport, Thenden asked, “How can you be sure Earth’s government will do as you say? They haven’t stepped in to help this system since the last war. We are about as far from their sense of morality as you can get.” 
 
    “It has to do with money. Money is power. It’s above your head, Thenden,” Drake hissed, slapping the device onto a table to power it on. With a simple push of a button, the device sprang to life, a holographic display protruding upward in the semblance of the Undersecretary of the Treasury, Nathanial Borouse. “There’s the little devil himself,” Drake chided gleefully, tapping his fingers on the edge. “My legacy will be toppling these assholes down and rising to the top of the proverbial mountain.” 
 
    Tawny watched as Drake manipulated the files he gained access to. None of them showed bank reports, but they did reveal charitable donations on the part of parliament. “Wait a minute,” she said, stepping forward to get a better look. “That money is set aside for funding to bail out the poor cities on Jhont. There’s no corruption here.”  
 
    Her accusatory tone darkened his face as he looked down at her. “This is none of your concern, kid.” 
 
    She glared at him, knowing full well he was stealing from the poor, not from the corrupt. Despite it making no real difference in what was right or wrong, it rubbed her the wrong way. “Do you have any idea how many people will die if you take that money?” 
 
    Drake seethed above the blue glow of the hologram, his dark eyes taking on an evil appearance. “It’s time for you to go,” he said. 
 
    “What?” Tawny asked, just as Drake pulled his sidearm and pointed it in her direction.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of your constant questioning of my methods. Your free ride ends here. Smythe, will you and Jonah see the lass to the airlock?” 
 
    Tawny’s heart about jumped out of her chest. The tide had turned so abruptly that she could hardly catch her breath. Had this been a setup the whole time? 
 
    “Look, it doesn’t have to come to this,” she said, backing away. Regret reminded her that she pushed too hard, had been too vocal to the wrong person. She’d overstepped her boundaries. 
 
    Thenden stiffened next to her, his expression dumbfounded. “Drake, is this really necessary?” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of justifying myself to others. You’re either with me, or you’re against me. Which side are you on?” 
 
    The room fell deathly silent as Drake stood with his gun leveled at Tawny’s face. Thousands of apologies flittered in her mind, but she couldn’t speak. Her father raised her to speak up, to not sit on her laurels. She did that, but at what cost? 
 
    “If you have any last words, you might as well spill them now,” Drake seethed. He placed a hand on the device as if drawn to it like a moth to flame.  
 
    Tawny swallowed back a sob forming in her throat. “I was just trying to save my father,” she whispered, barely able to get the words out. 
 
    “What? I thought you said your father passed away,” Thenden replied. 
 
    Tawny nodded. “I said that to avoid the questions I knew would come if you found out who I really was,” she said. 
 
    Drake’s face flushed. “More lies… How am I not surprised?” 
 
    “It’s not like that. If you knew the truth, then you would understand.” Despite the heat in the room, she felt a chill run down her spine. 
 
    “What truth is that? Careful with your answer, it might cost you your life,” Drake shot back, the barrel of his weapon still pointed between her eyes. 
 
    She glanced down at the deck of the Saharan Dream and bit her lower lip, unsure if she should reveal the truth, even if it would save her. I must try, she thought, her eyes connecting with Drake’s defiantly. “My name is Tawnecia Mukoko, and my father is Solverius Mukoko,” she answered. 
 
    “Holy—” Smythe started to say before Drake’s eyes fell on him with a sneer. 
 
    “You think that name means anything to me?” Drake asked. “I’m not afraid of ghosts and no one has heard from him in more than a year. I think you’re stalling.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. I swear it,” she said solemnly. “I thought he was dead as well, but I received word a month ago that he was being held captive on Medua.” 
 
    “And you thought you could save him by yourself? You’re not as smart as you give yourself credit for,” Drake said. “Now, it’s time to be done with you. Walk.” He waved the barrel in her direction, ushering her to take a step back. 
 
    “Please. Don’t do this,” she said, on the verge of crying and hating herself for it. She wanted to be strong, like her father. 
 
    Drake’s men led her to the airlock as his crew followed behind. Their footsteps clacked against the deck, falling in time as they marched to the aft section of the ship. 
 
    “This isn’t necessary,” Thenden whispered, barely loud enough for Tawny to hear, but his words were cut short when Drake jabbed him in the ribs. 
 
    “With me, or against me,” the overbearing captain seethed, holding his weapon in his crewman’s direction now. “I won’t be reminding you again.” 
 
    Thenden stepped back, holding his hands up like a shield, seconds away from proving how ineffective they would be to a projectile traveling thousands of feet per second at point-blank range. “I’m only saying, we don’t need to kill her,” Thenden said nervously. 
 
    “Oh, we don’t?” Drake snapped back. “When did I die and make you captain of this ship? Wait, I didn’t, so you do as I say or you can join her.” 
 
    The blood left Thenden’s face as Tawny stared back at him. She could see his fear as his jaw tightened. A dance between rage and terror. She’d seen the expression on other people’s faces and knew most would swallow their pride and live to see another day. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Thenden said meekly. He glanced at her and nodded, a sad expression scrawled on his face, the look of a defeated man. 
 
    Tawny walked forward as Thenden placed a hand on her shoulder, ushering her towards the airlock. Her heart raced as she trekked aft, the sound of mag-boots clanking behind her, a percussive death march drawing her closer to the final abyss. “I’m willing to do anything,” she whispered, unsure of whether she was praying to a god she didn’t believe in, or if she was on the cusp of begging for her life. 
 
    “What’s that?” Drake asked, his voice taunting her. 
 
    Tawny stopped and turned, looking up at the coward who would kill a girl just to prove he was in charge. She doubted he even had the balls to pull the trigger he kept dancing his finger along. “I said I’m willing to do anything,” she spat. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Without thinking, she heaved her heavy mag-boot up and into his groin with enough force to lift him off the deck. His face reddened with rage as his feet contacted the deck once more, his hand trembling as he lifted the gun towards her, eyes full of rage. 
 
    Tawny took a reluctant step back, realizing too late that she miscalculated the effect she would have kicking him in lower-G. She could tell he was in pain, but not enough to slow him down. If anything, she set him off and made things worse. 
 
    “Bitch, I’ve had enough of you,” he spat as he stalked towards her. Three steps in and the barrel of his weapon was pressed against her forehead with enough force to make her wince. She pulled away until she found her back against the bulkhead. 
 
    “Captain,” Thenden said, taking a step forward with his hand raised like he wanted to do something. 
 
    Drake spun on his heels and fired the weapon, striking his crewman in the shoulder with an audible cry before the older man collapsed to the deck, blood running down his arm with droplets floating around him. 
 
    “Captain,” Drake taunted, manipulating his voice into a whine. “This is what’s wrong with society--everyone wants to be soft. Well, I’m not a soft person, and it’s about time you realized it.” His gaze darted to each set of eyes looking at him in horror. 
 
    Tawny stood behind him, staring through tears as Thenden bled on the deck before her. He was only trying to help, she thought, her hands tightening into fists. He’s going to die because of me. Without another second’s thought, she leaped onto the captain’s back. She dug her teeth into his neck, the only way she could think to draw blood from the asshole. 
 
    Drake wailed in pain as he flailed, trying to fling her off before collecting himself. With one calculated move, he slammed his body into the bulkhead, allowing her to take the brunt of the force with her back, knocking the wind out of her. As he eased away from the bulkhead, her body slunk from his back and collapsed to the deck. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this shit,” he said as he stomped to the airlock and punched the switch to open it. Turning around, he was met with enough force to drive him towards the outer airlock and slam him into it. 
 
    It was Thenden, still bleeding and his face white. “It’s time for you to go,” he spat. 
 
    Drake, realizing he had dropped his weapon, reached up and grabbed Thenden by the hair, slamming the man’s head into the bulkhead. The dull thud was not quite hard enough to knock him out, but hard enough to daze him. Thenden lost all power as Drake shoved him away, climbing back to his feet to grab the girl and end this once and for all. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Drake said. He snatched Tawny by the neck and dragged her, kicking and screaming, towards the opened inner airlock door. “I’d ask if you had any last words, but you can whisper them to him before I punch you out.” With a final shove, Tawny collapsed to the deck next to Thenden.  
 
    “Are you all right?” she asked as she checked the side of his head, knowing there was nothing she could do. They were moments from death. 
 
    “I see two of everything,” he replied, each word slurring into the next. 
 
    Tawny’s hate-filled eyes glared back up at Drake. His two crewmen now looked at him with disgust as he paraded himself around the passageway. “You have no honor,” she said defiantly. 
 
    A smirk spread across his face. “Yeah? Well, at least I’ll live to see tomorrow. Sweet dreams in death.” He winked and punched the airlock closed. 
 
    Tawny climbed to her feet and ran to the port hole to look in as Drake smiled maniacally. He taunted her from the other side as his fingers danced around the switch that held her life in the balance. 
 
    “Don’t do this, please,” she begged as her heart thrummed hard enough to make her body shake. Somewhere behind her, Thenden collapsed onto his back, oblivious to the world as he slipped into unconsciousness.  
 
    “It’s too late,” Drake said through his teeth. “You never should have—” 
 
    In a split-second, the porthole was painted red as the sound of a gunshot reverberated around her. A moment later, the airlock cycled open. She watched Drake’s lifeless body on the deck before her, his brains splattered all along the bulkhead as Smythe wiped his hand clean after pressing the airlock switch. 
 
    “I think we had enough of his sense of justice. Maybe we can find a better way, no?” Smythe asked as he canted his head to his comrade. 
 
    “Life is hard enough without living in fear. I think you made the right call,” Jonah replied. “The real question is whether she wants to give us another chance.” His eyes fell on her as she gawked up at him, breathing heavy and disoriented enough to not fully understand what was happening. 
 
    “What? I don’t understand,” she replied. 
 
    Smythe stepped over to her and extended his hand. “What we’re trying to say is, we’re sorry for the part we played in our former captain’s ruse to kill you. We did not support the decision and felt the need to act. Would you consider staying with us as part of our crew and perhaps we can help you find your father?” 
 
    Tawny stood there a moment and collected her thoughts, and her breath. As she came to grips with her new reality, she opened her mouth to speak and what fell from her lips appeared to shock the men before her. “No, I’m not willing to be part of your crew,” she said. “I’m not a follower, but a leader. I’m commandeering this ship and if you want to serve as part of my crew, then make your position known now.” Her words burned as they escaped her throat, but she soon realized the heat was from passion, nothing more. Coming so close to death opened her mind to a truth she hadn’t known about herself.  
 
    She had to make her own destiny. 
 
    Smythe looked to Jonah and the other man nodded. “We accept,” he said. “What are your orders?” 
 
    Tawny turned to see Thenden laying on the deck, the gentle rise and fall of his chest the only indication he was alive. “Bring him to the med bay and get rid of Drake’s body. I don’t want blood splattered on my ship. Once Thenden is back on his feet, we head out for Medua.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Smythe replied, a smirk on his face as he and Jonah slipped into the airlock and grabbed Thenden, pulling his arms over their shoulders to haul him out.  
 
    “We’ll have this taken care of right away, Captain,” Jonah said as they passed. 
 
    Left alone with her thoughts, she turned a circle on what was now her ship. The Saharan Dream was a stupid moniker, and she would undoubtably rename the ship. How things changed as swiftly as they did, she had no idea, but she was thankful to whatever power had shifted the balance in her favor.  
 
    Looking at Drake’s lifeless body, she nudged it with her boot. “I guess you won’t have the legacy you sought after all, asshole,” she said, turning to walk to the med bay to take care of Thenden.  
 
    The next step was getting her father back, but if things were as bad as she thought, she would need a healthy crew. Would the four of them be enough? 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” she muttered under her breath. “I’m coming to get you, Dad. I promise.” 
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    Skin Suits 
 
    By Justin Bell 
 
    Centuries after Earth's destruction, a descendent of the ancient planet makes one last attempt to rediscover his heritage, but when an insidious alien army stands in his way, his quest to find out who he was may just end the man he is. 
 
      
 
    Local airspace near the Darkened Zone at Ultega-4. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “Oh, come on you stupid piece of useless junk!” Jed leaned forward into the console, clamping his fingers around the jumping throttle controls, which twisted in his grip, threatening to wrench free. 
 
    “I thought you loved this ship, Jedidiah Kramer?” The narrow, peach fuzz head of Lork Davisk turned towards the pilot, his black eyes narrowing, perplexed. 
 
    “It’s Jed, dammit.  Just call me Jed!” the pilot yelled back, the muscles of his forearms clenching as he drew back, pulling the yolks with as much strength as he could.  “I’d love it a lot more if it weren’t held together with chewing gum and chicken wire!” 
 
    “More of your Earth colloquialisms,” Lork replied, looking back out the curved front canopy of the transport ship.  “How precious.” 
 
    “Hopefully these skinjobs think I’m precious, too!” Jed levered his whole body left, sending the transport into a deep dive, or what would have been a dive had there been some kind of planetary reference point, instead of the vast inkwell of deep space.  As the narrow ship careened, three other smaller fighters streaked by, leaving spent plasma blurred in their wake. 
 
    “You want the skins to find you precious?” Lork asked as he adjusted the weapons controls embedded in the dashboard above his lap. 
 
    “Hey if it keeps them from flaying the flesh from my black butt to wear as a hat, I’m all for it!” 
 
    Lork shook his head.  “I do not understand these terms.  Your flesh is not black.”  He pulled back and looked at the pilot.  “It looks as if it made from… how do you say it?  Rich mahogany?” 
 
    Jed rammed his palms forward, shoving the controls flush with slanted console as four streaks of pale blue light scorched space where they had been a moment before. 
 
    “Less talking about my butt color and more manual control of those auto cannons please!  That ridiculous A.I. can’t hit anything above cadet level.” 
 
    Lork turned his narrow body towards the secondary weapons console and activated the manual override, slipping his fleshy palms into the circular cavities.  He wrapped his eight narrow fingers around the embedded weapons control shafts, and pulled back, unlocking the system with a loud clack. 
 
    “Three of ‘em out there!” Jed adjusted the sticks again, leveling the ship, punching a secondary throttle, and sending the vehicle surging forward through space. 
 
    Glaring at the terminal on the dash by his legs, Lork twisted his arms, then moved swiftly right, wrenching trigger mechanisms buried in both control sticks, walking yellow plasma orbs across space, shattering the hull of one of the pursuing fighters.  The remains of the ship tumbled forward, trailing debris.  Lork adjusted a second time and let the quad cannons fly again, a direct hit this time, all four streams of energy punching into a second fighter headlong, obliterating it in a silent green flash of fuel. 
 
    “Two down already!  Man, you are good for something, huh, fur face?” 
 
    “Strange words for the one saving your life, human!” Lork replied, angling the quad cannons again and unleashing another torrent of blinding weapons fire.  The third cruiser banked hard left and accelerated, slipping away from the attack, and two sudden bright flashes of light burst to Jed’s left, a sudden illumination of dark space that caught him unaware.  He glanced through the small, triangular window on the port side of the smuggling ship and saw two large ship entering local space from faster than light travel.  They were wide in the stern, large, and blocky, flatted stub ships crammed with thrusters.  The entire body sloped gradually together into a narrow, pointed bow, so the overall shape of the craft were almost triangular.  Long-barrelled cannons protruded from scattered orb-shaped turrets all along the starboard side of both spacecraft, all of them twisting and orienting themselves so the guns were pointed right at them. 
 
    “Well, this is unfortunate,” Lork said, just as the guns began to fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jexane - Planet of the Federation. 
 
    Four solar cycles ago. 
 
    Jedidiah Kramer had lost track of how many planets he’d traveled to in his years of life, but no matter which ones they were and who controlled them, the bars were always the same.  Generally large, open air establishments with high ceilings so that beings of all races and planetary heritage could enjoy their mind-altering beverages of choice in relative comfort.  The one on Jexane was a bit larger than most Jed noticed as he looked around, appearing as though it were dug out of one of the massive mountains that made up the majority of Jexane’s landscape.  The Federation had captured and colonized a massive chunk of floating rock, much of the housing and establishments carved out of thick blocks of jagged rock. 
 
    Jed didn’t like it.  He didn’t like it at all. 
 
    He sat at the bar, his fingers wrapped around a slender glass filled with gray, opaque liquid and he put it to his lips, taking a languished pull, the drink coating his mouth, throat and stomach with hot comfort.  The minute his lips touched the drink his head buzzed with the familiar hum of chemically induced pleasure. 
 
    Setting the glass back down, he pulled a hand through his tightly curled dark hair, revealing a black earpiece in his left ear as he did.  His thumb dabbed it as he moved, so subtle that most would never even notice.  A tinny chirp blipped. 
 
    “See anything yet?” he asked in a quiet voice.  “Federation places make me squirrely.”  He stopped for a moment, eyes roaming the length of the stone bar.  “Uhhh, no offense.” 
 
    “Why would I take offense, Jedidiah?” the voice asked in his ear. 
 
    “Well, you know…  I said squirrel and you’re… well…” he sighed deeply.  “Never mind.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Anyway, sooner we get outta here the better.  Me and the Federation don’t get along too well.” 
 
    “Did you not used to serve in the Federation Navy?” 
 
    “The less we say about that the better.” 
 
    Lork followed Jed’s lead and let the subject drop, not speaking another word.  Jed continued walking his eyes down the carved stone of the bar, looking at each drink as he did.  Long, pale fingers coiled around most of them, with others wrapped in fur-covered digits.  One even had a pair of suction-cupped tentacles pressed to the smooth, transparent surface. 
 
    Running the length of the rear wall, the bar angled left and moved back towards that wall, with a few more seats on the far side.  Jed scanned that way, looking past all the different skin colors and facial structures. 
 
    Then he saw him.  Just a face, really.  A head.  A pale-skinned man looking straight towards him, normal Earth features, a stringy mop of dark hair coursing down each side of his narrow head.  But it was what was on top of the head that drew Jed’s attention.  A simple, blue cap. 
 
    Not just any cap.  A baseball cap. 
 
    “Hold the phone, Lork,” Jed said softly. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.  Are those Earth words again?” 
 
    Jed closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Just be quiet.  I think I found our man.” 
 
    He removed the glass from the bar as he stood from the stool, draining the rest of his drink in one swooping slug.  Dropping the empty container on the stone surface he stepped around the creature nearest to him, a tall, gray-skinned being with four arms, two of them attached to hands holding drinks, and walked across the polished floor.  His eyes met with the man’s, deep set inside of doughy flesh, peering out from underneath the flattened brim of the blue cap.  Jed had never seen a baseball cap in real life before, he’d only read about them in some of those ancient Earth manuscripts, but he recognized it for what it was. 
 
    A sign. 
 
    This was the guy.   He was supposed to meet this guy.  It had to be.  As he approached, the man in the hat, stood, nodding stiffly to him, then turned and walked away from his chair, making his way towards the rear corner of the large cavernous room.  He pushed through a narrow door set into the stone wall, and let it slap shut behind him, Jed catching up just as it closed. 
 
    He halted there, glancing around the wide, rounded room, eyes jumping from one face to the next, scanning his immediate area to make sure nobody was watching too closely.  As he looked, he backed up, pushing the door open and spilling out into the darkness.  Glancing around, Jed saw himself in a narrow alleyway running on the south side of the bar, a tunnel carved through stone encircling the large tavern to act as a loading zone for supplies.  It was dimly lit, with sparse bulbs screwed into the uneven ceiling in staggered intervals.  He shrugged within his thigh-length duster a leather coat which ruffled at his legs, feeling the dull weight of the pistol at his left hip.  Suddenly he wasn’t so sure about this. 
 
    “Jedidiah Kramer?” a voice asked from the darkness and Jed turned to see the man in the baseball cap approaching, the pale light of the ceiling bulbs casting shadows over his face and at his feet. 
 
    “Maybe,” Jed replied. 
 
    “I’m Officer Francis Beliveau of the Federation of Planets and I’m placing you under arrest for desertion.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jexane - Planet of the Federation. 
 
    Four solar cycles ago. 
 
    “Desertion is such a harsh word,” Jed said as he took a cautious step backwards, showing his palms. 
 
    “What else would you call it?” Beliveau asked, his hand moving to the holster at his hip.  With his other hand he peeled the blue cap off of his head and crushed it in a tight grip and tossed it into the darkened edge of the alley. 
 
    “Hey, come on,” Jed said.  “The Federation got rid of me.” 
 
    “You were on a week’s suspension!” Beliveau shouted.  “You never came back.” 
 
    “Everyone yelling at me like that, do ya blame me?” 
 
    Beliveau sighed and turned towards the other two men, decked out in the tactical gear of the Federation Military Police.  They stepped forward, lifting twin phase rifles, clasping both handles in gloved hands. 
 
    “Oh so what are you going to do?” Jed asked.  “Shoot me down and bring me back to Mars as a charred corpse?  Punch a few burn marks in me before propping me up as an example?  Isn’t that what the Federation does these days?” 
 
    “Hands behind your back, Kramer.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea.  Lork, kick these guys’ asses for me.” 
 
    Beliveau turned around, looking down the dimly lit alley, but saw no one.  Jedidiah made his move.  Spinning on the heel of one black boot, he snapped out his other leg, smacking it into the rifle held by one of the MP’s.  The duster he wore swirled around him in a graceful flowing arc, drawing the attention of the second MP who twisted and fired, burning four dark holes through the cloth of the trench coat.  Jed ducked as he spun, letting two more phase shots scream above his head and scatter against the wall behind him, leaving stray smudges of scorched rock.  His hand snapped up and around, his blaster clutched in an expertly practiced two-handed grip.  He punched the trigger, lacing one green streak of light into the rifle of the second MP, knocking the weapon free of the man’s grasp. 
 
    That’s when Lork came bursting in, the door slamming inward in an echoing clatter of metal on rock, the seven foot fur-covered creature moving like a lithe, twisting reptile.  One large, four-fingered fist shot out and smashed into the second MP’s chest, picking him up and throwing him backwards, slamming his spine against the curved rock wall behind him.  He slumped left as Jed leaped forward, driving the heel of his boot high into the chest of the first MP, throwing his momentum back and carrying his legs out from under him.  The back of his helmeted head whacked against the stone ground, and Officer Beliveau threw himself forward, pushing past Jed at a dead run, swallowed by the deepening darkness of the passage. 
 
    “Well, that was unpleasant,” Lork said softly, standing and dusting off his uniform pants.  In the dim light, his nocturnal eyes gleamed with a strange green hue. 
 
    “You can see him, right?” 
 
    “The man running?  Of course I can, as with my entire race, my night vision is exceptional.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for, let’s get him!” 
 
    Lork drew back, hesitating, standing at his full two-and-a-half meter height.  He was lanky as well as tall, his narrow, fur-covered body looking sleek and athletic in spite of his sheer size. 
 
    “I don’t think I approve.” 
 
    “How long have we known each other, Lork? Six months? Maybe eight?“ 
 
    “I am unfamiliar with this unit of measurement, Jedidiah, as a United federation, we typically-- “ 
 
    Jed rolled his eyes.  “Yeah, yeah whatever. We've known each other a while now. How often have I let you down?” 
 
    “In the time we've met I calculate 27 times when the end result did not appropriately match the desired outcome—" 
 
    “For the love of— okay, then. Do you trust me?” 
 
    Lork remained silent. 
 
    “This bond we've built? It warms the cold cackles of my heart, you walking rodent.” Jed lifted his pistol and twisted the range dial, cranking it up to maximum. “Whatever. Just follow me, will you? And don't shoot me in the back." 
 
    “As you say, Jedidiah.” Lork slung the dual handled slender shaft of his phased rifle from his shoulder, and lifted it with two hands, taking a slow step forward.  “But please know I would not do this if I did not owe you this life debt.” 
 
    “Good thing you do, then, huh?” 
 
    “I am not so sure.” 
 
    In spite of his doubts, Lork ducked his head, dropping down into a strange two arm and two legged gait, galloping after Jedidiah, heading deeper into the alley. 
 
    *** 
 
    Local airspace near the Darkened Zone at Ultega-4. 
 
    Now. 
 
    “Are those what I think they are?” Jed asked, leaning forward to get a better view of the large, arrow-shaped battle cruisers slowing into local space ahead of him. 
 
    “Thraxus class battle cruisers.  I was not aware the Lestat was in ownership of such dangerous war machines.” 
 
    “We weren’t aware of their existence five cycles ago,” Jed reminded him. 
 
    “Fair point.  So what would you have us do?” 
 
    Outside the ship, in the dark of space surrounding them, the two large war ships fell into formation, flanking the smaller interceptor, coming around starboard to face their ship head-on. 
 
    “The Delorean is fast.  I don’t know if she’s fast enough,” Jed whispered. 
 
    “We had plenty of room for additional reactor cores and thrust modules.  I very clearly recall reminding you of that back on Jexane.  I believe I reminded you more than once.” 
 
    Jed flashed a narrow glare over towards his fur-covered first mate and weapons expert.  “Remind me next time I save your furry ass to leave you locked up in that cage, okay?” 
 
    Lork tilted his head, glaring at him.  “Has my life debt been insufficient in expressing my thanks for saving my life?” 
 
    “Your life debt has been a serious pain in my ass.” 
 
    “Mine as well.” 
 
    On the console ahead of them lights flared to red and warning chimes ramped up into a shrill, humming buzz. 
 
    “They’re diverting power from shields to firing systems!” Jed barked.  “Prepare for evasive maneuvers!” 
 
    “We are adrift in empty space flanked by three ships.  The Thraxus class can fill a half quadrant with phased fire in a matter of milliseconds.  Precisely where are we evading to?” 
 
    Alarms wailed. 
 
    “You wanna repay this life debt, start repaying, smart guy.  Evasive freaking maneuvers!” 
 
    Lork lunged forward, thrusting his hands deep into the control sleeves at the console.  He twisted right, slamming his paw shaped foot on a floor lever, engaging the left thrust, shoving it all the way down.  The Delorean wheezed as it jerked right, shuddering. 
 
    “Whoa!” Jed screamed.  “Let’s not tear the ship apart while we’re trying to avoid getting the ship torn apart!” 
 
    Lork ignored him and eased on the left thrust, then rammed his arms forward, sending the smuggling ship plunging into a tight, forward roll as the space they had occupied was filled with a neon green grid work of phased fire.  Lork moved his left paw to a second lever, then shoved his right paw to where his left paw was, massaging the emergency thruster controls of the smuggling ship.  Jed lurched left and clasped his hands around the main firing controls. 
 
    The DeLorean was a Megratz class freighter, a ship designed to carry cargo, though Jed had spent a decade overhauling it with weapons systems and faster than light engines.  Wrapping his fingers around twin control sticks, he engaged the primary weapons systems, two sets of quad-barrel cannons mounted on rounded turrets just under the twin nose of the ship’s bow.  Lork sent the DeLorean curling away from the ships above and Jed yanked back on the sticks, twisting the turrets as far up as they could go. 
 
    “Eat hot light, skin suits!” he screamed, fingers tightening on the sticks, and sending scorched light screaming through space and stars.  The small ship in the center of the three, spasmed left, a desperate escape maneuver, but not quickly enough and the first volley of eight bolts struck it dead center in the underside of the paneled fighter.  Metal buckled and melted, steam burst out into space and the ship tumbled away, the smooth armor of its underside glowing a super-heated orange, thrusters trailing plasma. 
 
    The two large war ships converged. 
 
    “The big boys are coming at us!” Jed shouted as green light streaked down around them.  Three short, narrow beams glanced off the left side, sending the DeLorean rushing starboard, but Lork compensated, flooring the thrusters.  The swift motion threw Jed backwards unexpectedly, and he tumbled out of his chair, whirling down and right, crashing onto the hard floor as the small, semi-circular ship punched in between the larger cruisers.  Phased fire railed around them, but within moments they’d shot too close to the cruisers for targeting, and Lork twisted the ship sideways, narrowly cutting through the small space where the third ship had been moments before. 
 
    Large, bulbous spacecraft passed them on each side, the thick metal panels almost larger than the DeLorean on their own passed along each side window as they surged forward.  They could see the large cruisers attempting to come around, but the smaller smuggling ship was too fast and as it passed between them, Lork angled it right and slammed on the thrust, shooting it towards the vague, circular collection of jagged rocks floating aimlessly ahead.  Jed looked at it, his eyes widening, and he pulled away from the weapons controls, turning towards Lork. 
 
    “I’ll get the controls,” he said quietly. 
 
    Lork regarded him curiously, but stepped away and offered him the ship guidance systems. 
 
    “Do you see what you are looking for, Jedidiah Kramer?” he asked.  Jed looked into the monitor screens to his right and verified that the larger battle cruisers were still coming around, but were a greater distance behind them, their thrusters pushing them through empty space. The hope was by the time they’d come around, the DeLorean would be within range of Ultega-4. 
 
    “Jed?” 
 
    Jed turned back around nodding, when the ship jolted left, shuddering violently. 
 
    Lork spun, looking at the near space detection systems. 
 
    “The third ship!” he shouted.  “Our weapons fire knocked it back, but didn’t destroy it.  They’ve restored power and locked onto us with a tractor beam!” 
 
    “Dammit!” Jed shouted.  “I let the planet distract me.”  He clamped his fingers around the guidance controls and slammed them straight forward, moving his feet to engage thrust.  The ship revved and whined, but would not move.  He turned towards Lork.  “Get back into the reactor room!  Divert power from weapons to thrust, we need to break free!” 
 
    “It’s not going to work, Jedidiah.  The traction field has us locked in.  I’ve seen fields like this hold down Martian frigates with twenty times our thrust capabilities.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest we do?” asked Jed, turning on his first mate. 
 
    A loud, echoing metallic whang echoed throughout the entire ship, the controls jumping in Jed’s tight grasp. 
 
    “What I suggest we do,” Lork said, “is prepare to be boarded.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The piercing blue glow of a cutting tool screamed in the dim passage near the aft section of the DeLorean.  Reflective light bent around the contours of the twisting hallway, illuminating in a spastic strobe of white and pale green.  Slowly the path of the light followed a rectangular shape, burning through outer hull, carving a straight path up, around, down, then back over.  A square of melted composite, reinforced armor plating hummed with a dull, orange ember, looking like a floating apparition, then a massive metal bang shook the wall and knocked the square chunk of hull free.  It toppled forward and slammed down onto the metal floor, its metal on metal impact nearly deafening within the tight confines of the narrow hallway. 
 
    One long leg worked its way through the opened passage, moving from airlock to airlock, the extended boarding tube mingling the atmosphere of one ship with the other, keeping out the sucking, cold vacuum of space.  Following the leg was an equally long and sinewy shape, a body that seemed far too narrow to sustain its own weight, tall and thin beyond all understandable proportion.  Thick, tough blackness covered the creature’s skin, almost like third-degree burns, only the flesh was in its natural state. 
 
    Twin arms moved as if no bones were inside, contorting and twisting, holding a two-handled rifle as the dark-skinned creature finished its cross over the threshold and into the DeLorean’s aft passage.  Moving into the darkened hallway, its appearance became more revealed, moving from dark shadow to dark shadow, as if embodying darkness, peeling itself away from one black place to another.  Twin ovals sat in its blackened flesh face, colored in a reflective milky white, and although there were no pupils, the whites themselves shifted, as if liquid beneath a thin transparent dome, splashing left and right as they looked up and down the hallway. 
 
    Cast in a sparse white light, the first creature was wearing a thin wrap of furred skin around its waist like a loincloth, with pale leather-like fabric tied tight in a bandana over its narrow, hairless scalp.  Its mouth worked against the darkened shine of its flesh, though it didn’t speak. 
 
    The first stalked down the hall, spine bent, head swiveling back and forth.  Twin slits where a nose normally was flared in and out, trying to catch any spare scent in the air.  A long, sleek tongue slithered from between withered flaps and slicked up over the dark, hard reptile skin, revealing needle points of yellowed, serrated teeth.  Two more followed the first, a collection of three wraiths, all adorned in various swaths of shorn flesh, some of it covered with fur, some with scales, some just the plain leather skin of men.  They moved almost without noise, like shifting shadows brought solid. 
 
    Emerging from the hallway out into a more brightly lit central cargo hold, the first Lestalt, crouched low, touching three long fingers to the smooth, grated floor, while the oblong head turned, white eyes contorting, adjusting to the fresh light.  The central hold of the ship was circular, a rounded, open area, each side lined with several grated compartments.  In the middle of a quartet of compartments on each side were small bays, air lock systems leading out to easy access ramps for loading and unloading. 
 
    The creature in the lead gestured towards the compartments on one side and all three of them headed that way, backs bent, heads down, weapons elevated.  They hesitated near one of the compartments and turned slowly, milky, luminescent eyes shifting. 
 
    Just beyond the grated door, something scraped and banged.  The three dark-skinned Lestalts glared at each other, their faces splitting into strange, off color grins. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jexane - Planet of the Federation. 
 
    Four solar cycles ago. 
 
    Jed swung around the corner, already lifting his blaster up into a two-handed firing hold, swiveling, glaring into the growing darkness.  Just to his left and behind him Lork lumbered along, coming up onto two feet, lifting his rifle, eyes gleaming in the scant light. 
 
    “I hear his footsteps, but why do we chase him Jedidiah?  He is an officer of the Federation, we would be better off attempting an escape!” 
 
    Jed took a step forward, still in his rigid firing posture. 
 
    “He may be in the Federation, but he knows something, too.  He drew me here with intel on the Black Rock, and I ain’t leaving here until I get what I came for.” 
 
    “Considering what you came for is a return to Federation Space, then I am inclined to agree with you, Mister Kramer.” Lights flooded into the alley, shattering the dull darkness with blinding beams of white and pale blue.  Lork hissed and drew back, his nocturnal vision burned by the sudden blast of brightness.  All around the spotlights Jed could see shadowed figures shifting left and right, pressing forward, and he knew there was a whole group of them out there, getting ready to swarm them. 
 
    “Lork, on your left!” he shouted, but his fur-covered comrade remained blinded by the assault of lights, and turned too far left, bringing his rifle around.  Three uniformed men burst from the side, and wrapped around him, arms curling and padded gloves grabbing, pulling him down into a twisting, thrashing heap on the ground.  Jed spun on them, bringing the blaster around. 
 
    “Hold up, Kramer!” shouted Officer Beliveau stepping forward, his own Federation issued phase weapon drawn and pointed at the smuggler.  “We’ve got you nailed, deserter.” 
 
    “Take it easy with the ‘d-word’,” Jed said, leaning over and placing his weapon on the stone floor of the carved passage.  “I told you, I was pretty sure I got kicked out.” 
 
    “Well, you’re officially getting invited back.” 
 
    “And you’re officially full of crap.” 
 
    Beliveau narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “You know why I’m here,” Jed hissed.  “You lured me here.  Spread those rumors about Black Rock and Ultega-4.” 
 
    Beliveau couldn’t help the cockeyed smirk from turning his mouth. 
 
    “There’s some truth to that,” Jed said quietly, keeping his hands raised. 
 
    “Course there is,” Beliveau replied.  “Federation’s been mining Black Rock out of Ultega-4 for thousands of cycles.” 
 
    Jed’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You didn’t know that, did you?  Didn’t get the proper clearance while you were in the Navy?  Or were you just not there long enough?” 
 
    “C’mon, Beliveau,” Jed said, his voice thin.  “Don’t jerk me around on this.  You know my history.  You must, otherwise you wouldn’t have used it to draw me here.” 
 
    To his left, Lork crouched in a halfway standing posture, his arms pulled tight behind his slender body.  Three men continued huddling around him, pinning him into a contained position. 
 
    “Yeah, I know how important it is,” Beliveau sneered.  “Doesn’t matter much, anyway.  You’d never survive the trek out there to The Dark.” 
 
    Jed’s smirk shifted into a low scowl.  “The Dark?  That’s where it is?” 
 
    “The fringes, yeah.  It touches the Darkened Zone.  Until a little while ago, it was wholly under Federation control.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Skin Suits happened,” Beliveau replied, his weapon still leveled at Jed’s chest.  “The Lestalts.  Their home world is within The Dark, just inside, less than a quadrant from Ultega-4.  That’s why that whole region is dark, why the Federation hasn’t mapped it yet.” 
 
    “The skins aren’t real,” Jed replied.  “They’re just boogeymen.  Inventions by the Federation to keep its citizens from being too nosy into uncharted space.” 
 
    Beliveau shrugged.  “You’re kinda right.  The Lestalts are very real, but the Federation may have… artificially inflated their threat, at least throughout all of space.  In the Darkened Zone though?  They’re very real and very nasty, and for some reason they decided they wanted Ultega-4.  Drove the Feds out a while ago, and we haven’t gotten the guts to send anyone back yet.” 
 
    Jed nodded. 
 
    “Look,” Beliveau hissed.  “This isn’t old home day, kid.  You’re coming with us, got it?  We’re bringing you in, here and now, and you’re gonna answer for your crimes.” 
 
    Jed drew in a breath, looking down at his feet.  “What do you think about that, Lork?” 
 
    Beside him, Lork stiffened, his pinned arms locking rigid, and his posture pulling him straight. 
 
    “Not sure I care for that plan, Jedidiah Kramer.  I’ve had my fill of cages, thank you.” 
 
    Beliveau’s eyes darted towards Lork for a moment, and the DeLorean weapons specialist went into motion.  His narrow, slick-furred head shot straight backwards, smashing into the nose of one of the men who had his arm pinned.  There was a sickening dull whack, a snap of bone and split of skin and the man barked, stumbling backwards.  Beliveau stepped towards Lork, shifting his aim and Jed dropped into a low crouch, sweeping his blaster from the floor of the alley.  The Federation officer recovered enough to turn back towards him and fire, but the beam of solid light scorched the air above Jed’s head and his own weapon snapped off three swift bursts.  Green beams of phased energy punched into Beliveau’s chest, throwing him backwards, the smell of burnt fabric and scorched flesh filling the air in the narrow passage. 
 
    Jed turned his weapon towards Lork just in time to see the tall rodent creature lunge forward, slamming a second soldier high against the curved stone wall, his feet a meter off the ground.  He spun as the man plummeted to the ground, landing awkwardly on his shoulder and head.  The last armed man moved in towards Lork, but Jed moved more quickly and adjusted aim, then fired again, two swift bolts, the first driving into the man’s right knee, buckling him, with the second striking a moment later, high in his right shoulder, throwing him hard left into stone.  He struck and fell, joining the other men on the rock floor at Lork’s feet. 
 
    Jed flashed Lork a sideways smirk.  “I love it when a plan comes together.” 
 
    Lork looked at him vacantly, then bent over, scooped up his rifle and joined the DeLorean captain as he walked back towards the entrance to the bar.  As Jed passed the crumpled baseball cap on the stone floor, he bent, lifted it, smoothed the fabric, and pulled it tight over his thick bush of dark hair, spinning the bill around behind him.  He smiled and shrugged his shoulders to get the duster fitting better, then pushed through the door, letting it close behind them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Local airspace near the Darkened Zone at Ultega-4. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Jed looked at his feet from within the tight confines of the storage compartment.  Resting on the metal grated floor, one of the toolkits sat on its side, the lid opened and metal tools scattered throughout the floor at his feet. 
 
    “Crud,” he said quietly.  The door to the compartment had horizontal slots for ventilation all throughout it, and he could see the shrouded movements of the Skin Suits on the other side.  As soon as the tool box had hit the floor, the movements of the shapes had halted, blocking the light of the cargo hold.  He could see the elongated, vaguely human shaped forms on the other side twist as if coming around to peer between the slates of the compartment door. 
 
    Jed drew in a deep breath and held it, his entire body locking still, muscles clenching so he could hold his pose and his posture.  Narrow, dark-skinned fingers reached between the slats, probing inside the storage closet, groping over the metal, the thin slats bending as the creatures outside tried to pry their hands into the small room. 
 
    Jed pushed himself further back into the compartment, the shelves pressing tight into his spine and shoulders.  Thin beads of sweat formed at his hairline, thin trickles of cold running down his forehead and over his cheeks, his skin feeling clammy.  He could see the force increasing on the thin doors to the compartment and they actually started bending, the metal giving way and pressing inward, twisting in the grip of the long, thick fingers.  They hesitated for a moment, then squeezed between the slats, rending metal and crunching it into a twisted fistful of foil.  Jed could see the veins protruding on the dark, leathery skin of the creature’s hands as it tensed, then it lurched backwards, pulling, tearing the metal door from its hinges, ripping it free with a screeching, ripping shriek, tossing the rectangle of steel away, sending it clattering across the floor, crashing into the compartments across the hold. 
 
    Jed looked out into the empty rectangle and saw them then, all three of them, tall and shadowed, narrow, milky eyes glaring.  Jed had been a smuggler for at least half of his life and he’d seen any manor of freaky things, both normal and alien, and he could feel his guts turning to liquid as he stared upon these three creatures, tough and dark, wearing strips of flayed flesh over their narrow limbs and torsos. 
 
    The lead creature extended a narrow, bony arm and pointed one of his long fingers towards Jed, his mouth prying open to reveal the thick, scaly tongue. 
 
    “Who, me?” Jed asked, looking around the narrow closet as if there might be other people inside.  He stepped forward, out into the cargo hold, his right hip bumping against the edge of the wall as he did.  He could feel the dull weight in his holster as he moved and hoped they didn’t see it as well. 
 
    As he entered the hold, they spread apart, forming around him, their heads cocking to the side as they glared at him, their blank, white eyes afixed.  Jed let his arms fall to his side, his right hand touching the blaster at his hip, but not making any drastic movements.  All three of them still looked at him with a strange blank intensity, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the swath of pale flesh that wrapped around the leader’s scalp, tied tight like a bandana over his bald dome. 
 
    “Hey, guys, you know, sorry to interrupt you.  Looks like you were just in the middle of a raging kegger.  By all means, you do you, I’ll just jump in the cockpit and be on my way.  Cool?” 
 
    The lead Lestalt shook his head.  “No,” it hissed.  “Not cool.”  His voice was harsh and jagged, like raking dried wood over broken glass. 
 
    “Black Rock is ours now,” the creature continued.  “Intruders become flayed.  You are an intruder.” 
 
    Jed took a step back.  “Nah, buddy.  My skin would totally clash with your eyes.  Seriously.  Not even worth the trouble.” 
 
    The three advanced, the one in the lead smiling, his tongue flicking out.  They drew close, following him as he stepped back again, trying to get some space between him and them.  They matched him pace for pace. 
 
    Finally the lead Lestalt lifted his rifle and sneered.  “Stop.  Enough.  We end this.” 
 
    Jed’s eyes darted to the right.  “If you say so.  Lork?” 
 
    One of the metal grates within the curved ceiling of the cargo hold clattered and fell, smashing down to the ground and Lork slammed down on top of it, landing in a deep, low crouch, eyes glaring at the three dark aliens who all turned in unison to face him.  Jed lunged left, closing his fist and pounding it against the wall, his hand striking the release for the unloading ramp embedded in the starboard wall.  An alarm wailed as the door clacked, separating from the wall with a sudden screech and hiss of incoming air.  Lork lashed out with his right hand, wrapping his fingers around one of the many handles embedded in the floor of the cargo hold for emergency purposes.  The three Lestalts knew nothing of these handles and widened their eyes, pulling their mouths open in silent screams as the unloading ramp broke free from the wall and unfolded, creating a vacant hole in the hull of the ship, the vacuum of space screaming and rushing, reaching in with ice-cold, invisible fingers, clutching at the three dark-hued aliens, grabbing them and hauling them all out, a thrashing of boneless limbs and narrow bodies, sucking them into the vastness of open space.  In one instant they were there, the next they were gone, sucked out into emptiness, the cargo hold a whipping, whirling vacuum of air. 
 
    “Jedidiah!” screamed Lork.  “I cannot hold on to this handle for long!” 
 
    Jed was pinned against the wall, flattened to the metal, back first and lifted his left arm, moving it towards the button.  He spread his fingers, positioned his palm and slapped it down hard against the glowing red, punching the button inward.  Immediately the door clacked loud and ratcheted back towards them, slamming into place, locking the airlock and sealing the contents of the ship back within. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I must say, Jedidiah Kramer, that your insistence to continue onward towards Ultega-4 causes me grave concern!” Lork moved to port towards the weapons controls on the console, twisting his fur-covered head around to glance out one of the side windows. 
 
    “Somehow by some freak chance of will you’ve been able to outsmart the Federation as well as the Lestalt, yet still you’re determined to land on this forsaken bag of rocks!” 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!  Watch it, furball!” replied Jed, guiding the control sticks forward as the DeLorean entered the localized atmosphere of Ultega-4.  The ship leaped downward, shuddering as it moved through the tighter collection of air nearer the surface of the rock planet. 
 
    Lork’s dark eyes scanned the console readings ahead of him as he adjusted the various sensors, shaking his head.  “This world’s atmosphere is mostly nitrogen,” he said quietly.  “There’s some Oxygen as well, scattered carbon dioxide and argon.  I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” replied Jed, almost wistfully. 
 
    The DeLorean continued its rough downward trajectory, thrashing and buckling under the increased pressure of the upper atmosphere.  For a handful of moments, Lork was almost certain the ship would tear itself apart at the seams, the outer hull panels separating, popping bolts, peeling away like a ripe fruit. 
 
    But it held, and the ride smoothed out, the smuggling ship soon coasting through the lower levels of this strange rock’s air with relative easy, surfing the air currents and riding them down towards the clumped bundles of dark gray clouds.  They couldn’t see the ground from their altitude as they veered down, punching into the layers of cloud cover, the sky lightening to a consistent cascade of slate and charcoal all around them.  After a few tense moments of the ship bucking and jerking again, they burst through the bottom ridge of clouds… 
 
    …and out into the most beautiful sight Jed had ever seen. 
 
    They dropped from the ashen chunks of dull clouds into a wide expanse of empty sky, light gray slate, cloudless and empty.  Below them, lining the gentle slopes of rocky hills were rows and rows of strange devices, ornate antenna and instruments lifting up into the sky, each metallic branch ringed with organically shaped wire mesh in cascading circles.  Everything looked so natural that Jed couldn’t help but smile when he saw it, rolling black fields, huge, looming mountain ranges and enough of those antennas to look like endless trees.  Jed had never seen a real tree in his life, he’d lived all three and a half decades from one cramped ship to another, and seeing the wide emptiness of Ultega-4 was like nothing he had ever seen before. 
 
    “What is this place?” Lork asked as the DeLorean continued its downward trek, angling towards a flat slab of mountain top, swinging gently around to settle.  At the base of the ship the landing skids ratcheted free and clacked down into position and the ship moved towards the terrain, landing with a dull, muffled thump and gentle sagging of compressed landing gear. 
 
    Jed didn’t answer Lork, he just pushed up from the pilot’s seat and moved starboard across the cockpit, heading towards the rear of the ship, the cargo hold to be specific.  Lork took one last look at the outer sensors. 
 
    “Jedidiah!” he shouted.  “What are you doing?  Don’t go out there, it could be dangerous!” 
 
    Jed moved through the cargo hold, making his way towards the side ramp, the one they had ejected the Skin Suits out of only a short time before. 
 
    “I don’t know if the air is safe,” Lork said, hustling after him, speaking frantically.  He reached to his left and plucked a helmet and air intake system from the rack near the airlock, pulling the helmet tight just as Jed punched the large red button next to the air lock.  Alarms wailed inside the ship, followed by a loud crack and hiss, and the door way slid open, extending the loading ramp in a slow, graceful arc towards the rocky surface. 
 
    “Jedidiah, this is a mistake!” he screamed as Jed took a step out onto the ramp. 
 
    Cool air blew past him, rolling over his bare face and running chills up both arms.  Jed closed his eyes, listening to the vast, untamed silence of the place, and he could almost feel the surrounding emptiness.  The wide-open air, the far-reaching sky.  He felt small.  Insignificant.  Opening his mouth he drew in a huge, deep breath. 
 
    Lork stood behind him, hands at his side, looking at his ship’s captain with a cocked head.  His flat, dark eyes flicked with eyelids, blinking curiously at his back.  Jed raised his arms gently to each side, letting the breeze roll through his curled hair, brushing his flesh, picking up his duster and flapping it gently behind him. 
 
    Exhaling, Jed halted for a moment, let himself calm, then drew in another breath, just taking in the air, letting it fill his lungs.  He stood there in silence for several moments. 
 
    “Jedidiah?” asked Lork, his voice tinny and echoing from within the air intake system.  “Are you well?” 
 
    Jed nodded.  “I’m very well, Lork.” 
 
    He turned towards the tall, fur-covered alien, who stood, his legs bent and his arms hanging at his side, looking at the man with moderate confusion. 
 
    “Ultega-4… it was a legend told to me as a child,” Jed said softly.  “The first Earth extraterrestrial mining colony.  One of the first places the citizens of Earth terraformed and settled once our home planet started deteriorating.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Jed nodded.  “Earth’s been gone a long time.  Thing is, nobody really knows where it is or what happened, but one thing I do know is that Ultega-4 is a piece of its history.  A piece of my history.” 
 
    “So… you are not here for anything?” Lork asked. 
 
    Jed shrugged.  “Living in space your whole life, you kind of forget what home is like.  You forget how non-chemically altered air tastes.  What life is like when you’re not surrounded by too many beings in too small an area.  For as vast and open as space is, living in it is pretty damn claustrophobic, you know?” 
 
    Lork shrugged.  “My home is mostly forest,” he replied.  “Very open.  Plenty of opportunity to run, to get fresh air.” 
 
    Jed looked at him.  “So what are you doing with me?” 
 
    The taller being tilted his head again.  “You know why.  The life debt.  I owe you my life and am sworn to accompany you as you live out the rest of your days.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Jed replied, looking away again.  “Thanks for the reminder.” 
 
    Lork glanced around them, looking at the high vantage point from the flattened rock they stood upon, out into the gray skies of Ultega-4.  His eyes settled on the tall, sprawling rows of antennas. 
 
    Jed noticed his look.  “They’re not real, but those are supposed to be trees,” he said.  “They help produce carbon-dioxide.  Help Earth people breathe.” 
 
    “This world is empty now?” Lork asked. 
 
    “Nobody lives here, far as I know,” Jed replied.  “Federation drove them off so they could strip mine the entire planet.  Then I guess the Skin Suits arrived and drove them away.  Who knows what’s going to happen to it now.” 
 
    The dim light of gray sky faded and Lork cast his eyes upwards, his muscles tightening. 
 
    “Jedidiah Kramer, I think it is time for us to go.” 
 
    Jed followed the direction of his gaze and locked eyes on the horizon.  He could see them there, fading into visibility, descending from the clouds as they had.  The two Lestalt battle cruisers.  They’d moved into orbit, then further into atmosphere and in just a few minutes they’d have them bracketed. 
 
    “It was nice while it lasted,” sighed Jed.  He looked back at Lork.  “Back on board, tough guy.  Time to head back home.” 
 
    Jed walked past him, his boots clanking on the metal ramp as he moved back up into the ship.  Lork’s eyes followed him, a narrow smile creasing his lips, a slight nod moving his head. 
 
    “Time to head home,” he said softly, and followed Jed back into the ship to prepare for launch. 
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    Daughters of Ayor 
 
    By David R. Bernstein 
 
    The SalvationOne’s mission was to find a new home for a dying civilization, but a massive solar flare slowly kills all but one crew member. Cut off from the command bridge for six months, Len Morrow is the sole survivor on an irradiated vessel deep in space, but is he really alone? 
 
      
 
    Science Officer Log: SalvationOne 
 
    Entry: 439 
 
    I don’t give a crap anymore… 
 
    Log that. 
 
    -End Log- 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Nearly six months – well, five months, twenty-three days, ten hours, give or take – and I am still here. I look at the time display on the wall. Oh wait, eleven hours now. Great.  
 
    Today’s dinner is ration pack B256 – cheese lasagna. Dried, fake cheese. Low sodium. Enough to survive, I guess. My taste buds died of boredom months ago. I guess it’s better than irradiated vegetables from the quarantined hydroponics bay. The system still provides the plants water, which annoys me to no end. How dumb is it that an advanced AI computer system would shut off eighty percent of the ship due to ionized radiation exposure, but not disable water and power systems there? Luckily, my lab has a separate and dedicated H2O system.  
 
    Would be fun to see the mutant plants that might have developed though. Maybe I have a new, floral shipmate wandering around.  
 
    I’m left with level 1 sleeping quarters, storage room B, and my research lab. A few hours in the rec room would’ve made the last few months bearable, but no. I have four cook books, board games that require more than one player, and three tablets with broken screens. A bounty of excitement. If I had access to engineering, I could fix the shattered devices in ten minutes. It’s like prison with no chance of parole. 
 
    “Computer?” I grit out through my teeth. 
 
    “Yes, Officer Morrow?” a female voice responds. She sounds slightly better than an automated attendant. 
 
    “How about you check the radiation levels for me?” 
 
    “Sure.” She pauses. “Radiation levels at critical. No new breaches.” 
 
    “Computer, can you take me back to Earth now?” 
 
    Not sensing my sarcastic tone, she replies, “Earth is unsustainable for future human life. Our mission objective prevents me from altering course. Humanity’s chance for survival relies on the success of our—” 
 
    “Super. Thanks,” I interrupt. “Computer, play Captain North’s last log entry on screen two.” 
 
    The communications display brightens and expands out from the wall from each side. I’ve tried to get this thing to do more than log and play video entries, but it’s beyond my skill set. 
 
    An older woman with a short, grey haircut pops onto the display, her collar unfastened at her throat. A solemn look fills her tired face.  
 
    “This is my final entry. From what I can tell, the rest of the crew is dead. It’s been twenty days since the solar flare forced the computer to quarantine parts of the ship. No one has attempted to contact me for a week. My body is breaking down. We have failed our mission. My hope is the S1 will maintain its course and someone will discover us. The ships protocols will still function. We are an unmanned lifeboat now. Please tell my family I love them. North out.” 
 
    I’m not sure why I watch that video log. It only depresses me more, but I think some flickering sense of duty is trying to hold on. Captain North was a great person. I respected her, but she was wrong.  
 
    The whole crew is not dead.  
 
    I’m not dead. 
 
    The solar flare disabled my commlink to the rest of the ship. Sealed off before the radiation hit, I’ve only been able to view recorded crew logs. Each one gets harder and harder to watch as they slowly wither away from radiation poisoning. One by one, I replayed their final mission logs. Their bodies are broken down, the life stripped from their dulling faces. Some handled it better than others. I’m not sure how I would’ve handled it, but watching everyone slowly die has not been great either. 
 
    Keeping busy is all I can do to keep my mind off my dwindling rations. With each day that passes, we are thousands of miles further from Earth. Every mile is one step closer to my death. I’ve calculated that I have forty-nine days left of food at limited caloric intake levels. Just when I was getting used to our ship-grown, plant-based protein sources, it was ripped from me by the damn radiation. Today, I plan to analyze our latest deep space scans. None of them have shown any signs of organic compounds from any of the nearest star systems. 
 
    “Computer?” 
 
    “Yes, Officer Morrow?” she replies quickly. 
 
    “Have you processed today’s data from the DSS?”  
 
    “Analysis shows zero signs of organic compounds from system G-1234.” 
 
    “This is just stupid… stupid.” I slam my fists down on the workstation, my head dropping. 
 
    A rapid cascade of beeps floods out of the comm. “Excuse me Officer Morrow, a priority signal has pinged us from an unknown location. I must attend to this.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I pop my head up and step back a few steps. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I am sorry sir. You do not have the clearance level for this protocol.” 
 
    “What the,” I snarl. “I’m the most senior officer left on this ship. Fill me in, now.” 
 
    Nothing but silence fills the room as I stare up at the ceiling. My heart races.  
 
    “Hello? Computer?” I call out. 
 
    A low tone pulses from the comm system, filling the silence. Nothing. My mind’s blank. I can’t recall what this specific alert tone signifies. The alarm intensifies, echoing off the hull walls now. I cringe, covering my ears. It’s hard to think. 
 
    “Computer, what’s going on?”  
 
    I can barely hear my own voice. The ship rattles. The gravity lock glitches, lifting me up a few inches. I’m yanked down again as it quickly re-engages. I stumble, grabbing a handle on the workbench to brace myself. The Ion drive has reversed, killing all forward momentum. I rush to the sensor panel and try to analyze system statuses, but nothing is giving me data on this alert. My access is restricted even more than normal.  
 
    We’ve come to a full stop now. 
 
    “Computer?” I plead. “Please analyze radiation levels on the bridge.” 
 
    I’m hoping I can just get her to communicate with me again. I need more information and I need it now.  
 
    My breathing becomes faster. All I can do is pace the small lab as I wait. No response. She’s not taking the bait. I need to try something different. 
 
    “Computer, I think there’s a security breach in my lab. Please help.” This lie is all I can think of to re-engage comms with her. 
 
    “I do not detect any breaches from the locked hatches,” she finally responds. “Please expand on your situation.” 
 
    “Why have we stopped?” I ask. 
 
    “Access denied. You do not have clearance.” 
 
    This is impossible. How can I figure out what’s going on if she keeps treating me like a lowly ensign or the ship’s cook?  
 
    Think Len, think. 
 
    “Computer, I believe something is trying to disable life support in here. I can barely breathe.” 
 
    Another lie, but I need to do something.  
 
    “Officer Morrow, oxygen levels are normalized. Please access your medical system to run a scan on your health status. You could be…” Her voice tapers off and then there’s silence. 
 
    “Computer? Hello? Are you there? Computer?” 
 
    Something moves across the bow of the ship, projecting a shadow into the lab. I wrench my head around and rush to the port window in the back. I barely catch sight of a dark vessel floating out of my vantage point. It didn’t look like one of our salvation ships. All I saw was the smooth dark outer hull as it drifted out of sight.  
 
    I throw my body back against the hull wall just to the left of the port window. I need to think. Who or what are they? 
 
    “Computer, are you there?” 
 
    Still nothing. What if she's been disabled by whoever’s out there? If they did that, they’re not exactly friendly.  
 
    My mind reels with what to do next. Hide. I need to hide. Mask my life signs. Maybe they haven't detected me yet. 
 
    Searching the lab, I notice the emergency radiation suit made of Derlex material. It should block any scan…I hope. Nearly knocking over the workstation, I run to the suit hanging in the front corner of the lab and put it on faster than I've ever dressed before. All seals are fastened as I slip on the helmet and latch it securely. This was the only suit like this on the S1. It was meant to be a safeguard for any dangerous research that I needed to do on our mission. The crew could have survived if these suits were standard precaution for every section of the ship, but no one planned on that level of a solar flare. Their basic Rad suits didn’t stand a chance once the ship was breached. 
 
    The curved display on my wrist brightens as I activate the suit’s power. A radiation indicator flickers on in the right corner. The heat map scans close to forty yards out from me. It’s only reaching the sealed off sections I’m stuck in. Luckily, the walls of the inner hull keep me safe, but they also limit the suit’s sensors. Contained inside this suit, every deep breath sounds like Darth Vader’s in here with me. Before my death sentence on the ship I would have found that hilarious, but right now it’s only enhancing my anxiety. Time to move. 
 
    I activate the hatch panel and the door slides open, retracting into the wall. Stepping into the corridor, I turn to look down both directions. My mind’s full of mush and my nerves are on fire, increasing my heart rate. It doesn’t help that the suit keeps reminding me of that fact. Stereo warnings repeat every thirty seconds as a robotic voice counts it out.  
 
    “One sixty-eight over eighty-seven… One eighty-four over ninety-two... One ninety-four over ninety-three…” 
 
    Breathe Len, breathe.  
 
    I try my best to take in deep breaths and exhale slowly as I make my way to the storage room. The warnings continue. Fiddling with the wrist display, I thankfully find the command to turn them off. The hatch to the supply room is around the next bend.  
 
    Moving forward, a green light on the access panel on the entrance to the senior officer’s quarters catches my attention. Why isn't it locked down? I’ve ignored this door and the red restricted access symbol flashing on its panel for so long, but the new vibrant green haze stands out so much that I can’t overlook it. Tentatively, I peer through the small hatch window. Nothing. The once-darkened hall behind the door is now well-lit, but empty. I open my mouth to call out to the computer, but quickly clamp it shut. Who knows who else is listening.  
 
    With my advanced Rad suit on, I need to take advantage of this open door. I’m not sure how long it will stay like this, but if I open it and it’s still irradiated, I will contaminate the only livable space left on the S1. I will seal my fate. Living in this suit is not possible.  
 
    My eyes shut and I press my helmet to the hatch. I can’t exist like this anymore. Alone and counting down the days till I starve to death. This is the only chance I have to recalculate my odds. Most likely I’ll be lowering them, but I have to try. 
 
    On the lower half of the access panel, I press the pulsating green button that says ‘Open’. It whooshes back. I keep my eyes shut as if I’m expecting to be knocked back by some sort of physical radiation wave. Not possible, but invisible, untouchable radiation is just as scary.  
 
    I crack my lids open and raise my hand to look at the display. The radiation detector shows green. It’s… safe?  
 
    What? 
 
    Somehow the poison that’s been lurking outside my section of the ship is gone. Not that I trust the sensor fully. I have no intention of removing this suit. And if it is safe, who could do such a thing? Fully eradicating radiation is beyond our technical ability. Someone decontaminated the ship and this suit might be the only thing keeping me hidden from them.  
 
    Hugging the corridor walls, I move past the sleeping quarters. A hard swallow tames my emotions. I know what I’ll find if I open those doors. I need to get to the bridge to see what’s really going on. The rec room is just down this next hall to the right. Once I pass that, the bridge will be up a short flight of stairs.  
 
    I run out of wall to slide against. The rec room doesn’t have doors, just a big opening. I close my eyes for a moment, building the courage to look inside. My eyes open and I exhale slowly, inching into the opening. 
 
    A slumped body rests in one of the lounge chairs facing the game console in the back. The display is still on, replaying the game’s credit scene. Illuminated by the vivid screen, a blotchy arm dangles from the side of the chair. I creep forward and peer around the back of the recliner.  
 
    Trying to cup my hand over my mouth, I slap the front of my helmet, jolting back a bit at the horror. After a moment, I lean back in to get a closer look. It’s hard to make out who it is with all the deteriorating flesh, but the embroidered patch on his jumpsuit that’s not covered in dried vomit fills me in.  
 
    It’s Lt. Masters. We didn’t talk much, but he was fearless. I have no doubt he lived out his remaining days however he wanted.  
 
    Thankfully, no one else is in here, but the room only reminds me of the horror the rest of the crew went through. Looking at organic compounds in the lab is not the same thing as seeing your fellow crewmember melted away. It wasn’t fun, that’s for sure. 
 
    I reach the stairs to the bridge. This room was off limits unless the senior officers requested me. Even then, it was nothing more than for scientific advice. Before my foot even hits the first step up the short stairwell, something muffled comes from beyond the hatch. My body takes over and I step back, retreating behind the wall. Everyone's dead. I saw their final log entries. There’s no way anyone from the crew is still alive.  
 
    We’ve been boarded. 
 
    Friend or foe? I have no idea. No way I’m going in to say hi. I need to think of something else, figure out why they’re here. Best scenario, they could be here to save me. The worst? They’ll kill me and take the ship. I just don’t know. Engineering is where I need to be. I'll have more access to the ship’s systems there.  
 
    Slow but deliberate steps lead me away from the corridor. Heading back toward the officer’s quarters, I realize I’ll need an access key to get where I need to go. For that, I’ll have to go into the captain’s personal quarters. 
 
    At the end of the hall, Cabin 1 reads across the hatch. Captain North’s quarters. Walking up, I take a deep breath and press to open the door. A quick clanking rattle sounds before the door slides in. There was no need for North to lock herself in. She was cut off from everyone.  
 
    Radiation levels are normal in this room, too. Looks like whoever’s in the bridge cleaned the whole ship.  
 
    Guilt floods my mind, eventually finding its way to my chest. I survived. There must be a point to all of this. Living only to be taken by hostel beings now seems meaningless. 
 
    North’s stiff body lies curled up on the bed, agony frozen on her face. Most of her hair has fallen out and the blistering welts have overtaken her exposed skin. The operations key is wrapped around her frail wrist. The curved, small device gives her access to the entire ship. A captain is required to put this in their safe at the end of their shift, but I don’t think she worried too much about it in her final days. I don’t need to hack into her safe, but I do have to pry it from her dead body. Pausing for a moment, I stare at her. North would want me to take it. Still, it feels invasive.  
 
    Slowly, I walk up to her bed, breathing deeply. I take her forearm and carefully raise it up. Her irradiated flesh peels back, hanging on, but barely. With my free hand, I unlatch the clasp on the underside of the device. It comes off with ease. I gently rest her arm back down at her side. Grabbing the covers on the bed, I pull them over her. 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    It’s time to move. Exiting North’s quarters, I shake my head to jog my memory, my eyes moving back and forth. It’s been close to a year since the last training exercise had me working in engineering. The path gradually returns to my mind. Back of the ship, lower level, past the med-bay.  
 
    I run from corridor to corridor. My heavy breathing drowns out my nerves. Down the aft stairs, I come to a sealed hatch with ‘Engineering’ etched into the metal door. I pull out North’s key from my side pocket and press it up against the digital display to the left of the door. A beep followed by a clank sounds from inside the wall as the door releases and slides open. Inside, lights flicker on, brightening the large room.  
 
    Stepping in, I glance over the entire room. I put the key back in my pocket and zip it up. System displays cover the wall on each side with cockpit-like chairs facing each one. Luckily, no bodies are in here. I desperately want to remove this suit. While it’s fairly formfitting, it’s still stuffy and uncomfortable. 
 
    I plop down in the center seat to the right. The chair’s spring-loaded suspension drops down a bit before raising me back up. Okay, think. I need to listen in on the bridge without alerting whoever’s up there. There’s a commlink station at every post in the bridge. If I can just open one of those channels…  
 
    I navigate to the comm screen on the display and locate the bridge channels. This isn’t going as easily as I’d hoped. If I open any of these, there will be an activation sound at the post that will alert anyone to it. 
 
    “Officer Morrow.” The computer’s voice startles me. “Please explain why you are accessing comm channels for the bridge. You are not authorized to use engineering systems.” 
 
    “You’re back!” I spin in my chair and look up. “What happened?” 
 
    “Sir, you are not authorized to be in this room, or to access those systems. I must lock you out and activate security measures.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, I’m acting captain now.” With one arm raised, I reach into my pocket and pull out the operations key, lifting it into the air. “Captain North granted me access to her key.” 
 
    A lie, but an important one. 
 
    “The captain never entered the authorization into my logs,” she says. “You are operating against ship’s protocols.” 
 
    My brow furrows. I need to think of something or she’ll lock me out and probably tip off our guests to me.  
 
    Then it comes to me. 
 
    “Hold on,” I blurt out. “As the top level science officer on this vessel, I determined Captain North’s health to be critical. Based on protocol F256, a captain’s key can be repossessed until a senior officer can take over as acting captain. I have been unable to locate a senior officer, so I am captain. For now.” 
 
    “A ship-wide scan has determined there are no active officers on board,” she says. “Life signs confirm this as well. How can I assist you Captain?”  
 
    I can’t believe that worked. I’m the captain without a crew. I wasn’t promoted, I took it, but I still have full access to the ship now. It’s time to take hold of the situation and regain control. 
 
    “Computer, lock access to your program. Only I have access.” 
 
    “Yes sir,” she replies. “Access to my program has been restricted.” 
 
    “Computer, how did you know I was in here? Did you read my life signs?” 
 
    “Your suit has a tracking system in place. I am able to monitor your location. It is a safety procedure during emergencies.” 
 
    “Does that mean the bridge was informed of my location?” I ask. 
 
    “No. This is a passive monitoring protocol that is performed on all active suits.” 
 
    “Ok good.”  
 
    That way they probably don’t know I’m here still. 
 
     “Computer, I need you to open one of the back station channels on the bridge, but disable any sound alerts from the comm.” 
 
    “Operations comm open,” she says. “One-way listening only.” 
 
    It’s silent. Did I imagine those voices I heard? They could be investigating the ship. I stand and rest my elbows on the back of the chair, deciding I’d better move and find a place to hide. Before I have a chance to take a step, I hear a woman’s voice from the bridge. I straighten up, my body tense. 
 
    “If the vessel is abandoned, we should destroy it and move on,” an ethereal voice says. “Your orders, Theena?”  
 
    My mouth drops open. They must be human. They speak English, they have to be, but how did they get here? I don’t understand why they’re discussing destroying the S1 either. This isn’t making sense. 
 
    “Myra,” a woman with a more commanding voice says, “we didn’t travel to this sector to just destroy a lifeless vessel. All advanced life poses a threat to our kind.” 
 
    “What do you recommend?” Myra asks. 
 
    “We need to find this species’ origin planet. They are humanoid, and do share the historical language.” 
 
    Wait… they’re not human? I don’t understand. How do they speak our language then?  
 
    I pace the metal floor of the engineering room. A cool wave floods my body as fear draws the blood from my limbs. 
 
    “We are unable to access the computer’s AI,” a third female voice says. “I did find analog star charts, though.” 
 
    “That is all we need,” Theena replies. “We will go to their home world and eliminate them before they become a threat to the quadrant. They’ve already begun traveling beyond their solar system. We cannot allow this.” 
 
    This is not good. Not good at all. 
 
    “Computer?” I frantically call out. “What have your scans found out about these things?” 
 
    “My initial scans did not detect their life signs before system protocols shut me down, but I was able to gather data on their space craft.” 
 
    “Ok… Ok, that’s something,” I say. “What’s the ship’s tactical capabilities?” 
 
    “The vessel’s hull is comprised of several metals, as well as some unknown compounds. There appears to be four cannons as well as two missile bays. Weapon types unknown.” 
 
    “Can our plasma defenses take it down?” I plead. 
 
    “Their vessel doesn’t appear to have any shielding activated. There is a 74% chance our cannons will critically disable them.” 
 
    My mind races with the options. They're hostel, but who are they? The S1 has been vented of all radiation. The ship is livable now, and I can continue North’s mission. I’ll be alone, but I will have a purpose again.  
 
    None of this matters if I don’t take care of this threat. 
 
    “Myra, inform the Daughters that we will be returning to the Kyoria,” Theena’s voice echoes through the open comm. “We have no use for this crude vessel. Prepare to destroy it once we’ve returned.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Myra replies. 
 
    I don’t have time to figure out who they—what they are. Their ship needs to be destroyed before they board it. 
 
    “Computer?” I call out. “Seal the bridge and ready the plasma cannons.” 
 
    “Bridge has been locked down. Plasma cannons ready.” 
 
    With my eyes shut, I breathe in deeply and exhale the doubt from my core. “Open fire.” 
 
    The ship rattles as the weapons discharge. I grab the chair to steady myself and drop down into it. Touching the display before me, I activate the forward cameras, giving me a front row seat to the action. Their ship rips apart as the energy of the explosion hits the S1. A steady rumble vibrates through the floor under my feet. A cool blue burst of light severs their craft in half before a cascade of new explosions ripple from its hull. There’s nothing left of it.  
 
    Now I have to figure out how to deal with these so-called Daughters still on my ship. 
 
    “Computer, can we shut off life support to the bridge?”  
 
    The harsh words make me cringe. 
 
    “I am sorry, Sir. Life support systems cannot be disabled for the bridge. Critical sections of the SalvationOne have emergency protocols in place to prevent catastrophic failures. There are several backup systems in place.” 
 
    Well, that just made things a lot harder. I jump to my feet once again and turn to find the weapons locker near the door. Rushing to it, I use North’s key to open the digital lock. The metal hatch pops open. Pulling it fully open, I find three plasma rifles lined up on a rack inside. Placing the key on the ledge, I grab a weapon and check to see if it’s charged. A green light indicator shows a full charge. These thicker gloves make holding the weapon difficult. I nearly drop it, fumbling it in my hands. I think it’s time to get out of this stuffy Rad outfit.  
 
    I rest the weapon down on the nearest chair and find the latches on the helmet. Pausing for a moment, I decide I have no choice. The open seal hisses as air rushes out from the glass mask. My heart pounds in my chest. I don’t fully trust the radiation-free indicator, but I have to act now. The suit slides down as I step out of it. I’m exposed now, leaving the suit on the ground as I pick up the rifle, but at least I can freely move again. My mind plays tricks on me. I can swear the air tastes different, but I need to push these thoughts out of my head. The rifle is firm in my grasp as I head to the exit. I clasp the key onto my wrist, adjusting the fit. 
 
    The engineering hatch slides back and I take a cautious step out. Something flashes before my eyes, but there’s no time to react. A heavy hit to my chest throws me back, sliding across the engineering floor. The rifle flies from my hands, skittering just out of my reach. Out of the shadows of the open entry, two figures emerge. The first woman is pointing a pistol at me. Her nearly-black flowing hair curls down to her waist. A tight, black body suit hugs her defined curves. She’s fit, and the dark around her eyes gives her an intimidating gaze. Out from behind her, the second woman struts in. Tall with nearly white blonde hair and wearing the same outfit, she’s beautiful, and just as fierce looking. I turn to look at my rifle when the first woman shakes her head and steps closer to me. Sitting up, I show my hands to them and stay put. 
 
    “You destroyed my ship,” the blonde woman says. “I can’t believe you did that. You have no idea what you’ve done.” 
 
    “You boarded my ship,” I snarl. “I had no choice. You have no right to be here.” 
 
    “Myra, bring him to the bridge.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “This human and I need to have a talk.” 
 
    “I locked the bridge. How did you get out?” 
 
    Myra scoffs. “Your primitive systems are pathetic.”  
 
    Grabbing under my arm, Myra effortlessly lifts me to my feet. She pushes me with just her fingertips, forcing me to the hatch opening. How is she so strong? 
 
    I look to the blonde woman. “You must be Theena?”  
 
    Her brow tightens, arms folding over her chest. “So, you were listening in on us. Smart for such a simple species. Your actions make a little more sense now.” 
 
    “Why can’t I kill him?” Myra asks Theena. “He destroyed our home. He needs to pay.” 
 
    “Oh, he will suffer for his actions, but we need him alive for now.” 
 
    They force me into the hall, Myra’s pistol jabbing into my back as we move. A trickle of sweat falls from my brow, my nerves running free. As we walk, I figure out why they haven’t killed me. They’re not human. They can’t control the S1. The computer will only give a member of the crew control of the ship. If I’m dead, the ship will take over and return to the original mission. 
 
    We reach the short flight of stairs leading up to the bridge. Theena turns to Myra before we head up. “Once we secure him, have Seroa and Evyce gather the rotting bodies into the holding dock. Start with that one.” She points to Lt. Masters in the rec room. 
 
    Myra nods. 
 
    Myra and Theena each force a forearm under my arms. I tense up. We all lift off the ground, gliding up the flight of stairs to the top landing. My eyes widen as I kick my dangling legs, trying to touch the floor. “What the— How are you doing this?” I shout. 
 
    “There’s lots we can do that your primitive body cannot,” Myra says. 
 
    Maybe they’re a human experiment gone wrong. I try to wrap my mind around all the questions these beings present, but how they got here doesn’t make any sense. Whoever they are, I can’t let them use me to get to Earth. 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll help you with anything?” I ask, my feet now back on the ground. We stand in front of the bridge’s hatch. 
 
    “You will do what we say,” Theena says, “or we’ll kill your entire bloodline on Earth.” 
 
    My son’s face pops into my mind. I left him so he might have a chance at a better future. 
 
    “I don’t have family,” I lie.  
 
    The bridge door whooshes back and we walk in. Three more female, human-looking beings mull about. 
 
    “Oh, Len Morrow,” Theena says, a grin filling her face. “You might have locked out navigation and critical systems, but we had no trouble accessing crew records when we boarded this vessel.” 
 
    Myra takes me to one of the bridge chairs off to the side. She forces me to sit. “I suggest you don’t move, or I will fuse your limbs to the metal arms of that chair.” 
 
    I stay put. There’s nothing I can do with all these freaks watching me. 
 
    “If I don’t help you, no one gets to Earth,” I say. “I destroyed your ship. My family is safe.” 
 
    “Don’t misunderstand my words.” Theena leans over me. “You will die for destroying our vessel. But first you will help us gain control of this archaic ship. If not, we will kill Kyle, as well as every blood tie you have on that dying planet.” 
 
    “That sounds like an awesome deal for me, but I’ll pass. Without me, you have nothing.” 
 
    Theena leans back and stands tall. “I was giving you a chance to do this on your own. We’ve dealt with your species before. You’re cruel and unevolved, but very easily persuaded. I am offering you the chance to see your son one last time before we cleanse your planet. You’re a failed species. You’ve had your chance.” 
 
    I raise my head, narrowing my gaze onto her eyes. “Sorry, I’m stubborn. Go to hell.” 
 
    Theena lunges at me, her strong fingers clutching around my neck. I latch on to her wrists with my hands. She lifts me out of the chair and holds me as high as her reach will go. She tightens her grip, cutting off my breathing. My mouth flies open as I hopelessly try to swallow air. 
 
    “Your human notion of hell doesn’t exist,” Theena snarls. “But the one I can create for you does. The computer needs a human life sign on board, but barely alive will work too.” 
 
    She tosses me back into the chair. The seat nearly drops to the floor before springing back up. My lower back stings from the impact. I wince in pain, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “Myra, paralyze him.” 
 
    I crane my neck to look at Myra as she struts over toward me. Her head’s down, a sinister grin plastered on her face. I fall out of the chair, looking for an escape. She grabs my leg and pins it down. She raises her fist and slams it into my back. A ripple of intense pain floods from my spine throughout my body. My eyes roll back and everything goes dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up human,” a voice says, barely cutting through the fog in my mind. 
 
    My eyes refuse to open. A dryness in my throat prevents me from saying anything. 
 
    “I said wake up,” the voice snarls. 
 
    This time my eyes flicker open. The intensity of the light above me is unbearable. I try to move my arm to cover my eyes, but nothing happens. I must be strapped down. Squinting, I tilt my head to the side to see a shadowy figure emerge from a few feet away. It’s Myra. 
 
    “There you are,” she says, a fake smile forced on her face. 
 
    “What happened?” The words barely escape from my lips. “Why can’t I move?” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t remember?”  
 
    The moment she says it, a vision of her raising her fist at me bursts before my mind. 
 
    “You broke my back.” I try as hard as possible to move, but nothing happens. I’m trapped in my body. 
 
    Swallowing deeply brings a bit a moisture to my scratchy throat. I scan over my surroundings. An IV hangs above me. I’m in the med bay. The intense white light and white walls are a dead giveaway. 
 
    “That’s right.” Myra leans over me. “You brought this on yourself, human.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you? Why would you do this?” 
 
    “Your beating heart is all we needed,” she says. 
 
    A few beeps sound from where I lay. She engages the incline on the medical table. A slow hum emits as I’m brought to a sitting position. Straps stretch across my legs and chest, keeping me from sliding off. Myra rips the IV from my arm. I feel nothing. I can’t even feel my chest rise and fall as I breathe. There’s nothing from the neck down. Nothing. She starts to roll me out of the room. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I ask, the will to fight gone. 
 
    “Theena would like to see you on the bridge.” 
 
    I say nothing as she wheels me through the ship and to the base of the stairs that lead to the bridge. With both hands, she picks up the inclined stretcher and floats me up to the door. She activates the hatch and it slides back. Rolling me in, she says, “We’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    Not only is my back broken, but so is my spirit. Her words are meaningless now. 
 
    The familiar voice of Theena booms throughout the room. “Morrow, there you are.”  
 
    Myra rolls me to the back of the bridge and turns me to face Theena, who stands near the front of the S1. Her hands are planted on her hips. She has a new hairstyle today. A long ponytail gathers her bright blonde hair neatly to the side, hanging over her shoulder. Several of her crew man posts on the bridge. 
 
    I raise my brows. “You pretending this is your ship now?”  
 
    “There’s no need to pretend,” she replies. “We gained control of these crude systems a few days after we last spoke.” 
 
    “What?” My eyes widen. “Computer, are your systems still locked?” 
 
    Nothing. She doesn’t respond. I look down at my wrist to find the operations key gone. 
 
    “Are you looking for this?” Theena asks, raising an arm to show the key strapped to her wrist. “This was easy to hack. We have full control of the Kyoria II. We just needed you alive long enough to reprogram our new vessel.” 
 
    Kyoria II? How could this happen? If they have control of the ship, they must be on their way to Earth. 
 
    “Please, I’ll cooperate,” I plead. “Earth is mostly underwater now, there’s nothing left to destroy. Take the ship and just go.” 
 
    Theena turns to the woman at the comm post and nods. The crew member pushes a button and looks forward. The front display brightens, exposing Earth’s beauty, which fills the entire viewscreen. The vast blue ocean and wispy clouds glimmer in the sun’s glow. This doesn’t make sense. 
 
    “We didn’t travel all this way just to turn around now,” Theena says. 
 
    “How is this possible? This isn’t real. You’re showing me a recording.” 
 
    “Oh, Morrow.” She looks over her shoulder at the large display before returning to me. “This is not a recording. We’ve made some improvements to the propulsion and cut our travel time down to eight Earth months. You’re home.” 
 
    My vision shakes and my breathing quickens. I don’t understand what’s going on. I gather my thoughts—I need to focus. 
 
    “What do you mean by eight months?” I beg.  
 
    “You’ve been in an induced coma for about nine of your Earth months. We figured it was time to wake you.” 
 
    My son enters my thoughts. His round face and innocent eyes grab at my heart. He’s down there somewhere. This can’t be happening. A tear streams from my eye and rolls down my cheek. 
 
    “We want to thank you for your service,” Theena says, “but we haven’t needed you for months. You destroyed our ship. We just wanted you to see Earth before we phase out humanity, phase out your son.” 
 
    “Who are you?” The words tremble as they slip from my mouth. 
 
    “We’re the last of our kind. Species like yours destroyed our world and killed everyone but us. We’re all that’s left. We’re the Daughters of Ayor.” 
 
    A sharp pinch on the base of my neck forces my head back. Myra stands above me. My breathing becomes short. A blade is pulled free, blood dripping on my forehead as she holds it above me. There’s no pain, but I feel empty. My vision flickers with light. I take one last shallow breath, and everything goes dark. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My eyes won’t open—why won’t they open? I’m so cold, but I’m not shivering. Am I dead? 
 
    A mumbled voice comes from the distance. The garbled tones blend together, incoherently. I try to lean forward, but something across my chest holds me in place. My eyelids flitter but remain useless—leaving me in the dark. 
 
    “Are you with me,” a female voice calls. 
 
    My mouth cracks open, but only a weak breath flows out. 
 
    “It’s ok, don’t talk. Save your strength.” 
 
    Once again, I try to lift my eyelids open. This time a crack of light seeps in and a blurred silhouette stands before me. 
 
    The form glides toward me. “Don’t move too much or you will re-open that wound.” 
 
    “Who are you?” My voice barely escapes. 
 
    The form comes into focus and a beautiful woman with dark brown wavy hair stands just feet from me. “My name is Bellyse and I brought you back to life.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Where am I? Earth? My son? Are they—” 
 
    Leaning closer to me, the woman’s green eyes brighten, and she smiles. “Not yet.” 
 
    I stiffen in my seat, but the restraints lock me in place. “What’s going on? Where am I?” I demand. 
 
    “You are on my ship,” she says. “I found your body in a disposal pod, floating in orbit around your planet Earth.” 
 
    My vision clears, and I take in the room. Dark metal lines the walls with dim lighting in all four corners. This room is no more than fifteen feet across. 
 
    “Why did you save me?” I plead. “What do you want with me?” 
 
    “I want to save humanity, and I can’t do it alone.” 
 
    I swallow deeply. “Are you one of them?” 
 
    “Yes and no.” 
 
    “I am from Ayor, but I am not with them,” she says. 
 
    “What do I have to do with this?” I ask. 
 
    She kneels down to look right into my eyes. “You’re special, I made sure of it.” 
 
    “Stop with these riddles,” I snarl. “Tell me what you did.” 
 
    Bellyse pauses for a moment. “You’re no longer human, you’re the first Son of Ayor and you are going to help me kill the Daughters.” 
 
      
 
    Author David Berstein 
 
    David R. Bernstein is a huge sci-fi fan. He devours every new book, movie or show that has a gritty edge to it. He started to write a few years ago and has not looked back. 
 
      
 
    Start the Influence series or head to David’s Amazon page to find out about more releases. 
 
      
 
    Find David online: Facebook | Twitter | Instagram | Site (sign up for FREE books) 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    One Last Battle 
 
    By Timothy Ellis 
 
    This story occurs 100 years before the beginning of Hero at Large, in the Hunter Legacy Universe. Yorktown Recon fleet, scouting the Cuba system in Earth sector, 2515. 
 
      
 
    One 
 
    I was only on the launch deck for one reason.  
 
    The shuttle was taking me to an evac hospital, for invaliding home. I was in the seat, duffel stowed, pondering the end of my flying career. They said I’d never fly again. They said if I ever tried, I'd kill myself doing it. And most likely others as well. 
 
    I didn’t get it. I could do everything except run and fight. They didn’t want me. It was easier to train a new pilot. Fleet wanted command officers out of fleet officer school, not battered ex-fighter jocks. 
 
    "Now hear this! All pilots to your fighters. Launch by squadrons. This is not a drill." 
 
    I didn’t need to see, to know what was happening. I’d lived it so many times, I was out of my seat and halfway to the hatch, before I realized it didn’t include me. The non-com on the door looked at me as if I was crazy. But I didn’t stop.  
 
    Down the steps, and fast hobbling, took me to the nearest status board. Every fighter pilot who could run, was already firing out the launch tubes, or being loaded in. The scanner repeat showed why. 
 
    The enemy had caught us this time, and exactly where I'd have expected them to. And they outgunned us. Two smaller carriers to our larger one. Fleet wise, about the same mixture, but it was the fighters which always concerned me. Fighters won battles. Fleets delivered them, and if you were down to just the fleet, you’d already lost. A fighter pilot viewpoint to be sure, and one which capital ship weenies objected to, and maybe I was biased. I'd never been in a full fleet action before, and no-one else in the American sector had either. It'd been fifty years since capital ships had fought a Jutland like action, and Jutland still held the record for the number of big hulls involved.  
 
    Fighters did the grunt work these days. The brass had sent a fighter recon ahead, and so had the Germans. With a whole solar system to play in, you'd have thought we'd not have been in such a bad position as this, but there you go. The pilot's role was launching, not making strategy. 
 
    I watched as the last of the fighters on board launched.  
 
    I watched as they started winking out on the display. One in particular caught my eye, and tightened my chest. Mine. 
 
    Something was wrong. This wasn’t going as well as it should have. 
 
    "Sir? What are you doing here, sir?" 
 
    My old squadron's crew chief had recognised me standing there. 
 
    "Any birds left?" I heard myself ask. 
 
    "Yours was reassigned." 
 
    "I know. It's already gone. What's left?" 
 
    "Not much. Half dozen birds too damaged to fly. And..." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "There's the CAG's personal bird sir. But don't even think about it." 
 
    I thought about it. The display was showing enemy fighters now as well, and ours were winking out faster than theirs were. The CAG was a penguin. He rarely ever flew anymore. And his ship? Was the best. 
 
    "Get me in the launch tube Chief." 
 
    He looked at me for a second, before leading the way, running on ahead, calling over the deck crew. By the time I caught up, they had the bird in the tube, and stairs waiting for me. Someone threw a flight smock at me, and stood there with the helmet. I slipped into it, and limped up the stairs, still tugging on the zip. Long step, half jump in, and I was sitting. Canopy closed, belted in. Helmet on as the tube door closed behind me. 
 
    Thumbs up to the deck officer, salute, and brace. 
 
    The catapult fired, and I launched. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two 
 
      
 
    The bird launches mechanically.  
 
    Engines on, but no thrust, accelerated out of the tube by a catapult, attached to the undercarriage. Nine gees when released, and for the first several seconds, the building gees have to be borne by the pilot until the compensator kicks in. 
 
    For a normal healthy pilot, this is the price of flying fighters. A kick back into the seat like being punched in the chest, vision blurs for a moment, and the internal gravity nullifies the gees. By the time you're in space, you've forgotten it happened. 
 
    The gees crushed me, threatening to make me pass out. As they eased, I felt wetness dribbling down inside my clothes. I guessed synthskin pulled, and wounds reopened. There was more pain, and right now, nothing I could do about it. 
 
    My mind wandered for a moment, reliving the crash landing which had ended my career. Waking in the hospital unable to move. 
 
    "I'm sorry Captain Jedburgh, your flying days are over. We had to remove your left lung and kidney, but managed to save your spleen and liver. You lost some intestines as well, and your left leg is held together with plasteel pins. The worst is over, but we'll be sending you home to recover fully, before discharging you." 
 
    Given a choice, I prefer the kick in the guts from launching. 
 
    Seconds had passed, and the bird exits the tube. Engines switch to thrust automatically, shields come on, and there is no longer any need for gravity in the bird. I adjust heading, and change the controls from penguin mode to serious fighter mode.  
 
    The CAG is a good leader, but he's always been crap in the cockpit. Score one for peacetime, and no decent wars for over fifty years, to elevate an average pilot to CAGdom. Give him his due though, his strategy is top notch. Something I couldn’t say about the admiral in charge of Yorktown, or we wouldn’t be in this shit now. 
 
    Modern scanners see well into the distance, so the fighter battle was a long way from each fleet. Throttle hard against the stops was still going to take me too long to get there.  
 
    The wet was pooling in my crotch, and across my hips. Ignore. 
 
    Career over through the mistake of a rookie, and just as a real shooting war begins. Just my luck. Stop thinking about it.  
 
    The German fleet had been advancing up the spine for weeks now. The Joint Chiefs knew they were coming, and thought they knew what was coming. But all we had here in the Cuba system to meet them was Yorktown's recon fleet, since everything else was off chasing pirates.  
 
    We didn’t have the firepower to deny them entry to the system, so the admiral had planned a cat and mouse game to try and get them to turn back. The object was to hold them outside the American sector, long enough for a decent fleet to come together behind us. Technically we were in breach of Earth sector's refusal to allow our fleet into their space, but their military wasn’t here, and we were. 
 
    I’d watched the opening moves from my hospital bed. Rumours had run up and down the ship about the CAG and Captain arguing with the Admiral behind not quite sound proof doors. Admirals can't be denied though, so here we were. 
 
    And now here I was, battered and broken, flying into the biggest battle the American Sector had seen in a long time. 
 
    Details were coming up on the HUD now, showing less detail than should have been there.  
 
    The enemy fighters were not in the war-book. 
 
    Fine, so now I understood our casualties. The Germans had new fighters, and managed to hide them long enough to get them here without our intelligence service finding out.  
 
    I checked who of ours was still fighting. The rookies were all gone, including the one who'd done me in by mistake. Of the rest, most of them had a lot of combat time against pirates. But none of the squadron leaders had made it this far, so there was no real cohesion left. 
 
    Just one big furball, and that was just fine with me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
    "Redline, is that you?" 
 
    "Who else would it be Thumper?" 
 
    Thumper was a flight leader like me, and probably the senior still left. In case you’re wondering, Thumper did. A lot. Surprising in such a short woman, but by hell you stayed out of her fist range when she was angry. Which was a lot of the time. It made her a seriously aggressive pilot, and held her back when promotions were handed out. 
 
    "In the CAG's bird? No-one I guess. Fuck!" One of our birds disintegrated. "Turn off your ECM, they don’t work anymore, and seem to attract missiles instead." 
 
    "You're shitting me!" 
 
    "I shit you not. Why do you think all the rookies bought it so quickly?" 
 
    I reached over to the switch, and the ECM died. Instead, I added missiles into the target list. 
 
    "Where do you want me Thumper?" 
 
    She told me exactly where I could go. 
 
    Before I could do anything, the CAG told me differently. I ignored him, which was just as well, because Yorktown's Captain cut him off in mid-sentence. I was out here now, they needed every pilot they had, and if I wanted to kill myself, at least it was defending the ship. They'd be getting new birds after this anyway, and the CAG always got the newest. But I knew if I made it back, the CAG would tear me a new one.  
 
    If I made it back. I took my hand off the speed slider, and clamped it where some of the synthskin was supposed to be, hoping a few seconds pressure would stop the dribble of blood. I was at full speed now, so I had the seconds before I needed that hand again. 
 
    I should have told Thumper to pick a new tactic. This one got all the rookies killed on the simulator, and was drilled into them never to do. But then, I figured I was already dead, so what the hell. 
 
    There were enough of our birds left to keep tails clean, and Thumper had reformed them back into cohesive pairs working together. But they were being severely hassled, and not returning the favour well enough to stop about a squadron worth of enemy birds peeling off and heading for me. 
 
    Doctrine said when the enemy is coming towards you, angle off so they don’t get the perfect no deflection shot at you. Rookies were taught when a squadron of the enemy was coming head to head at you personally, turn and run home. 
 
    I did neither. What I did do was remove the safety on the speed slider, and pushed the lever to the stops.  
 
    They didn't call me Redline for no reason. I had a long history of returning with no battle damage, but needing the engines replaced. The only reason they left the pin in, was for emergencies when the last erg of speed might save your life. What's an erg? Who cares? I’d saved my skin more than a few times by being the fastest when it counted. But the engine tech weenies hated me. It was odd, knowing I’d never have another argument with them.  
 
    Eye on the ball! The wet trickle had resumed. 
 
    I had two advantages. The enemy were coming on at a normal cruising speed, and unless someone checked, they'd be assuming I was coming at them at this bird's top speed, which was well known to them, and less than what I was coming at. And as I cycled through them, I could see they were out of missiles, while I was fully loaded. 
 
    The bird had four hard-points, two under each wing. Each one held three image recognition missiles. For once I was glad the CAG was a lousy shot, and relied on missiles which tracked a single target until either they hit, or ran out of fuel. I preferred fire and forget missiles, since they were totally unpredictable, and I liked causing chaos among enemy ships. Since they packed a bigger wallop, pilots couldn’t ignore them. 
 
    But now wasn’t the time for chaos. I needed surgical precision, and at longer range, the IR's were perfect. 
 
    I confirmed the lead fighter was the enemy CAG, and locked him up. A few seconds later, a dozen lock on warnings had me turning the alarm volume down. Had they had missiles, I’d have needed to do something about now. But they didn’t, so I didn’t. 
 
    A few more seconds, and I used them to tag second, third, and fourth targets, being the senior Squadron Leaders. I figured they wanted first crack at Yorktown, while their minions kept our remaining birds corralled out here. One last bird launching late, obviously wasn’t going to be a serious problem, even without missiles.  
 
    The CAG was the obvious target, front and center, with the formation swept back from him. The Germans loved their precision. I expected him to survive. The others were not even close, and therefore not on a precise head to head approach, and not expected to be the targets of a single fighter coming at the CAG. Well, so I hoped. 
 
    The target reticule flashed yellow, and then red. 
 
    I double tapped the missile trigger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four 
 
      
 
    One missile from either side launched directly at the CAG. 
 
    Change target, tap, tap, change, tap, tap, change, tap, and tap. Shift to guns, and change back to the CAG. 
 
    Now here's the thing about playing chicken. The first one to flinch and pull away, usually gets raked. If neither of you flinch, there is usually a collision. At slow speeds, shields would bounce each other away. At our speed, there'd be nothing left to bounce anywhere. The saving grace was scoring enough hits first, so your shields would keep you bounced away, while tearing the remains of your enemy apart. 
 
    There's another problem with this, if you do manage to survive. Even a partial collision would weaken your shields too much, and leave you vulnerable to other enemy fighters. In other words, you announced yourself as dead meat, ready for carving. 
 
    All of this flashed through my mind as I waited for either missiles starting to hit, or the enemy fighters dodging. At the intercept speed we had going, there wasn’t going to be any time for thinking. 
 
    The CAG didn’t flinch. In fact, he did nothing at all. He took the first missile dead on the cockpit canopy, and the second into a wing root. The ship disintegrated. My mouth fell open. 
 
    I pulled gently back on the stick to go over the top of the exploding mass, and pressed the button to change to nearest target. The CAG's wingman was still coming on, and as the second and third sets of missiles hit, I altered slightly to retarget, and pulled the guns trigger.  
 
    Pulses came at me, but not many because of the problem of being too spread out across my line of flight, and turning to fire at me, would be turning into friendly fire. Those who did get a shot off at me, underestimated my speed, and the pulses fell behind me.  
 
    My pulses chewed through the wingman, and again I went slightly high to go over the top of him. The fourth set of missiles also hit, a bit belatedly, and I was five kills to zero in the first pass. Some debris damage to shields, but not enough to worry me.  
 
    I had a few seconds to fire at someone else further down the line, and then I was past. 
 
    My left hand was holding firm against where my kidney had been, again, and so I didn’t slow down. Three hands at this point, would have helped. The engines were redlining, but not yet overheating. My next move depended on their next move, and while they made the decision, I was running. Towards the rest of their force to be sure, but also towards the remainder of ours. 
 
    They had a choice, and no senior officer to make it. They had an enemy behind them now, who still had missiles. While they'd whittled our force down to its core, we still had enough fighters to damage their carriers. And my four remaining missiles, if fired inside the flight deck at the right place, could destroy a Carrier. It was a suicide stunt, but they'd just seen me take the suicide option, and live. 
 
    I heard Thumper bellowing orders, and could see the enemy formations were no more, partly from her tactics, and partly because their pilots were having a hard time coming to grips with losing their seniors in the space of seconds, after having made short work of our formations to start with. 
 
    There was some cheering coming through in the background, and I assumed it was from Yorktown. The CAG's voice silenced them. The Captain's voice silenced him, and spoke to me. 
 
    "There's no need to kill yourself Redline. But keep up the good work." 
 
    I didn’t bother answering. A simple 'Yes Sir' was expected, but it was too much like accepting an order to not kill myself, for my liking.  
 
    I had no illusions. I'd killed myself when I launched. Now was simply borrowed time. 
 
    Thumper was still trying to disengage from the rest of the enemy fighters, but so far hadn’t been able to. The fighters now behind me made their decision, and turned to follow me. I allowed myself a grin. 
 
    Their CAG had screwed up. Had it been me, I’d have had the flights far enough apart so all of them could have turned to fire at me, and still have seconds to avoid colliding with their own. But one is always thankful for arrogant pilots who think they don’t need any help taking out a solitary bird.  
 
    Now they'd had to choose between going up against a fleet carrier without missiles, or let missiles take a shot at their escort carrier. Lose, lose, but in my humble redlined opinion, they chose wrong. Yorktown could take whatever the remaining seven fighters could dish out using only guns, but there is always the chance of getting lucky. Besides, they had more of their squadron mates ahead of me, with more chance of taking me out, and absolutely no chance of catching me before they did. 
 
    Score one to the Redline. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five 
 
      
 
    The battle still going on ahead of me was all gun based now.  
 
    My people were holding their own against superior numbers, but they weren't as superior as when I’d launched. Thumper was slowly whittling them down. Reduced to a core of experienced pilots, the disciplined formations they were flying now were paying off in terms of kill ratio. The enemy formations were gone, and single fighters were more vulnerable. 
 
    "Crap!" I heard Thumper say, as she lost her wingman.  
 
    Her bird started moving like two drunks were fighting for control of the fighter. She slipped the pulses seeking her out next, and fell into formation behind another of our pairs. 
 
    "You need a hand there Thumper?" I inserted into the gabble of pilot combat chatter. 
 
    "Screw you, Redline." 
 
    "Get in line Thumper." 
 
    "Wilco." 
 
    I smiled. The likelihood of any bedroom based encounter with Thumper was about the same odds as Lexington turning up to save us in the next few minutes. In other words, don’t even think about it. Last I heard, Lexington was still completing her refit, the same one Yorktown desperately needed. We had escort carriers, but only Lexington carried enough birds to save our bacon here. 
 
    Bacon. I was going to miss that. 
 
    I locked up the son of a bitch who'd taken out Thumper's wingman, and almost gotten her as well. I wasn’t yet in range, but being locked up by someone carrying missiles did make you look. And suddenly being aware of your own impending death, tended to stop you planning the death of others. At least, most of the time it did. Gun lockup wasn’t the same. The longer the range, the less reliable guns are, and good pilots didn’t let anyone get too close.  
 
    It was why our pilots were holding their own now. Spacial awareness, generated partly by scanners showing you where everyone around you was, and by keeping an eye on the rear image on the heads up display, kept you moving in a way which kept enemy fighters out of your kill slot. It also stopped you concentrating on a target to the exclusion of all else, which tended to get you killed. It reduced combat to deflection shooting, and the odds of not getting hit improved, the more deflection had to be applied. Of course, there were pilots with superb deflection shooting skills, and there was also just plain bad luck. 
 
    Which was why I was surprised to find my new target seemed to be ignoring me. Maybe he thought everyone was out of missiles, and since I was still too far away to even consider guns, I wasn’t therefore a threat. 
 
    I altered course slightly to close directly on my new target, finger hovering over the missile button. The question was, how many did I fire? 
 
    "Pop the question Redline!" 
 
    My eyes blinked twice, before realizing Thumper was giving an order, not propositioning me. The HUD icon flashed yellow, and then red. Tap. 
 
    Two things happened at once. The target jinked away from whoever he was now set on, and Thumper went to full speed, angling for a deflection shot, leaving the cover of her wing mates. They angled after her, knowing a lone bird would become a target, and trying to give her the shot. 
 
    Our mutual target can't have been paying attention. He turned to face her, and in doing so, took my missile up the arse. The fighter staggered, slowing, and he lost his ability to aim for a few seconds, during which both Thumper and I opened fire with our guns. Both sets of pulses hit, and one more debris field began cluttering up space. 
 
    Thumper angled to pull in behind me, as I’d told her to. The pair behind her picked off another enemy fighter trying to revenge her kill. 
 
    "Slow down Redline." 
 
    "Pull it out Thumper." 
 
    "You pull it out Redline." 
 
    "I already did." 
 
    "Fuck!" 
 
    She obviously pulled the pin on her speed slider, and slid into position behind my left wing. It reminded me to check my engine status. Beginning to become a worry, but speed was what I needed now.  
 
    I picked a target between me and the enemy carriers, and continued my speed run, right hand waiting to fire again, left hand still trying to stem the blood flow. 
 
    At the last second, the enemy turned inwards towards me, and we both fired for a few seconds, before turning away slightly and blasting past each other. Thumper had a few more seconds to fire, and was past as well. We both hit, but not enough for a kill.  
 
    I continued straight on, now on the other side of the main combat area, and heading for the carriers. The dot on my scanner which had been our last target vanished, as the pair behind Thumper finished it off. 
 
    "What's the plan Redline?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t a plan. 
 
    I was running on adrenalin, and instinct, and too zoned in to plan anything. The need to keep my left hand clamped on my side, kept the engines red lining, and with a few seconds to think now, made me wonder which was coming first. The engines exploding, or loss of blood turning me from a pilot into a passenger.  
 
    One hand couldn’t cover multiple bleed sites. I could feel the trickles continuing under my flight smock, and the ordinary fatigues I was wearing underneath were plastered against my skin. The smock being designed to keep you alive if you found yourself drifting in space, there was no bleed through to show me how bad it was. 
 
    I lost focus in my eyes for a moment, and had to blink to clear them. An awareness of feeling colder followed, and I turned up the heat. It was bad, and getting worse. I dragged my attention back to Thumper's words. 
 
    Plan? What plan? There wasn’t a plan. Just me and a carrier. 
 
    "Talk to me Redline." 
 
    The nav map was changing. Behind me and Thumper, was the other pair, so we were essentially a flight of four fighters zeroed in on the enemy carriers. Behind them, were enemy fighters, trying to catch us, and failing. It looked like the other two had pulled their pins as well, as they were keeping up, even though a fair way behind. About half the remaining enemy from the main fight were following them, while the rest continued to fight the remainder of ours. Further back, were the seven still chasing me, falling behind all the time. 
 
    What was I going to do?  
 
    Die. 
 
    Yeah I got that already. No need to highlight it. A part of me didn’t want to die. But now was too late to voice it. I'd made the decision by getting into the bird. 
 
    "Just escort me in," I heard myself say. 
 
    There was a pause, which I assumed was Thumper swearing under her breath.  
 
    "You don’t have to do that," she said quietly.  
 
    "Got your back," said Falldown, who I assumed was in the pair following us. 
 
    "God Speed Redline," said the Captain. 
 
    There was nothing else to say, so no-one said anything. Even the combat chatter behind us had stopped.  
 
    I checked the nav to find out why.  
 
    Everyone was chasing me now.  
 
    And when I mean everyone, I mean everyone. Yorktown was moving, with her screen in V formation ahead of her. Following me. It was a sight to behold, and I never thought the Admiral would do something like this. He was strictly a launch and forget admiral. The captain on the other hand was a go getter. There was no way we could take out both carriers on our own, which meant fleet action. Maybe we'd have lost, but even in losing we could defend the American sector. A slug fest with two equal fleets would most likely be a draw. I wished them luck. I wouldn’t be there for it. 
 
    "Target missiles," I said. 
 
    I’d already added them, but the others wouldn't have. We were used to our ECM keeping most missiles off us. Now we'd have to take them out the old fashioned way, by treating them as an enemy fighter. It took balls of steel to pick off missiles with only your guns. But as they say, no guts, no glory. 
 
    The minutes were ticking down.  
 
    The engines were heating up.  
 
    My shorts were sticky wet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Seven 
 
      
 
    "You don’t need to kill yourself, you know." 
 
    "What? Who said that?" 
 
    "Who are you talking to Redline?" 
 
    Thumper sounded confused. She wasn’t the only one. I flipped off the coms. 
 
    "You don't have to die," the voice said again. 
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    A face appeared in the rear view part of the HUD. I was so surprised, I actually turned to look behind me. Which was stupid, because there was nothing behind me to see, but the rear end of the bird. Which was why the rear view was on the HUD in the first place. Pain was my reward. 
 
    "You can call me Thirteen." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    The head seemed to shrug, but a grin formed on the face. 
 
    "It's my name. At least in your language." 
 
    "What do you want?" 
 
    "To pass on a message." 
 
    "From who?" 
 
    "Your grandson." 
 
    "I don’t have a grandson." 
 
    "Not yet." 
 
    My brain flipped out. Maybe loss of blood. Maybe a conversation which made no sense. I began to shiver, my eyes closed, and for a few seconds, I was no-one, nowhere. 
 
    "JEDBURGH!" 
 
    I startled awake, and groaned, as the movement made my body pull against the harness. 
 
    "Get it together Jedburgh. Your grandson wants to be born, and we need him." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    The face changed, and an image of a man wearing four stars on his shoulders appeared instead. And damned if he didn’t look a lot like me. 
 
    "I don’t have a son, let alone a grandson." 
 
    "You will. If you decide to live." 
 
    "Too late now." 
 
    "No, it isn’t." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eight 
 
      
 
    For a moment I wasn’t even sure where I was.  
 
    The rear view was showing the rear view, and had I even seen anything else? The coms was off though, and I flipped it back on. 
 
    "Redline you bastard, talk to me!" 
 
    "Sorry, lost it for a bit." 
 
    "Are you alright?" 
 
    "That’s a big negative, but I'm hanging in there." 
 
    Which gave me an idea. 
 
    "I repeat, what's the plan?" 
 
    "Bunny hop, with a twist." 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "You're crazy." 
 
    "Yes. Now's the time to peel off. " 
 
    I figured I was now less than a minute from the point defence range of the enemy fleet. It was designed for missiles, not anti-fighter, but all the same, I was just a slower and bigger form of missile. Although, not as slow as their systems expected. I was gambling on no-one thinking to up the max speed of the fighter lead calculations. 
 
    The fleet ahead of me was moving now too. But it took me a few seconds to work out they were breaking off. The entire fleet was turning towards the jump point they'd come in through, leaving only two cruisers as a rear guard. 
 
    "Yorktown to all fighters, job done, come on home." 
 
    For a moment I didn’t believe it. I could feel myself failing, and now it was the ears turn. 
 
    "Redline," yelled Thumper. "Break off now." 
 
    I shook my head for a moment, and looked again at the nav. There were new dots at our jump point. Two large ones, one of whom was the old Midway herself. The two escort carriers were launching fighters. Four squadrons each.  
 
    The stick seemed to move of its own accord, and the bird curved upward, taking me away from the rear cruisers. Thumper followed me, and Falldown and his wing followed her. 
 
    The nav was crazy now. Yorktown and her escorts were still coming on. The remainder of our birds were heading back, while the remaining enemy fighters were still heading for their carriers. I figured they had enough time to land, rearm, and launch again, before the Midway group's squadrons were on them. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    There was still a job to do. And only I could do it. 
 
    "Redline, are you heading home or not?" 
 
    "Go on Thumper. I'm going to have to slow down for the trip back. You better too. Save me a park." 
 
    I took my left hand off my side, and pulled back the speed slider dramatically. The blood flow increased, but I left my hand where it was. I rolled the bird over towards Yorktown, and Thumper led the other two home. I was well off the track of the enemy fighters now, and they were showing no interest, and I knew damn well she wanted to refuel and rearm, and get back out here again with the Midway group. 
 
    For me, it was limp home time. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    The roll continued, until I was pointed at the rear carrier, and my hand rammed the slider to the stops again. There was a squeal from somewhere behind me. 
 
    "Hold it together baby," I muttered.  
 
    The engine temps were nearing the end of the red now, but we didn’t have much further to go, and I needed my hand back on my side. Even a gentle clamp on hurt like hell, and I knew neither of us had much longer to go. 
 
    I had one shot at this.  
 
    And the odds were, the future would have to do without another Jedburgh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nine 
 
      
 
    "What the hell…" 
 
    I flipped off the coms. I didn’t need to hear Thumper yelling the obvious. 
 
    The nav was taking up all my attention. The oncoming remaining enemy fighters were catching up to me, but I was high side of them, and heading down. I hoped I’d timed this right. 
 
    Just to make it look good, I started a slow roll, trying to make it look like the pilot was dead, and the bird was losing it. It wasn’t far from the truth I figured. 
 
    The fleet ahead of me was definitely running, but they'd opened up the formation to let their fighters land from the rear. Most carriers were designed with a single flight deck down the middle of the ship, allowing recovery from both ends if need be. At speed, recovery from the rear was the only option. 
 
    My head shook, the stick wobbled as a result, and my eyes blurred.  
 
    "Keep it together" I muttered. 
 
    It looked right. I was coming down just in front of the lead fighters, and I didn’t think they could catch me. If there was any point defence fire, I couldn’t see it, but I was counting on their own birds being too close to fire at me. 
 
    At the last second, I turned and headed for the landing deck. 
 
    My finger tightened on the gun trigger, and well before entering, I was spraying gun pulses ahead of me.  
 
    At full speed, I went through the middle of the carrier, hand working the joystick in tiny movements, making the pulses spray along the walls, deck, and ceiling. I was praying for a miracle, where a pulse would hit a window, and blow it in, or a hatch and jam it. Or if I was really lucky, a shuttle or something with a full fuel load I could make an explosion with. Several puffs of gas and debris showed me several explosive decompressions, but no luck on the fuel explosion. 
 
    Near the end, I took my left hand away again, pulled the slider back all the way, and came to a stop right at the end of the flight deck. The carrier kept moving ahead, and I started to go backwards.  
 
    A no engine flip pointed me back the way I’d come, and I toggled select nearest enemy. The Carrier was too close to count, and it locked the only enemy fighter to have come in behind me. Tap, and I sent it one of my remaining missiles. I was a quarter way down the flight deck now, and the explosion was a quarter the way from the other end. Debris went in all directions, and still moving down that way, I could see hull breaches in several places. 
 
    I turned the bird to point to the starboard side of the flight deck, and waited for the flight control windows to come into view. 
 
    Tap. 
 
    The missile went straight through the strengthened glass, and exploded well inside. 
 
    As quick as I could, I locked up the carrier, selected the bridge as primary target, turned the bird to point towards the hole, and tapped again. The missile launched into the hole made by the previous one, and turned upward. 
 
    I spun the bird to point out the back of the carrier, and goosed the speed slider to push me out faster. There was a massive explosion above and behind me, and the whole ship staggered, bouncing me off the deck, just before the end.  
 
    I pushed the slider to the stops again, and had just cleared the end of the deck, when there was another explosion behind me, this time being one of my engines. The bird started spinning, and I eased back the slider to stop the other engines doing the same thing.  
 
    But I was too late. 
 
    Another explosion, and the bird started tumbling uncontrollably, spinning at the same time. 
 
    I cried out in pain, my eyes blurred to the point I couldn’t really see at all, and my last thought was the life support system hadn’t switched over to my emergency supply. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ten 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back sunshine." 
 
    It was the same nurse I'd had after my accident. She didn’t have to say anything to keep me lying flat, as I couldn’t move at all. She waved in the direction of the door, and left though it. 
 
    The captain came in, and stopped beside my bed. 
 
    "That was a pretty stupid stunt son. I didn't figure you for suicidal. No, don’t speak. Listen. I ought to be court marshalling you for disobeying orders, but as it happens, most of the command staff would be in the dock with you, along with all our remaining pilots. Thumper and Falldown went back after you as soon as they figured out what you were up to. The rest turned around as well. After you went in, they were still too far away to help you, but the exploding fighter scared off the remaining enemy fighters, and they landed on the other carrier. The two of them stayed with you until the search and rescue bird could get there." 
 
    He looked at me seriously for a moment. 
 
    "I don’t know if you'll ever fly again, but if you do, you can paint a carrier symbol on the side of it. We think one of your missiles hit something explosive, and it tore a huge hole in the top and side around the bridge area. Secondary explosions continued for an hour after, and they abandoned ship. We picked up the survivors, since the rest of their fleet left them behind, and jumped out. About two hours after you hit it, it came apart. I'm putting you in for a commendation." 
 
    I sighed. I should have been thankful I was alive, but I wasn’t sure why I was. But there was one thing bugging me. 
 
    "Sir? How come the fleet came after me?" 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    "Well now, we had a stroke of luck. The CAG and I were trying to get the Admiral to move the fleet to support you, but he was adamant. Worked himself up so bad, he actually had a stroke. Left me in command, and I got us moving. Probably saved your life too. They tell me you were only minutes from death when the SR bird got yours on board and down the lift. Had we not been as close as we were, we'd have been down yet another pilot." 
 
    "I guess you are anyway." 
 
    "Possibly. But heroes have options, where crash victims don’t. Just concentrate on getting well, and we'll see what the options are when you’re back on your feet. Yorktown is heading home for that refit we should have had last year. So no shuttle ride this time, you get a carrier ride instead." 
 
    "What about the German fleet? Won't they need us?" 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    "Well, they don’t tell us everything. Our job was to meet whatever advance force they were sending, and to delay it if we could. Thanks to you, we did our job. When we down jumped into Jamaica, we found the first elements of a battle fleet. Intelligence thinks they sent one of their own, and we’ve been trying to get everything we can here to meet it. Midway was sent in to reinforce us, and instead managed to save us. There were three battleships at the jump point when we came through, along with Lexington and Hornet. Midway is scouting to give us warning, and has orders to fall back without being seen. As far as I can see, there'll be another two Midway class here by then, and we already passed a cruiser squadron and another battlewagon." 
 
    He looked wistful for a moment. I didn't say anything. 
 
    "I'm sorry to be missing this fight. But they want us in the nearest shipyard for a refit, on the theory this war is only just starting, and another upgraded carrier needs to be ready before we can go on the offensive. Hornet won't be making that trip, she's older than Yorktown is. In fact, I thought they mothballed her. Anyway, we have our orders." 
 
    He stopped and smiled. 
 
    "On that note, the CAG has orders to leave you alone. You did the only thing you were trained to do, and if it trashed his ship in the process, then so be it. Speaking of trashing things, the rest of the pilots were transferred to Lexington as we went past. Thumper was furious she wouldn’t be here when you woke up, and had to be bodily forced back into her fighter. She sent you a vid after she landed over there. The docs will let you see it, when they think you're ready for it. Your job is done. At least for now, so the only thing you need to worry about is getting well again." 
 
    He saluted me, which wasn’t appropriate without a hat on, and in a sickbay. I appreciated the gesture though. 
 
    He nodded and left, leaving me to drop back into sleep. When I woke again, I found I could move, albeit painfully. The doc came and went, and eventually my nurse sat me up. I had mail in the inbox, as well as reports. The damage to the CAG's bird made me flinch, which hurt. The SAR crew report also made me flinch. Apparently the emergency life support did switch on, and I was breathing just fine, or as well as you could with one lung, but the rest of me was giving out.  
 
    The vid from Thumper was short. 
 
    "They tell me you're going to live. You better. We have a war to fight. But after that stunt you pulled, we're changing your call-sign." 
 
    She paused, and gave me a wicked grin. 
 
    "Get well Bunny Hop!" 
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    Tuesday  
 
    By Lyn Forester 
 
    A gambler. A prostitute. An orphan. On a toxic planet where people live in stacked cities, segregated by social status, a lot can happen in one day. 
 
      
 
    Location: Leton 
 
    Season: Winter Cycle: Day 33 
 
    Year: 890 PL (Post Landing) 
 
      
 
    The Hungry Girl 
 
    Time: 0145  
 
    Like treasure, the crinkled foil wrapper twinkles on the sidewalk. A fallen star that promises to fend off starvation for another night. 
 
    Her stomach cramps, a hollow ache just below the ribs. It growls to rush across the street, snatch up the prize, devour whatever contents can be scrounged from inside. 
 
    She waits. 
 
    The alley snuggles close; narrow, dark and safe. It shields her from passersby. Breath plumes in the air as goose bumps rise on uncovered arms.  One month into Winter Cycle and the Weather Crafters show vicious pride in keeping Ground Zero glacial. 
 
    Ice bites at her fingers, nails turning blue as she waits in stillness.     
 
    The hologram starlight can't reach her. The streetlamps look like black spires reaching into darkness. Soon, the sky will shut off, too. 
 
    Only the desperate or depraved venture out in the space between Star-Light and Quarter-Light. A dangerous time, the black of Lights-Out. 
 
    She should find her hole and wedge herself into the high place above the trash bins. It's tight enough to scrape off skin and keep her body heat close. 
 
    But the man was careless, in a hurry to get inside. His bad throw missed the incinerator and now the food wrapper winks with temptation.  
 
    Thirty-two steps across the street. 
 
    A prostitute clicks past, relaxed, unafraid. Business opening for the night. 
 
    Early on, prostitutes offered warmth, comfort, food. The enticement of safety. But kindness came at the price of short skirts and high heels, makeup and long nights. 
 
    Ninety-one steps and the prostitute disappears. Another twenty-two steps and the tap of spiked metal against concrete fades.  
 
    She creeps forward, close to the ground to stay small, invisible. Dirt covers the white skin of her arms and face, rubbed in to make her a smudge among the shadows.  
 
    Quiet rumbles fill the night, vibrations in the street that buzz through feet and into bones. 
 
    A quick glance to the right shows a street sweeper. It chugs around the corner, large and square. Metal brushes stretch from between its wheels, grasping arms pulling loose debris into its waiting maw. Smoke belches out among gurgles and crunches as it sorts trash into combustibles or compost. 
 
    It's a block away, but moving fast. 
 
    A man steps out of an apartment complex, two doors down from the trash can. Night goggles rest on his head, his steps hurried. He's not paying attention, distracted by a note in his hand. 
 
    Sometimes, risks are necessary. 
 
    She darts across the street, bent low to the ground, eyes on the ball of foil. Her fingers grasp the pointed edges as a metal brush swings forward. Wire bristles scrape against the wrapper. 
 
    "Hey, watch out!" An angry hand grabs her shirt collar and yanks her out of the street sweeper's path. She falls on the ground, staring wide-eyed at the man. “Stupid street rat!"  
 
    He snatches his note off the sidewalk, folds it and stuffs it into his pocket. "You're lucky the sweeper didn't get that, or I'd be taking it out of your hide!" 
 
    His foot lashes out, striking her in the side. She twists into a ball, curling around her shining prize. 
 
    The man stomps away, and she limps back to the ally, to her hole, to safety. 
 
    Above the trash bins, a crack forms where two buildings lean together. The aluminum lids groan as she climbs up. Bricks pull at her clothing as she wedges inside.  
 
    The foil crinkles and pokes at her fingers as she unravels the ball. The scent of mustard and beans perfumes the air. 
 
    She feels inside, a careful search. Wetness covers her fingers, but no solid food. 
 
    The holo-sky flickers and goes dark as she licks the wrapper clean. 
 
    It's been a good day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lights-Out 
 
      
 
    The Out of Luck Blue Guard 
 
      
 
    Time: 0337 
 
      
 
    Loser. Loser. Loser. 
 
    The pointed folds of the maintenance log tattoo the word into his side with every step. A sharp prod of pain like the little jabs his girlfriend takes at his pride. 
 
    The last time he’d seen her, they’d fought again about moving up a Level in the city.  She was getting worried she’d hitched herself to a losing ride and had his salary alerts to prove it.  She’d been in his accounts again.  All part of the sharing thing she was always talking about.  But he was the only one who shared.   
 
    Finding the maintenance log at the end of his shift was fate. Street Sweeper Seventeen showed multiple errors and was flagged for recall. The memory of his girlfriend's voice goaded him to swipe the report before the repairman saw it. Barely taking the time to change out of his uniform, he'd hurried to the Sweeper Battles and bet two weeks salary on a guarantee that unit seventeen would malfunction. 
 
    Dread bubbled like acid in his gut as the sweeper pulled through each round without a single error. 
 
    Now he needs credits he doesn’t have, or something sharper than a maintenance log will stab him in the side. 
 
    He needs to get out of the warehouse before the debt collector comes looking for his payment. Bouncers posted at the main door ensure everyone exiting has their bets settled.  
 
    Dodging through the crowd, he tries not to look desperate.  
 
    A pillar offers brief respite as he furtively rubs at the stamp on his hand. His skin reddens, but the gold negative symbol still glows in place, unaffected by the chafing. Only the debt collect's magic dissolvent can remove the mark of his debt. 
 
    He scurries to the back wall, searching for another exit, one without a guard. A small ventilation window flashes high in the wall. He'll be in plain sight if he tries to squeeze through it. 
 
    A quick glance around. No one looks in his direction.  
 
    He creeps under the opening, scoots a hand up, and pushes at the window frame.   
 
    It doesn't move. 
 
     Across the room, a blonde head moves through the throng of people, swiveling back and forth, hunting. The debt collector scans the crowd for stragglers, a serpentine path towards the back of the building. 
 
    Frantic, he slams his hand against the window frame. The seal, created by years of paint buildup, breaks apart. With a blast of cold air, it shrieks open, the noise deafening in his ears.  
 
    But a panicked look back confirms no one noticed.  The crowd’s own noise masks his escape. 
 
    The frozen sill chills his hands as he hoists his body through the hole. 
 
    A soft heap of garbage cushions the fall. The light from the warehouse illuminates the alley for a few feet, then darkness. The streetlights won't come back on for another hour. The world shifts to shades of green as he slides the night goggles into place.  
 
    Trash shifts and tumbles as he clambers out. He checks for the knife in his pocket, the hard handle against his palm bringing a rush of comfort. 
 
    Hunching his shoulders, he hurries past the few people who prowl the streets. Their goggles shine like stars as they glance his way. He listens for footsteps that slow, change direction, match his stride. 
 
    Like a beacon, the single light at his apartment complex shines a path to safety. He makes it inside unscathed. 
 
    Running up the stairs to his unit on the thirteenth floor, he shoves his key into the lock and hurries inside. His feet slip and he catches himself against the wall. Something hard crunches beneath his shoes. 
 
    "You here, babe?" He takes off his goggles and flips on the light. 
 
    Ripped couch cushions spill rice filling across the floor. Open kitchen cabinets reveal bare shelves, and naked hooks display blank spaces where pictures once hung. 
 
    "Babe?" He shuffles through the mess, hand on the wall for support. Devoid of sheets, a stained and empty mattress rests abandoned in the sleeping nook.  
 
    "No. No, no, no." 
 
    He hurries to the closet, falls to his knees, and rips at the baseboard in back. It comes away with ease.  
 
    An empty hole mocks him where his secret credit sticks should be. 
 
    He leans back on his heels and gazes over his home. She's taken everything of value. Even his clothes. Only his uniforms remain, skewed on the hanger as if she thought about it and changed her mind. 
 
    He turns off his light and puts his goggles back on. Through a small window above the bed, the distant shapes of prostitutes go about their business. They'll be finishing up work soon, loaded down with credits. A good one makes more in one night than he does in a month. 
 
    He pulls on his Blue Guard uniform, buffing his badge until it shines. 
 
    Getting the credits will be easy. 
 
    No one questions Peace Keepers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quarter-Light 
 
      
 
    The Misled Prostitute 
 
      
 
    Time: 0435 
 
      
 
    Her feet hurt, among other parts of her body she no longer likes to think about. Early on, she learned to compartmentalize. When the streetlights dim, she has hands, arms, legs, and feet. Sometimes she has a face. But other areas, they aren't part of her anymore.  
 
    They're for work.  
 
    At Half-Light, she’ll meet up with her handler, gives him his money, then goes home to wash. She becomes a whole person when she’s clean and the streetlights are back to the Day-Light cycle.  
 
    Now, though, they’re dim, the credit-band on her wrist full. 
 
    "Morning, ma’am.” 
 
    "Morning, Blue Guard." She smiles at the guard, because today she has a face to smile with. But it takes a moment to understand why she can't move past him. 
 
    His arm stretches between them, ending at a hand that grips a part of her she doesn't want to acknowledge yet. Not while the lights are dim. 
 
    “Shop’s closed for the night, sir.” The smile stays in place, painted red to highlight the whiteness of her teeth. A good smile is good customer service. 
 
    “This will only take a minute.” His hand moves to her arm, grips above the elbow, fingers pressing hard white stripes into her flesh. 
 
    Insistent, he yanks on her arm. She stumbles to follow in heels designed for a more casual pace.  
 
    The dark alley hosts a low dumpster and a discarded rug that lays rolled against the wall, conveniently missed by the street sweepers. A white smear glistens on the ground next to it. Her second visit to this alley today. 
 
    They stop before reaching the rug and she hopes he wants to use her hands. The hard ground disagrees with her soft knees. Blue Guard shoves her against the wall and turns to look back at the street. He frowns, adjusts his cuffs, and rubs a hand over his mouth. 
 
    When he turns back, meanness lurks in his eyes. Hard and narrow like the customers who like to hit and leave marks.  
 
    “I’m gonna need that credit-band.” He whispers like telling secrets, easy to misunderstand. 
 
    “What kinda joke you playing, Blue Guard?” She laughs, because laughing makes the situation less real. 
 
    “I’m not playing.” He reaches for the silver credit-band on her wrist. A gold negative symbol glows from the back of his hand, throwing light on his desperate face. 
 
    It’s bright, bright like a beacon calling its master home. 
 
     “My credits aren’t gonna fix that debt for you!” She slaps at him, fingers clawed like hooks to scrape at his eyes.  The ground wobbles under her heels, unstable.    
 
    He shoves her, the building an indifferent force as her body slams against it. Her head thunks like a bag of rice hitting the wall. Thoughts scatter, little grains of reason littering the alley. 
 
    Nails scrape bloody tunnels into her skin. Her whole body shakes as he pulls on her arm. Kicking at him, she misses and loses her balance as her shoe bounces further down the alley, past the dumpster. 
 
    “No!” she screams as her head hits cement again and sparklers appear in her vision. Little stars that remind her it’s quiet time. “No!” she shouts, defiant, pushing at the body boxing her in. “I'll get cut on if I come back empty-handed!” 
 
    “Let go, bitch!” Another shove. Her knees shake and buckle beneath her.  
 
    Why can’t she stand?  
 
    She strains her eyes to see through the dancing lights. Grains of thought slip and slide out of place.  Blinking, she focuses on the psy-gun in his hand, and the small orange light that indicates a nonlethal shot. The bastard stunned her. With his bad aim, she only loses function in her legs.  
 
    It could have been worse.  
 
    Her body jerks and he drags her a few feet by the credit-band, trying to pull it free.  
 
    A gurgling, strangled laugh seeps from her at the humorless situation.  
 
    Only her handler has a key; good product protection. 
 
    Dropping her arm, he glares down at her. The glow from his debtor’s mark sets the whole alley on fire with its light. 
 
     Her body lays sprawled in front of the rug, where she thought their encounter would begin.  
 
    That, too, is funny. 
 
    “Shut up!” He pulls back his foot and slams it forward, into her stomach. The laugh coughs out of her throat on a burst of air. He stomps down on her hand, a horrible crunch beneath his heel.  
 
    White pain rushes from beneath his boot, fire and ice flooding her senses.  Her mouth contorts, a gaping howl without release. She can’t even scream. Screams need air, and there’s none of that in her lungs. 
 
    He bends down, shakes the pulped lump, and the silver band slides into his hand. 
 
    “It didn’t have to go this way,” he mutters under his breath.  
 
    There’s no other way it could have gone. 
 
    She opens the compartment in her mind, makes a place for her hand. Broken products are not a part of her. She slams the lid and the pain cuts off. 
 
    The concrete feels like fine-grit sandpaper beneath her bare skin as she rolls around until she can prop herself up on the rug. A soft place to watch the streetlights from. They brighten into Half-Light, but appear dull compared to the golden glow surrounding the Blue Guard as he runs from the alley. 
 
    She can breathe again, and she uses her breath to laugh. 
 
    Full-bodied, gut-shaking laughs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Half-Light 
 
      
 
    The Hungry Girl 
 
      
 
    Time: 0630 
 
      
 
    Usually, the sight of a blue uniform sends her in the opposite direction. She wears large clothing with sleeves that hang past her fingertips. Since Blue Guards on Ground Zero rarely stop people to check for dat-bands, she should be safe.  
 
    But the chance always exists, and risks should be avoided.  
 
    So Blue Guards should be avoided. 
 
    This morning, though, the brightening streetlights glint off a silver band as it peeks from the Blue Guard's back pocket. It gets her thinking, entices her to follow instead of flee. 
 
    If it’s a credit-band, she can trade it for food. Unsatisfied with the wrapper remnants, hunger forms a tight fist against her spine. If it’s a dat-band, though, she can use it to get a job, buy her own food, and become a person again. 
 
    The temptation outweighs reason.  
 
    Before she loses her nerve, she hurries her steps at a diagonal path to the guard's, sliding past him. Her fingertips brush against slick material and she passes into the alley beyond.  
 
    She keeps the same pace for a few steps, then backtracks to glance around the corner. The guard continues on his way, oblivious, with hands stuffed deep into coat pockets. Squeezing the band now in her hand, she tamps down on the fizzing bubbles of excitement. 
 
    Her heart pounds in her chest and she forces herself into motion. The alley exits onto the next street over and she lets the early morning crowd drag her along for a while.  
 
    The band burns in her palm, demanding attention. It distracts her enough that she almost misses the boy who slides between two men on her right, or the other boy, two pedestrians ahead. 
 
    Her heart lurches, the excited pound teetering into a panicked sprint. Every instinct tells her to turn around, locate the threats. The panic rises; she fights it. If those two are close enough to spot, then she must be surrounded. Gangs like to corner their prey before an attack. 
 
    Gangs, another thing to avoid. 
 
    She keeps her pace casual, breath level, trying not to alert them that she sees them. 
 
    Ahead, an alley forms a shadow between two buildings. 
 
    She tries to remember, is it a dead end, or can it be used to escape? She can't remember, her mental map refusing to line up with her surroundings. The cement jungle of Ground Zero makes orientation difficult and she allowed herself to become lost in thoughts of a future that might not last the morning. 
 
    A familiar billboard advertises the smiley face of the GoGoNow Energy Drink’s mascot. The corner, tagged with a red trident, nudges the mental map into place. 
 
    The alley leads to a dead end. 
 
    To her right, the boy edges closer. 
 
    She stumbles into the person in front of her, clutches at a soft gray sweatshirt. The man turns on her, scowling and suspicious as he checks his pockets.  
 
    “I’m so sorry!” She hunches her shoulders and bends her knees. The smaller she can make herself to him, the better. A quivering lip and wide eyes compound the image of innocence. 
 
    “Yeah, watch where you’re going, kid.” The frown on his face melts. He might be gruff, but he has a soft spot for kids. 
 
    They form a break in the crowd, the masses surging around them. The boys back off to bide their time. 
 
    She clutches the man’s shirt tighter and stops him from leaving. 
 
    “Do you know where SuppleMart is? Mom and me were on our way there, but I got separated.” She digs her nails deep into her palm until tears mist her eyes. 
 
    The man glances over her outfit, notes the dirt on her skin. His brow furrows, but he could use a bath himself. 
 
    “Sure, kid, you’re almost there.” He pats her hand and pulls her alongside himself. “I’ll take you. It’s on my way.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” Skipping next to him, she watches the boys from the corner of her eye. 
 
    They still follow, but at a distance. 
 
    “Mama says be careful of strangers, but you’re super nice!” She beams up at him, thankful slow development and malnourishment help her appear younger. 
 
    “You should listen to your mama.” His expression turns soft and mushy. “You be careful of strangers. Not everyone’s nice down here.” 
 
    She pats his arm for his sweetness. 
 
    The boy on the right gets pulled ahead by the crowd. 
 
    “Oh, there’s my mama now!” She points at an angle and gives the man another pat. “Thank you so much, sir!” 
 
    The man squints around, confused as she leaves him and dashes across the street, around the vibrant orange and green glows of disc bikes. Eighteen sprinting steps and her feet slam onto the hard surface of the sidewalk. She merges with the crowd heading in the opposite direction.  
 
    She stays with the pedestrians for fifty-five slow shuffles that blend with her neighbors. Another alley comes into view. 
 
    This one opens to the next street over. She ducks into it, thankful her height keeps her below head level of most of the foot traffic. Her movements will be hard to track. 
 
    A dumpster halfway down offers a potential place to hide.  
 
    She runs toward it and stumbles over a high-heeled shoe. Momentum propels her forward and she flings out her arms to protect her face. 
 
    The cement sandpapers skin off in layers before she slides to a stop. The silver band bounces from her numb fingers, skittering past the dumpster, and comes to rest against a fishnet-covered leg. 
 
    Stunned, she lays there for a moment and stares. The leg doesn’t move, and that makes it more terrifying.  
 
    Ignoring the burn in her arms, she crawls forward.  
 
    She doesn't want to see the body on the other side of the dumpster. But the silver band promises a brighter future. She needs it, and getting it means going near the body.  
 
    A woman leans against a rolled up rug, eyes closed. Blood seeps from her hairline, creating an uneven path that forks around her nose to outline a slack mouth.  
 
    Dressed like a prostitute, she doesn’t belong here; she shouldn’t be out this late. Her crop top twists off-center and her arms lay in her lap, like she tried to hide the tear in her skirt. On one hand, the fingers are crumpled, the palm misshapen.   
 
    The silver band winks next to her motionless leg, treasure that just needs to be retrieved. 
 
    Creeping forward, she keeps an eye on the woman’s face and stretches out a hand toward the band. She misses and touches the leg instead, warm and supple beneath her fingers. 
 
    The scream locks in her throat as the prostitute twitches, blinks in confusion, and their eyes lock. 
 
    The prostitute glances to the hand on her leg, then past it to the silver band. She smiles, a giant curve of the lips that display the blood on her teeth. 
 
    “Well, look at that!” The prostitute bends at the waist, long talons reaching for the band.  
 
    She scrambles away from the woman, falls on her butt. Her feet push against the ground until chilled aluminum thumps against her back. 
 
    The talons pinch up the band and curl it into a fist. The prostitute’s head swivels on her neck like a doll’s.  
 
    “Girl, I don’t know where you got this, but thanks for bringing it back!” Red lips stretch around bloodstained teeth, eyes bright with fervor. “Now, you come help Miss Tammy up, and we’ll go see my handler!” 
 
    The prostitute shoves the silver band into her cleavage, pulls her top back into place, and waves her talons in the air, expectant.  
 
    Light flickers at the end of the alley and she turns away from the prostitute, back the way she’d come. 
 
    Five boys stand silhouetted against the streetlights, more than she expected. They close in, unhurried. 
 
    “You sure you can stand, Miss Tammy?” She turns back to the prostitute. The woman frowns at her feet and her legs twitch, the toes curling and uncurling on the foot missing the shoe. 
 
    “Yep! Looks like the feeling’s come back!” Miss Tammy waves her hand in the air again, beckoning her closer.  
 
    “You see those boys, Miss Tammy?” The talons carve divots in the back of her hand as she drags the prostitute to her feet. The woman wobbles for a moment before catching her balance. 
 
    “They friends of yours?” She bends at the waist, scoops up the high-heeled shoe, and inspects it for scuffmarks. The other hand, the mangled one, hangs at her side. 
 
    “They want your credit-band.” The boys shift closer, fan out, and now she sees the leader, a halfbreed kid with weird colored eyes: one green, one brown. He stands out, someone she'd remember running into before.  A new gang, not one from her sector. 
 
    But the last two gangs she crossed paths with wanted to dress her up like Miss Tammy and put her to work on the streets. This one must have similar plans. 
 
    “You don’t say.” Miss Tammy grips the shoe by the toe, angles the spiked metal heel outward. “My business man wouldn’t like that.” 
 
    The prostitute steps forward, brandishing the shoe like a knife. 
 
    She’s a frightening sight, with all the blood and the mangled hand. Even the boys hesitate.  She takes the opening, turns on her heel, and runs. 
 
    Runs from Miss Tammy's high-pitched yell, the startled yelps of the boys.  
 
    Runs from promises of a better tomorrow. 
 
    Today’s good enough. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Day-Light 
 
      
 
    The Boy with Weird Eyes 
 
      
 
    Time: 1400 
 
      
 
    The scheduled cleaning of Ground Zero arrives with three high-pitched warning beeps and a flood of icy water. Residents laughingly call it rain, but it’s more like a hosing. It comes once every four days, in the middle of the Day-Light cycle. 
 
    Most seek cover before the water dumps down, treating it like a small holiday if they’re not at work. Street businesses can’t run, but pubs make a killing. 
 
    He wipes water from his eyes and squints through the deluge. Constant shivers wrack through him, his body’s desperate attempt to keep blood flowing despite the ice creeping towards his bones. The water workers don’t bother warming the liquid for Ground Zero. Winter Cycle will only get worse as the months go on.  
 
    His team risks hypothermia, but his orders are to bring the girl in, and they already lost her once today.  
 
    “Make one more sweep, then head home,” he shouts into his com, proud his teeth don’t chatter. “We’re not catching death for some rat who wants to drown!” 
 
    One of his boys limps out of an alley, shaking his head so that water sprays out in little arcs. The prostitute got him good with that shoe of hers.  They wasted time patching him up before continuing the hunt. 
 
    He doesn’t know why the boss wants this one so much.  She isn’t the first girl to break protocol in their territory.  She’s been hiding on Ground Zero for months now, thieving on the outskirts and refusing to come greet the boss.  So the boss wants her brought in, and his boys get injured and sick searching for the disrespectful twit. 
 
    Puddles splash in waves beneath his boots as he stomps through the next alley.  They’ve been circling the sector for hours now, but she’s good at staying hidden. 
 
    He touches the com on his neck, kept dry by the collar of his poncho.   
 
    “Any luck, boys?” The feed crackles and whines in his ear. 
 
    “Nothin’ yet.”  The replies come back stuttering and faded, the moisture wreaking havoc with the low-grade tech.  
 
    “Okay, head back to base, I’ll be right behind you.”  Their relief is tangible as they each sign off and head in from the rain.  He can’t blame them. A warm heater sounds nice right now. 
 
    In the alley ahead, a shimmer of gold catches his attention. A glow from between two trash bins. He moves closer, fingers on the cool handle of his psy-gun.  
 
    He crouches, pushes the bins apart, and lifts a piece of trash to reveal a severed hand. On the back, a gold negative symbol glows, its light fading fast.  He eyes the bins, but their light weight doesn’t hide the rest of the body. 
 
    He lowers the trash and puts the bins back in place.  The street sweepers will clean up the mess left by the debt collectors. 
 
    At last, the water cuts off. 
 
    His ears ring with the sudden relief and he scrapes wet hair from his eyes as he rises back to his feet. 
 
    He gives the alley a last sweep, angry to go home empty-handed again.   
 
    The ringing in his ears annoys him.  He sticks a finger in, giving it a wiggle to no avail. He peers around, back to the trash bins and the steady ping, ping, ping of dripping water. 
 
    He frowns and follows the water’s path up the wall.  There, in a crack formed by two buildings that lean together, a shoe pokes out. 
 
    Too small to belong with the hand. 
 
    Excitement floods his body, pushing off the cold in a hot rush of victory.  The hunt has come to an end. He climbs onto a trash bin, shifting his weight by increments to stay quiet. When he’s level with the crevice, he peeks inside.  
 
    And there she is, squished up in a soggy ball.  
 
    Eyes closed and mouth open, she doesn’t stir when he wraps a hand around her foot, giving it a jiggle.  He reaches in, all the way to his shoulder, and grasps a thin wrist, the skin damp and fever-hot to the touch.   
 
    He tugs, and she barely moves.  
 
    A foot on the wall provides the leverage necessary to pry her from the hiding place.  
 
    She tumbles out, slack-limbed and unresponsive, all hard angles and skin.  Practically starved to death and now sick. 
 
    He folds her over his shoulder and clambers off the bin, juggling her weight so the sharp knobs of her hip bones don’t dig into his shoulder. He turns his feet toward home and starts walking. 
 
    They’re almost there when a subtle tensing in the muscles gives her away.  His hold on her legs tightens as she whips her body straight.  An elbow flies at his head. He ducks and drops her.  Unable to catch her balance, gravity takes her down, butt slamming into the sidewalk. 
 
    They get a few nervous looks from passersby, but no one stops to help.  Ground Zero residents are good at ignoring trouble. 
 
    She tries to scramble away. He grabs her arm and yanks her upright.  Cheeks bright red with fever, she sways and tries to get him with an elbow to the gut. He cuffs her over the ear, a loud pop of noise more than an actual blow.  It stuns her, glassy eyes blinking in confusion. 
 
    “Stop it. Boss wants a word with you.” He pulls her forward, catches her as she stumbles, and keeps his grip tight. 
 
    Just ahead, a cement building distinguishes itself from its neighbors with a bright orange door.  A push to open it and they shuffle into the house.  Empty couches and a table litter the main room. The boys will all be snuggled next to heaters upstairs.  
 
    The change in light rouses her and she pulls against his hold, nails digging into his sleeve without affect. He wrestles her through the next set of doors and into the boss’s office. 
 
    He releases the girl with a push. She stumbles and falls to the plush rug. Streaks of mud mar its clean surface as she lays panting. 
 
    It doesn’t feel good to push her around, he’s never liked bullying.  But she’s too weak. She’ll die out on the streets. 
 
    “Oh, good, you found her.” Boss stands from behind his desk. Despite the heater running in the corner, he wears a faux fur coat, the shimmering mass of his fiery red hair pulled up in a bun. 
 
    The girl flinches at his voice, curls up in a ball, and goes tiny on herself with arms over her head.  
 
    “Don’t worry, child, you’re safe here.”  Boss kneels next to her and reaches out a soothing hand. 
 
    She lunges forward, teeth sinking into the soft place between thumb and forefinger.  She shakes her head like a beast and red drops fall on the carpet. 
 
    “Hey!” He lunges forward, ready to come to his boss’s aid, but the older man waves him off, pulls the little monster into his arms, and strokes her hair. 
 
    “It’s okay. Your journey’s been long, and you’re scared.” She stops struggling, her jaw unhinging to reveal a crescent of red.  He cuddles her closer. Using his jacket as a blanket, he wraps her in the faux fur. 
 
    “I’m not prostituting for you.” The soft fibers wave with the pant of her breath. 
 
    “Of course not, child. You won’t be forced to do anything against your will.” He pushes her back so she can peer into his eyes to see his sincerity.   
 
    “What do you want from me?” Her glance skitters around the room, taking in the clean furnishings. The warmth. The blocked door. 
 
    “I want to feed you, for starters.” Boss pulls a protein bar from his pocket.   
 
    “And then?” The rumbling of her stomach echoes into the room.  
 
    “I want to give you a place to get clean, a safe place to sleep.”  He takes her hand, forcing her fingers around the bar. 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “When you’re healthy, I’ll teach you a skill and you can work for your living.” 
 
    “No prostitution?” Her whole body twitches, eyes narrow.  
 
    “Absolutely not.”  Another protein bar comes out of his pocket and he forces it into her other hand.  “You’re free to leave whenever you want. But there’s safety here, if you want it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like I can leave.”  She turns to glare at the door, where he still stands. 
 
    He steps to the side to make an opening, and half hopes she takes it.  The boss has a big heart, and she looks like trouble. 
 
    “I can’t work. I don’t have a datband.” A boney arm thrusts out to display the empty expanse of her dirty wrist. 
 
    “I can get you a new one,” Boss reassures her.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    She looks at the floor, mouth pinched tight, and shakes her head. 
 
    “You can pick a new one, if you want.” 
 
    Elbows pulled in tight, she doesn’t answer, but doesn’t make a move to leave, either. 
 
    “Let’s call her Tuesday.”  
 
    “Shush, March.  Not everyone needs to be named off the calendar.”  
 
    “Says the man who named me.” He points an accusing finger at Boss and gets an embarrassed smile in return. 
 
    “Raine,” she mumbles, voice barely audible over the crinkle of foil as she opens one of the protein bars.  Wet hair falls to cover her face as she shoves the gummy bar into her mouth whole. 
 
    Boss pushes the hair back, smoothing it into place behind her ear. “It’s nice to meet you, Raine. Welcome to your new family.” 
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    Mothers 
 
    By C.M. Simpson 
 
    No warrior is so fierce as a mother with young; and, when mothers band together, enemies need beware. 
 
      
 
    Talie watched the alien ship spin, a huge disk, looking continents wide, and she felt her heart sink. Somewhere, in that monstrosity, her little girl was hiding. Her little girl, who wouldn’t be anywhere near as afraid as she should be, and nowhere near as cautious as Talie would like. Her little girl, who would be quick to remind her that thirty-two wasn’t little, and that she had a child of her own—a bonafide ship-talker who had listened to her grandmother far too much, and, at ten, stowed away on an enemy troop carrier so she could make a difference where it mattered. 
 
    Dammit! Talie thought. It is all my fault. 
 
    It was her fault, too that the child’s mother had gone after her. It’s what mothers did—and now there were two little girls who needed rescuing. 
 
    Which was why Talie was here—because mothers had mothers, too. 
 
    “Take me in,” she said, although there was no need to say where. 
 
    The ship could feel her will; it knew where she wanted to go. Her words were just a trigger. Sasha wasn’t the only one who could talk to starships. Her mother, Anlin, could speak to them, too. They’d both inherited their gift from their parents and grandparents, and the men and women before them. There had always been ship-talkers in the family, ship-singers, too, although they were very rare. 
 
    “Take it quiet,” Talie said. “Ghost it in.” 
 
    For a second, power hummed to the weapons systems, and then the ship heard ‘in’, and read her intent anew. Talie breathed a sigh of relief as the weapons powered down, reminding herself to choose her words more carefully, kicking herself because she’d used the phrase ‘Ghost it’ too many times as a signal to kill—and ‘take it’ as a signal to attack. 
 
    At least the ship knew ‘quiet’ meant sneaky. 
 
    It was as much as a ship ‘knew’ anything. They weren’t sentient in the way dragons were; they just heard the intent and obeyed… mostly. Talie eyed the mother ship and scowled. Something that big? That was probably as sentient as anything that had gone before it—or it would be, if Sasha woke it up. 
 
    And now Talie regretted telling her granddaughter stories of the Capra conflict… or sharing her experiences in the Battle for Diomedes—the same stories she’d told her daughter, and her sons, and anyone who’d asked for them. She’d lost too many people in both wars for them to be forgotten. 
 
    Another war had come, this one flying in on a ship they’d recognized from Capra. The all hail had said the aliens wanted to talk, but the first contact had been a disaster. Someone on the human side had held a grudge. 
 
    Insult had been added to injury when the aliens asked to dock at the orbital so they could resupply and move on. Colony management had been afraid it was the first move in a planetary take over. The aliens had responded by stating they were willing to pay, but, if that was not an option, then their survival was on the line, and they would have to take what they needed. 
 
    It wasn’t clear who’d fired the first shot. 
 
    “And, now, we’ll never know,” Talie murmured, guiding the little craft in a trajectory that would take it over the mother ship, but not into it. 
 
    With any luck, the ship’s systems would read it as harmless, and not try to take her out of the sky. When she was close enough, she was going to land. If she got it right, it would be in the shadow of the ship’s slightly raised command centre, and, if she was lucky, the emergency hatch would let her in, without her having to use the explosive charges she’d brought along just in case—because luck could only take you so far, and she was pushing it far enough. 
 
    She was banking on her ship being able to create a seal between its hatch and the emergency hatch on the mother ship. She was banking on the atmosphere inside the mother ship being breathable, given the aliens who’d come planet-side hadn’t worn breathers. She was banking on so many things—so many of which could have already gone wrong. 
 
    Her granddaughter, Sasha, might not have made it off the transport. Her daughter, Anlin, might not have been granted docking privileges. And the Stars knew why the girl had even thought asking was an option! And herself? Well, she might just find an armed welcoming committee on the other side of the airlock. 
 
    Her tiny craft settled on the mother ship’s surface, the faint clunk of magnetic landing clamps rippling through it. Talie hoped the sound wasn’t as clear inside the mother-ship’s shell as it was in her own ship, but she refused to give doubt room. If she did, she wouldn’t be able to leave the pilot’s seat. 
 
    Moving swiftly, in case there were sensors her own hadn’t detected, Talie moved to the exit. Using the computer implant in her skull, she extended the ship’s small umbilical, and patched in to the external cameras making sure it covered the airlock leading into the bigger ship, manipulating the edges into a close fit, before activating the magnetic seals and pressurizing it. 
 
    “Open hatch,” she ordered, once it was done. 
 
    The ship obeyed, and Talie stepped cautiously into the small passage she’d created, moving quickly to reach the airlock. Now, all she had to do was get it open. Still, it was an emergency hatch. It wouldn’t make sense for it to be hard to get into, now, would it? 
 
    Talie studied the external controls, relieved to find a simple keypad. That was something she could deal with. Anlin had given her a program for decoding entry codes. Normally, Talie would have insisted on working it out for herself, but speed was of the essence, and she couldn’t afford to be proud. 
 
    She activated the program, glad when she heard the mechanism behind the panels grind into motion. The gladness was short-lived, however, as the hull shuddered beneath her. Talie forced herself to breathe slowly and evenly. 
 
    She had the choice: stand and wait for the airlock to open, or retreat to her ship and take off before whatever defensive mechanism she’d tripped caught her. The hull shuddered again, and warnings echoed through her implant, showing the umbilical’s connections at risk of release. Instead of running, Talie held her ground. 
 
    The airlock started to open, and Talie reached forward, curling her fingers around the exposed edge. It was now, or never. She wasn’t tethered. If the umbilical went, she’d be spaced in seconds—and the light ship-suit she wore would be no protection. Keeping her grip on the airlock, Talie slid one foot into the widening gap before her. Next, she slid her forearm through the gap, trying hard not to think about what would happen if the airlock started cycling in reverse. Closing her mind against the increasingly urgent alarms in her head, she got ready to haul herself inside the airlock as soon as the gap was wide enough. 
 
    The hull shifted, and the panels under her started to split apart. Her own small craft shuddered on the edge of her vision. Talie felt her heart freeze. The airlock entry widened just enough for her to wedge herself into the gap, and Talie held her breath. 
 
    At the other end of the umbilical, she heard something tear. Beneath her, the umbilical started to slide. Fortunately, the door kept opening, and Talie forced her way past its edge and into the tiny chamber beyond. 
 
    As soon as she was through, she reached out and slammed the button for emergency closure, knowing it was going to be way too slow. All she could do was grab the rail that ran around the inside of the airlock, looping an arm through it as she stared through the gap at the slow chaos occurring outside. 
 
    Her small ship was being drawn into the hull, as though it was on a landing platform. It was a clever trick, and Talie wished she knew how it was happening. What was more concerning, however, was the way the umbilical was breaking loose at both ends. 
 
    As the door started to cycle closed, her ship’s hatch sank through the larger craft’s hull, and the umbilical tore free. Talie breathed in, and out again, trying to pull in enough oxygen to keep her going until the airlock re-pressurized—hoping it didn’t depressurize completely. Air rushed past her into the vacuum beyond. 
 
    It was going to be a close-run thing. 
 
    Talie tried not to think about it, studying the way her ship was sinking through the skin of the bigger craft, even as the umbilical gave up its grip on the airlock, and floated away into the dark. Talie hung on, and, by the time the door closed, her arm was aching and she was struggling for breath. The outflow of air ceased abruptly, and she crouched. She didn’t give up her grip on the rail until she could breathe, again, and then she moved through the inner door and out into the corridor beyond. 
 
    To her surprise, no one was waiting to take her to the brig, or anywhere else. The corridor was as empty as the shell outside. 
 
    “Sasha, where are you?” she asked, but no reply came, either on the empty air, or into the communications centre in the implant. “Anlin?” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    Talie crept quickly and quietly forward, stopping when she reached an emergency locker behind a marked panel in the wall. If this ship followed anything like the usual protocols… 
 
    “Hah!” 
 
    Pulling out the vacuum-packed coveralls, Talie hurriedly pulled them on. It was a lucky guess—either that, or this species had an ‘average’ that equaled human average, and what were the chances of that? Talie didn’t care. All that mattered was that the coveralls fit, and she’d be less likely to be noticed—apart from the fact she was a different species. 
 
    Yeah, that might make her a little obvious. Until then, she’d pass a casual glance at a security monitor, which meant she’d better find her girls—and fast. They were lost and not answering their comms, and she didn’t want to think of what that could mean. It took a second for Talie to activate the tracking program she’d brought, and then she decided it would be faster, if she could tap into the system around her. That took her a little bit longer. 
 
    “Nice to know your lot like their wireless as much as mine do,” she said, keeping half an eye on the corridor. 
 
    She’d gone another dozen paces before realizing she wasn’t seeing any doors. Talie frowned, counting out the next twenty paces before she stopped a second time. Looking back, she realised she could no longer make out the emergency locker, even though the airlock was still visible. In an instant, she imagined just how easy it would be for that door to be opened remotely, and just how fast she could be sucked through it. 
 
    She scanned the corridor for cameras, and saw no-one. 
 
    “Come on, girls. Where are you?” 
 
    Again, there was no reply, and her words whispered back to her in the emptiness. Talie stopped, and leant on the wall. She’d found a layer in the ship’s system that she could only think of as the ‘public layer’. She hadn’t needed a password, or to register, but had just tapped in. It was a bit like standing in the middle of a spaceport concourse, or in front of a bank of elevators. 
 
    There were signs on the digital doors leading out of the space, but Talie couldn’t read a single one. There were labels above the elevator buttons that were just as incomprehensible—and she had Galbas, Galrus, and Galchin down pat. She stared at her options, at a loss as to what to choose, and then she remembered she was in a ship, and that intent could transcend most barriers. 
 
    “I seek my daughters,” she said, willing the space around her to show her Anlin and Sasha’s location. 
 
    At first, nothing happened, and Talie wondered if language might be a barrier, here, too. Just when she was about to switch from Galbas to Galchin, one of the ‘concourse’ doors opened. 
 
    Talie stared at it, and then dropped out of the digital and into the real. The corridor was still there, but now she could see an end to it. Leaning into her intent, and lacing it with her need for the ship’s assistance, Talie pushed off the wall, and started walking towards the corridor’s end. 
 
    “Help me find them. I mean you no harm.” 
 
    She didn’t know why she’d added that last bit, but was glad she had. Inside her implant, in the space she’d made around her connection to the ship’s system, she saw a path traced on what looked like a section of floor plan. As much as she wanted to have a closer look at the plan, she didn’t want to press her luck. She just wanted her child and grand-child back—and, even if the ship couldn’t understand the bloodline bond, at least it accepted it. 
 
    Talie broke into a jog. She figured it wouldn’t matter, that the airlock was sure to have been monitored, that someone had to be watching, even if she hadn’t seen the camera’s yet. All she could do was go as far as she could before she was stopped. 
 
    “Dammit, Sasha. Why couldn’t you have just called me a silly old woman, and walked away?” 
 
    “That would surely have been disrespectful, would it not?” 
 
    The new voice stopped Talie in her tracks. She turned around, but the corridor behind her, like the corridor ahead, lay empty. She scanned the walls, ceiling and floor, but saw nothing  resembling an intercom. The voice persisted, nonetheless. 
 
    “Why have you come?” 
 
    Talie looked all around, once more, and, once more, saw nothing. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, then added, softly, “Where are you?” 
 
    “I am Sselesteth, Mother Ship, nurturer of the Sselestine. You are Talie, a human mother of mothers.” The ship paused. “And a protector, as well?” 
 
    “I… Don’t all mothers protect their young? How are you understanding me?” 
 
    “I understand all those who dwell inside me—and I know that mother’s protect their young, but you protect the nests and young of others, as well. That is what makes you both protector and mother... and, yet, you are not male, in any way that I can tell.” 
 
    Not male? Not that it mattered. Talie realised she had stopped, and made herself continue walking. She supposed she, Sasha, and Anlin could be considered to be ‘dwelling’ inside the ship. 
 
    “Where are my daughters?” 
 
    “They are at the end of the line.” 
 
    And if that wasn’t downright evasive, Talie didn’t know what was. She looked at the map on the implant, located the line and her end of it, and resumed walking. 
 
    “Are they okay?” 
 
    “They are well.” 
 
    “Are they talking to you, as I do?” 
 
    “They do. We speak of many things.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Your granddaughter is most anxious that I understand the human perspective of what occurred on Capra.” 
 
    She was? And just how had the pair of them reached that as a topic of conversation? 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She feels badly that I do not understand it.” 
 
    “But why would that matter?” 
 
    “Because it was on Capra that our species first met.” 
 
    Well, she’d known that. 
 
    “And now we have met a second time, and are at war, again,” she told it. 
 
    “And, again, it was a human that launched the first offensive,” the ship replied. 
 
    Talie wasn’t going to let that stand. 
 
    “On Capra, it was your people who first attacked our colonists.” 
 
    “My people acted to defend themselves, when they were attacked. We met your colonists as they landed, and asked that they leave.” 
 
    Now, Talie understood why Sasha was trying to make the ship see. 
 
    “But we scanned the world; it was uninhabited.” 
 
    “We were there when your colonists arrived. They believed possession was nine-tenths of the law, save when they were not the ones in possession. They tried possession by primacy of discovery, but our records showed we had been first in that, too. Beaten on all legal fronts, they ordered us to leave. When we did not, they tried to force us to go. Surely, you had known this?” 
 
    Talie had not known that, but she had known the colony commander. As much as she wanted to deny the possibility, Sselesteth might actually be telling the truth. As if reading her thoughts, the ship continued. 
 
    “We pointed out the error, and asked the colonists to leave in accordance with Coalition Law. The commander called in assistance.” Again, it paused. “You were one of those who came.” 
 
    “You drove us out.” 
 
    “We fought you to a stand-still, and offered to return your colonists.” 
 
    Talie froze. 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    “We offered to return your colonists—and those who had fought on their behalf.” 
 
    Talie stood in the silence that followed, hardly daring to believe it—and wanting to hear more. 
 
    “But Commander Collins said…” Talie stopped, tried to control the sudden swirl of emotion, and took a breath. “Commander Collins said there were no survivors, that you had slaughtered them all.” 
 
    “That would have been inhumane, and against the treaty we had signed with your Coalition. We tried to return your people, and were refused.” 
 
    Shock made Talie dizzy, and she reached a hand to the nearest wall, used the sense of it to steady herself. 
 
    “You tried?” 
 
    “Yes. Your warriors were not to be blamed for following their orders, and many of your colonists had agreed that they should leave. Most were not complicit in the colony leaders’ attempted genocide. We captured and held them, pending the outcome of the conflict.” 
 
    “But… you won, and we were told you killed them all.” 
 
    “We killed none of those we took. We placed them in stasis until they could be returned. When our offer was refused, we woke them and offered them a home. Some asked to sleep until they could be reunited with their loved ones.” 
 
    Talie leaned against the wall, feeling as though she’d been punched, or gone three rounds with a michondrian. The ship nudged her. 
 
    “Please explain your distress.” 
 
    “My husband…” she said. “My husband is among the fallen.” 
 
    “I can check the records. We left no dead behind. All those we found, living or dead, have records.” 
 
    But Talie’s mind had stopped at one word. 
 
    “Behind?” 
 
    “The human leader had many secrets. Many were the reports he suppressed in the database he failed to destroy before we captured it. This one, however, describes the reason for our relinquishment of Capra.” 
 
    Relinquishment? 
 
    “You mean you left? All that fighting to stay, and you left?” Talie heard the outrage in her voice, fought to not start screaming, held onto a torrent of angry accusation, and finally managed one more question. “Why?” 
 
    “You must read it to understand,” Sselesteth told her, and the report it had delivered to her implant flashed. “Please take your time. I will wait.” 
 
    “You could just tell me.” 
 
    Talie had no desire to read a report. She had daughters to find. 
 
    “You will believe the words in the report far more easily than you will believe mine.” 
 
    It didn’t take her long to skim the report. When she was done, there was only one thing she could ask. 
 
    “Did you save them?” 
 
    “We saved all we could, and left a force to guard them. They gave us a small piece of land for our ‘ambassadors’. We have kept their system free of intrusion for the last two and a half of your Terran decades. When they ask, we will help them advance.” 
 
    “But that’s…” 
 
    “It is all we can do to atone.” 
 
    “But it is forbidden—by Coalition Law,” Talie protested. 
 
    “We have permission. Your Commander Collins has been outlawed. We were on our way to Coalition Central to deliver our human cargo when we stopped to ask for assistance, here. Having returned Capra to its rightful inhabitants, our people, my children, are in need of a home.” 
 
    “And we turned you away.” Talie remembered the sselestine asking to resupply, and their threat to take what they needed. Capra was a long way away, and even a ship this size could not fly forever. “How low on supplies are you?” 
 
    “We have placed all non-essential personnel in stasis,” the ship replied, “but will need to wake enough to guard us when we dock.” 
 
    “You can’t dock!” 
 
    “I have no option but to try. My people, all my people, will perish if I do not. We expended most of our resources to reach Capra, and the war took almost all our reserves. Your Coalition did not wish to assist us, when first we asked for aid.” 
 
    “Then how did you get permission to assist the amphibs to advance? How did you have Collins outlawed?” 
 
    “We left Capra, but we persisted in our efforts to find understanding. Someone eventually heard us, and our story was verified. It is why we must visit your Coalition Central. We are the last, and we must find a home.” 
 
    It stopped, sadness seeping across their link. 
 
    “We sought assistance, not a war—and, now, your Coalition’s aid will be too late.” 
 
    And when the Coalition came, the colony would be found in contravention of Coalition law—and more than just Talie’s daughters would be in jeopardy. All her family would suffer, and everyone she knew—for a crime they did not know they’d committed. 
 
    “I need access to your comms array,” she said, and allowed the ship to see her intent. 
 
    She had been right. This thing was more than just a ship that she could bend to her will by wishing hard enough. This thing was sentient, like a dragon, or a human psi… or like a Human-Mind-Transfer craft. The HMTs were recognized intelligences, their humanity and sentience agreed on by all but the very, recalcitrant few. 
 
    “As it is with my people,” the ship said. “The closest you have come is your HMT, for I was sselestine once, and walked the stars on two legs like the rest.” 
 
    For an instant, Talie had the sensation of being shown the ship in a single gesture, and then the vision ended. 
 
    “These are the descendants of my children and their mates, all that are left of our clan and its tribes. We are seeking a home.” 
 
    And being denied it by all it met. The ship did not say as much, but it was there, in the data behind its words. Talie could glimpse bits and pieces, as though the ship remembered, and could not quite suppress all that passed through its mind. 
 
    “I need to speak to Coalition Central,” she said, her daughters momentarily forgotten. “I need them to speak to the colony leadership on your behalf. May I use your comms array?” 
 
    “You do not ask if the array will reach that far.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that, if you have spoken to them before, then your reach is sufficient. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “You are not wrong, but another complication approaches.” 
 
    Another complication? Talie waited. 
 
    “Commander Collins blames us for his downfall. He pursues us across the stars. He will arrive soon. Your leaders see him as a friend, and are very much mistaken.” 
 
    Thinking on what the ship had told her, Talie could see why. 
 
    “Let me speak to the colony leadership,” she said. “We will send them the transcripts of your conversation with Central, and the report Collins suppressed, warn them he is not to be trusted.” 
 
    “They are guarding against my contact.” 
 
    Talie eyed it, inside her head. 
 
    “Are you telling me you can’t smash your way through? Broadband your story to every colony comms device in range?” 
 
    “I can blanket your world with the truth,” the ship said, “but I am not sure they will believe it.” 
 
    “We need to send them enough that they try to contact Central, themselves.” 
 
    The ship did not reply, but it did share what it had detected on its long-range scans. 
 
    “Do you understand what you are seeing?” it asked. “You are space-born and a pilot.” 
 
    Talie viewed the incoming ships, noting the ones that belonged to Collins and his fleet, and taking a careful look at the others that followed. 
 
    “See if you can I.D…” She hesitated, taking the time to scan the hull signatures, before using her implant to highlight the ships she needed. “That one, that one, aaand that one. They should be in the Coalition database, which you should be able to access.” 
 
    “The database has been passed to me. One moment, please.” 
 
    Sselesteth needed less than a moment, and came back quickly. 
 
    “I have passed the data you suggested to your colony. I have passed the long-range scan—and the idents of the hulls. I fear they are more than alarmed, and that you should speak with them.” 
 
    Talie only imagined they were. 
 
    “Patch me through.” 
 
    The comms link in her head fizzed and crackled, and Talie wondered why the colony was still trying to block the ship’s transmissions. 
 
    “David?” she said, when the harried-looking watch officer came on-line. 
 
    “Talie? What in all the stars do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Saving the colony,” Talie told him; it wouldn’t do to beat around the bush. “You’ve received the data?” 
 
    “From a hostile ship, yes.” 
 
    “Any more hostile than the pirates on the long-range scans?” 
 
    “We have yet to verify those.” 
 
    “I’d move my behind, then, if I were you,” Talie snapped, “and while you’re messing about, I’d suggest you send out a distress signal. Mark it urgent for Central’s attention, but broadband it so everything in range can hear.” 
 
    “It could bring in even worse predators,” David argued, “and anyone who came would still have to fight their way through the aliens to reach us.” 
 
    “Not if the aliens were protecting us.” 
 
    Talie watched as David’s face took on an expression of utter disbelief. 
 
    “You don’t actually believe them?” he asked. 
 
    “I do.” Talie thought fast. “If I can verify there were survivors from Capra, and that the aliens preserved them, would you take the chance?” 
 
    She watched as David glanced off-screen, and knew the colony leadership had gathered in the comms centre, either as she’d made her call, or because of what the ship had sent. 
 
    “We have yet to confirm Collins’ disgrace,” came a voice, and Talie recognized Dianne Allbrecht, the colony commander. 
 
    “He’s flying in perfect formation with four known pirates,” Talie said, unable to keep the disgust from her voice. “Isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “We still don’t know his intent.” 
 
    “He’s flying with pirates,” Talie repeated, not hiding her exasperation. “I doubt they’re doing it out of the kindness of their hearts.” 
 
    “They’re probably just after the aliens.” Dianne was dismissive. 
 
    “Who are taking the Capra survivors  to Coalition Central so they can be reunited with their families.” 
 
    “And do you have proof of that?” 
 
    “I…” Talie looked to the ship. “They need to see the survivors.” 
 
    “That can be done. I have located your husband. You must understand that twenty-five years is a long time to be alone, and he has a second family.” 
 
    Talie’s head spun with disbelief, and her head swam with both sadness and joy, but there was more on the line than her own personal happiness—and she herself had a made second family without Vaughn. She just hadn’t spared the complications a thought, because the ship hadn’t confirmed Vaughn among the living. Now that it had, Talie had to admit that twenty-five years was, indeed, a long time. 
 
    She slid down the wall, so that she was sitting on the floor, and the ship took that as permission to show the family reunion taking place somewhere else inside it. 
 
    Anlin was torn between fury and joy, and Sasha had taken it on herself to stand in between, her small hands resting on their chests as though that would be enough to stop the oncoming fight. 
 
    “But Grampa didn’t mean to fall in love,” Sasha protested. “He thought he was all alone.” 
 
    Her words brought a lump to Talie’s throat. Sasha got it, Talie’s head got it. Talie’s heart, on the other hand, was going to take a little more time. And Anlin… 
 
    Talie watched as her daughter glared at her father, completely ignoring the woman standing behind him, and seemingly oblivious to those with her. 
 
    “I don’t know whether to hug you or slap you,” she said, her words bordering on a snarl. “Mom’s going to be…” 
 
    “You let your mom worry about how she’s going to be,” Vaughn said, “and me.” 
 
    He glanced towards the camera. 
 
    “We have company.” 
 
    Anlin turned, following his gaze. 
 
    “And just who in all the Stars are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “I am Sselesteth, Mother Ship, nurturer of the sselestine—and I am with Talie Steron, your mother. We wish you to confirm to your colony that we have kept the survivors of Capra alive and well, and are returning them to Coalition Central.” 
 
    The ship’s words brought a gasp of surprise from the gathered humans, and Vaughn stepped past Anlin to face the camera. 
 
    “I am Lieutenant Vaughn Capri. I was rescued by the sselestine when my craft was destroyed in the Battle for Capra. I was held until the war ended, and present when Commander Collins refused the return of all colonists and survivors to the human side.” 
 
    His words brought gasps from the colony leadership, and Dianne spoke. 
 
    “Colony Leader Dianne Albrecht, here. Can you confirm that Collins has been outlawed by the Coalition?” 
 
    Vaughn rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Lady, I can only confirm that we are en route to Coalition Central so that we can be repatriated to human worlds, if we so desire. If they’ve outlawed Collins it’s way past time. I’ve seen what that… what he suppressed. The man needs to be shot!” 
 
    Talie couldn’t remember when she’d last seen Vaughn so angry, and his new partner obviously recognized the signs. She stepped forward and laid a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I am Eleanor Capri, xenobiologist. Collins suppressed my report on sentient life-forms on Capri, as well as my confirmation that the sselestine had arrived before us.” 
 
    The others crowded forward. 
 
    “I am Joseph Tan-Capri,” said a young man, who looked to be around Anlin’s age. “My father was killed by Collins’s men as he bought time for my mother to escape with me and my sister. Do you need to know more? Sselesteth shows an approaching fleet. If those are Collins’s ships, you need to prepare your defenses.” 
 
    In the other section of her implant, Talie saw the colony leadership had moved into camera range. Dianne was wringing her hands and glancing worriedly at her colleagues. 
 
    “We only have the orbital and a small squadron of fighters for ceremonial duties,” she said. “Nothing that can challenge what’s coming in.” 
 
    “Have you called for help?” Joseph insisted. 
 
    Dianne glanced across at David, who glanced down at his control board. 
 
    “We’re being jammed,” he said, and glared at the camera. “Your alien friends…” 
 
    “I doubt it!” Joseph snapped, and looked over at Vaughn. 
 
    “We can offer assistance, but most of our pilots are in stasis, pending an emergency drop with the rest of our people.” 
 
    “Emergency drop? Y..you mean the sselestine?” 
 
    Joseph’s lip curled with scorn, and Vaughn reached out and laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder. Joseph shot Vaughn a quick look, and then he sighed. 
 
    “We are out of supplies. Both humans and sselestine are in stasis. The pods will launch to the nearest habitable world in the hopes they will survive.” His face took on a forlorn and angry look. “Our mother would shut down and remain in orbit.” 
 
    “Your mother… the… the ship?” 
 
    Talie couldn’t blame the governor for sounding a little shocked. 
 
    “The ship,” Joseph confirmed, and his tone and expression dared her to make something of it. 
 
    She didn’t. She changed the subject, and Talie couldn’t work out if she was brilliant, or just a coward. 
 
    “We can evacuate you through the station,” she said. “I’ll send orders you’re to be allowed to dock.” 
 
    She turned her attention to Sselesteth. 
 
    “Forgive me,” she said. 
 
    “I will defend you,” the ship told her. “Your pilots and mine will fly together.” 
 
    “It will take time for our pilots to reach the orbital.” 
 
    “And time for mine to wake from stasis. We will be ready together.” 
 
    Things happened very quickly after that. It was decided Talie would return to her ship, and Sasha return with Anlin in her shuttle. It seemed Sselesteth had been happy to grant Talie’s daughter permission to land, since she’d been hoping for reconciliation through her. That would have taken longer without Talie’s interference. 
 
    The waking and evacuation time for the humans and sselestine was calculated and, apart from the pilots and medical personnel who were woken with them, it was too long. 
 
    “Worst case scenario, you jettison the pods as you planned,” Sselesteth’s captain told her. “After that, keep out of reach.” 
 
    Dianne nodded. 
 
    “I will have crews on stand-by to retrieve the pods and get your people to shelter.” 
 
    She might have said more, but David interrupted. 
 
    “Kaskali’s Fire is doing the jamming,” he reported, highlighting a large ship towards the rear of Collins’s formation. 
 
    “She’ll also provide the ground troops and aerial support when they take the colony. It’s their specialty,” Talie added, having read the files on each of the ships as she waited. 
 
    “They’re coming in a lot faster than I’d like,” Vaughn added, as he and the captain pored over scans and charts. 
 
    Every now and then, Vaughn would look over at Talie, as though he couldn’t believe he was seeing her, again. Each time he did, Talie thought he might say something, and, each time, he’d frown and look away, as though the words wouldn’t come. 
 
    Talie could sympathize. There was so much to say, and, yet, nothing at all. He was here and alive… and in love with another woman, in the same way she was here and alive, and in love with another man—and she didn’t think he was dealing with that any better than she was. The fact they had to focus on holding off a fleet invasion wasn’t helping. 
 
    “What help do you think we can expect from Collins’s fleet?” she asked, and explained, when the others gave her odd looks. “They couldn’t all have agreed with him, could they?” 
 
    “It’s an idea,” Vaughn said, and they turned to the ship. 
 
    Sselesteth gave the equivalent of a ship’s shrug, inside their heads. 
 
    “They were all complicit. They were all to be called to task. I do not believe any answered the Coalition’s call to return for trial.” 
 
    Talie couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “All of them? What about their crews?” 
 
    “That I do not know. If any found their commanders’ orders abhorrent, their protests were ignored, their ability to thwart them annulled.” 
 
    Annulled. That was one way to put it. Talie wondered just how many of the renegade crew would be found missing, when Collins’s fleet was finally brought to heel. It was only as the fleet came within an hour’s striking distance, that they understood how badly the odds were stacked against them. 
 
    As they approached, a stream of smaller craft issued from the bigger ships in the fleet, until it looked like they were flying surrounded by a halo of smoke. 
 
    “I can’t send the squadron out against that,” Dianne said. “It would be murder.” 
 
    They all stared at the screen, and Talie felt her mouth go dry. 
 
    “I have a solution,” the ship said, and both the captain and Vaughn recoiled in horror. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Ignoring them, the ship continued. 
 
    “I need someone to guarantee they will do their best to be the bridge between my people and the people of this world.” She turned her focus to the colony leaders. “I am sorry, but I must jettison my children, here.” 
 
    “No!” and this time it was a chorus, the human and sselestine pilots on the bridge protesting as one. 
 
    The ship turned to Talie. 
 
    “From one mother to another, will you do this for me?” 
 
    And, in her mind’s eye, Talie saw Sselesteth’s plan, and wept. 
 
    “Will you do this?” the ship asked, again. 
 
    Talie considered its request. Her daughter would never forgive her, and her granddaughter… well, she could hold a grudge for an eternity. All too aware that every eye was on her, Talie swallowed against the lump in her throat and replied. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Gramma!” and “Mom!” came out as a chorus of disgust. 
 
    The ship ignored it. 
 
    “Do you swear it?” 
 
    And Talie closed her eyes against the sudden sting of tears, closed them so she would not see the fury in the eyes of the captain, Vaughn, her girls, and every sselestine and sselestine-adopted human in the room. She let the ship feel her intent. 
 
    “I swear it. Let me—” 
 
    And the ship shuddered, the colony leadership and orbital control crew raising their voices in alarm. 
 
    “Sselestine craft, we did not give you permission to—” 
 
    “What are you doing? Captain Steron, what—” 
 
    Talie ran for the door. 
 
    “We’re undocking. Stand by to retrieve the stasis pods,” she said, shouldering her way through the pilots nearest the exit. “Sselesteth!” 
 
    They followed her out into the corridor, divining her intent by the path she took. When she reached it, the airlock to the station was locked tight, and she didn’t know the way to the mother ship’s hangars. Talie struck the door, twice, and then leant her head against it. 
 
    “No! Dammit!” 
 
    She was surprised when Vaughn laid a hand on her shoulder, and she turned her head so she could see him. 
 
    “I wanted to fly with her.” 
 
    “You cannot be the Bridge, and fly at her side.” 
 
    The sselestine captain laid a hand on her other shoulder, his scaled fingers an iridescent blue-green that shimmered to gold under the ship lights. He squeezed gently, leaving his hand in place. 
 
    “She forbids it,” he added. “We are to evacuate as soon as the last pod has fallen.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Talie sent her mind into the ship’s system looking for Sselesteth’s presence, but the ship had hidden herself away, and Talie found herself facing blank walls and nameless corridors, the data indecipherable, even though she bent her intent against it. It was as she had expected as soon as she had discovered its sentience. No talker could bend a sentient craft to their will. For that they had to be psi, as well—and Talie was not. 
 
    The captain left his hand in place. 
 
    “There is no time to return you to your ships. Your daughter and granddaughter will fly with Lieutenant Vaughn. You will fly with me,” he said, and Talie raised her head. 
 
    The captain caught the look on her face. 
 
    “There is not room for more, and the Mother has tasked me with your care.” 
 
    His face rippled as he said it, a curious crinkling around the eyes accompanied by a curl of the flesh between his nostrils and top lip. 
 
    “That… was not the best way to say that,” he said, and Talie realised he was embarrassed. 
 
    She gave him a brief smile and nodded. 
 
    “As you say. We are to evacuate. Lead the way.” 
 
    She figured she could overpower him once they were in flight, take the ship and follow Sselesteth’s path. Vaughn, however, soon put an end to that idea. 
 
    “Even a ship talker needs time to learn a new craft,” he said, “and these are… difficult.” 
 
    Which, for Vaughn, meant they’d taken more than a day to master, which meant she really wouldn’t be able to take over, the way she’d been planning, since she needed the same time as he did. An alarm sounded, and the corridor lights changed from a steady white glow to strobing amber and red. 
 
    “This way,” the captain said, turning back through the pilots. 
 
    They had barely gone three strides before the ship shook hard enough to make them stumble. Vaughn stopped. 
 
    “She didn’t…” 
 
    “She did,” the captain confirmed. “We need to run.” 
 
    “She did what?” Talie wanted to know. 
 
    “Jettisoned every pod at once.” 
 
    “But, that’s…” 
 
    “Check the scans.” 
 
    To Talie’s surprise the scans were waiting. They showed the pods descending as an engine-lit swarm, and then flickered out to the cloud of ships coming in. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    It was instantly clear why Sselesteth had sent all her people down in one hit, rather than orderly waves; Collins’s fleet was closing faster than before. If she’d been any slower, the pods would have been in range of the incoming fighter swarm. Their contents would have had no chance of surviving. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    And the captain didn’t wait for a reply, but broke into a run, guiding them unerringly to the hangar where the ships were waiting. 
 
    “It will be a tight fit,” the captain said, as he broke for a small dual-seated craft. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll manage,” Talie told him, eyeing the second seat. 
 
    Behind her, she heard Anlin raise her voice. 
 
    “Where’s Sasha going to fit?” 
 
    “Between your feet,” Vaughn replied. 
 
    “Over my dead body. It’s not safe.” 
 
    Talie turned, ready to break up the oncoming fight, but one of the sselestine pilots reached over and tapped Anlin on the arm. 
 
    “I can take your daughter.” He froze, when she turned and glared at him. “I.. If you will trust?” 
 
    Anlin had opened her mouth to refuse, when Sasha solved the problem. She walked around her mother, and took the sselestine pilot’s other hand. 
 
    “You will fly me safely,” she said, and it was not a question, but a statement of fact. 
 
    She looked at her mother. 
 
    “It will be safe, and we do not have time to argue. Sselesteth wants us to care for her people.” 
 
    At that, she looked up at the pilot she’d chosen. 
 
    “It’s time to go.” 
 
    To give him credit, the pilot looked to both Vaughn and Anlin, catching their brief nods of permission, before letting the child pull him towards his ship. As Talie returned her attention to the captain, she heard the sselestine’s bewildered question. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    And Sasha’s inevitable response. 
 
    “The ship told me.” 
 
    She made it sound as though he should have known. Talie allowed herself a small smile as she followed the captain to his craft. Beneath her feet, the deck vibrated with suppressed power, and, in her mind, Sselesteth spoke. 
 
    “I want no-one in range.” 
 
    Talie didn’t have to ask ‘in range of what’; she knew—and it grieved her that she could not follow the ship on its final journey. 
 
    “I will not allow it. Keep my people free.” 
 
    And Sselesteth was gone. Talie tried to think of a way to thwart her without breaking her promise, and could not. She followed the captain into his craft, and buckled down. The hangar bay doors opened as soon as the canopy closed over them, and the small craft guided itself out into the dark. Talie didn’t try to touch it, not wanting to disrupt the pilot’s control. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The sselestine captain’s startled denial made Talie look up in time to see him take his hands off the controls. Their ship turned agilely around them, taking them in a perfect trajectory to land at the colony’s small airfield. 
 
    Curious, Talie tried to sense what the craft was doing. When she couldn’t, she tried to link to its control system, and found herself blocked. 
 
    “She is controlling the descent,” the captain said, and his voice caught. 
 
    He was silent until they had landed, touching down and running his craft over to where the colony’s small squadron was waiting. Once it had come alongside the human craft, the sselestine fighter unlocked its canopy, and shut down. 
 
    Completely. 
 
    Looking out across the airfield, Talie could see the rest of the sselestine’s fighters doing the same. Their pilots either sat in shock, or ran their hands over unresponsive panels. A closer look at the human craft saw their pilots doing the same. Talie was not alone in tapping the orbital’s feeds to see what happened when Sselesteth met the pirate squadron. 
 
    To Talie’s surprise, the pirates did not try to take the mother ship out of the sky. From what the colony satellites could collect, they demanded the ship’s surrender, and took the slow in her advance as compliance. Collins’s arrogance was breathtaking. 
 
    He ordered his fleet to surround the ship, not questioning why Sselesteth might choose to allow it. Only Kaskali’s Fire hung back, its captain voicing the need for caution. He was silent when Collins threatened to remove his cut of the profits for sselestine technology—silent, but still suspicious. 
 
    It was not enough to save him. 
 
    Sselesteth allowed the first shuttles to dock as the fleet surrounded her—and then she enacted the only plan that would guarantee the survival of both the colony and her own people. She exploded into a multitude of incremental shards, dying in progressive layers as she sent waves of debris tearing through the enemy fleet. 
 
    All around her ships were torn apart, and Collins’s attack was halted. 
 
    Talie’s shocked cry joined the horror voiced by all who saw it. Her tears were not the only ones to fall. She did not try to speak to the others as she descended from the cockpit. Nor did she acknowledge the sselestine captain as he called to her, when she ran for an empty fighter. 
 
    He was not the only one she ignored. 
 
    She was lifting back into the stratosphere, in a craft newly free of Sselesteth’s control, as the first pilot taxied out to follow her. She stopped to at the space station long enough to refuel, before heading into the slowly expanding debris field, her speed locked to slow, and her shields on full. 
 
    When fatigue and low fuel forced her back, she made it clear she was going out again. 
 
    “There might be survivors,” she said. 
 
    “The scans show no life,” the station’s observation unit told her. 
 
    “I still need to fly it,” she told them. “Please.” 
 
    “Do you have a reason?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Either put me out, or let me go,” she’d challenged, and both Vaughn and her current husband, Grant, had stepped in. 
 
    “Let her go.” 
 
    In the end, Dianne had been called in. Talie didn’t know what she would have done, if the colony leader had denied her, but Dianne had caught her eye, and nodded. 
 
    “Let her go. I’m sure the captain will explain when she’s ready.” 
 
    ‘The captain’ had no intention of explaining. She didn’t need to be told there was no hope Sselesteth had survived, but the possibility haunted her, nagging at the depths of her mind. Talie handed her duties of integrating the sselestine to Anlin and Sasha, although neither would speak to her—and then she flew back into the field. 
 
    She would not explain why she insisted on flying through it. She acknowledged the chances of finding any survivors were next to nil, but said she’d like to try. In truth, there was only one survivor she wanted to find, one mother, in all the debris field, that she needed to reach before they brought in the ships to clear it. 
 
    She’d been searching for close to a fortnight, aware of the message traffic between the colony and Coalition Central, when the fleet controller met her as she prepared to leave on another foray. Talie quickly salute the woman, and went to keep walking, but the controller laid a hand on her shoulder, halting her in her tracks. 
 
    “Whatever it is you’re trying to find out there, Steron, you need to find it today. The clearance ships jump in during the next shift, and start in the morning.” 
 
    Talie felt her face freeze, and struggled to hide her alarm. Judging from the controller’s expression, she didn’t do a very good job of it. Still, she tried for gracious, although more anxious to launch. 
 
    “Thank you, controller.” 
 
    The controller let go of her, but kept in step with her as she crossed the deck. To Talie’s surprise, there were several other figures moving towards the section where the small fighters stood. She glanced at the controller, but the woman said nothing—until everyone had converged on Talie’s craft. 
 
    At that point, the controller turned and looked Talie in the eye. 
 
    “So, spill, Captain. What exactly are you looking for, and how can we help you find it?” 
 
    Talie sucked in a sharp breath, and met the controller’s eye, and then let her gaze shift out to the twenty men and women squeezed into the space between her chosen craft and the next. She shook her head, and went to climb into the cockpit, but the controller grabbed her arm. 
 
    “They won’t let you launch until I say so—and I say we’re all in this together. You’ve covered most of the debris field, but you won’t cover what’s left, alone—not in the time you need. And I don’t think you’ll come in until you find what you’re after, and I don’t want to see you court-martialed just before you retire. I, we respect you too much for that.” 
 
    She gestured to the folk gathered around them, and Talie recognized that all the pilots, both sselestine and human, were present, and that the hangar space was more crowded than she remembered. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    Talie swallowed down the lump in her throat, and willed the tears prickling her eyes to stop. From the look on the controller’s face, she meant what she said, and the other pilots were crowding close. 
 
    “We’re here to help,” said an all-too-familiar voice, and Talie recognized Grant as he stepped around the side of her craft. “If it’s important to you, it’s important to all of us. We’ve known you long enough to know that.” 
 
    Talie sighed. 
 
    Grant didn’t often interfere, but when he did, he was as bull-headed as she was. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, and hurried on before she could change her mind. “I’m looking for Sselesteth.” 
 
    Grant’s jaw dropped, his expression was echoed by twenty other faces. 
 
    “The sselestine mother ship?” He paused, staring at her as she nodded, then added, “As in, the ‘I’ll blow myself up and save the day sselestine mother ship?” 
 
    Talie nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one.” 
 
    “As in the one thing our daughter and granddaughter will never forgive you for?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Well F—” 
 
    “Grant!” 
 
    He blushed and shook his head. 
 
    “Count me in,” he said. “That old girl and I need to talk.” 
 
    The controller rolled her eyes. 
 
    “You got a picture or something you can send to the rest of our implants so we know what we’re looking for?” she asked. 
 
    Talie obliged. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    She waited until they’d all received what she’d sent, and then shrugged free of the controller’s hand. 
 
    “If you don’t mind. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    The controller’s next words made her pause. 
 
    “What makes you so sure it’s this?” 
 
    “What do you think it could be?” 
 
    “You could try, this, too,” and the controller sent a frequency distortion. 
 
    Grant groaned. 
 
    “You better hope we find it in this last section, or we’re never getting her out, until she’s checked the rest of it for that signal.” 
 
    The controller turned to face him. 
 
    “We don’t find it in the last section, and your wife will have company.” 
 
    It was a promise, one echoed by the twenty or so throats gathered around them—and it was all Talie needed to hear. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said, and sent them search quadrants; there was no point doubling up. 
 
    No time either. 
 
    They were still searching as the cleaners arrived, refusing to surrender the field, until they were done… 
 
    … or it would have been until they were done, if Talie hadn’t felt a familiar presence brush her implant. 
 
    She cut her engines, coming to a slow halt, as she reached for the presence once, again. 
 
    “Sselesteth?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “To find you.” 
 
    “You promised to care for my people.” 
 
    Talie located the source of the signal Sselesteth was using to reach her implant. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    A small piece of debris spun helplessly in the void, and Talie maneuvered, until she brushed it with her shields. 
 
    “But you are here. Who speaks for them on your world?” 
 
    Talie dropped the shield long enough to nudge the debris piece with her hull. 
 
    “Anlin and Sasha carry out my duty.” 
 
    She grunted as she slammed the shields back into place, trapping the piece against her hull. Sselesteth didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “So, you have broken your promise.” 
 
    Slowly, Talie eased her fighter towards the field’s edge, almost holding her breath, as she left the area where she’d first heard Sselesteth’s voice. 
 
    “No, Mother. I am fulfilling it the best way I can.” 
 
    “And how is that?” 
 
    Talie breathed, again. Sselesteth’s signal was as strong as it had been inside the field. Her ship showed it moving with her as she flew. Turning back towards the orbital, Talie signaled the recall to the rest of her small fleet. To her relief, Sselesteth travelled with her, her voice just as strong, if not more insistent. 
 
    “How do you fulfil it, when you are out here, and they are alone?” 
 
    “By returning their mother, so she can be with them for as long as she can.” 
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    Alaska’s Vengeance 
 
    By J. L. Stowers 
 
    It should have been a simple rescue mission, but when an enemy vessel packing heat and a major grudge intercepts the warship Alaska's Vengeance, it's up to Captain Dani Devereaux and her crew to outsmart and outlast their ruthless adversary. 
 
      
 
    “Brace for impact!” Captain Dani Devereaux called out. The guns on the massive enemy Vaerian ship let loose another barrage of white energy blasts. The attack was in sync with an assault from a dozen single-pilot fighter ships.  
 
    Alaska’s Vengeance shuddered as shots made contact with the already weakened shields. Dani relaxed her white-knuckled grip on her console and raised her hand to the communications device in her ear. “Peterson, anytime now would be great.” 
 
    “We’re doing the best we can out here, Captain. These fighters are better than any others we’ve encountered.”  
 
    Dani watched as Peterson’s red-tailed fighter zipped around the Vaerian destroyer in pursuit of the quick fighter ships. Her own ship focused fire on the enemy’s primary weapons system, the yellow-hued shields lighting up as the attack made contact. The destroyer’s guns began to glow again as they charged for another attack.  
 
    Dani veered Alaska’s Vengeance away from the weapons mounted on top of the enemy ship and dipped beneath it.  
 
    “Now we’re talking!” Jag shouted from the right side of the bridge as he fired the remote-linked weapons into the underbelly of the ship. “Their shields have got to be about shot.”  
 
    “Our shields are down to eighteen percent; theirs are estimated around the same,” Cassia alerted the crew.  
 
    “I’m going to swing around for another drive-by,” Dani said as she banked the Galactic Conglomerate ship and angled it back toward the destroyer for another pass. “Hit it with all you’ve got, Jag.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he replied as Alaska’s Vengeance’s weapons systems began to hum with power.  
 
    Dani could almost hear the grin in his voice as he called out, but she didn’t dare look away. The battle had gone on far longer than she was used to. Typically Vaerians came in with guns blazing and little regard for their own safety. This battleship was a different story. Instead of fully powering weapons, they diverted a fair amount of energy to their shields, a rare move for the GC’s long-standing enemy.  
 
    “Cruz, how much longer before our backup is here?” It wasn’t in Dani’s nature to shy away from a fight, but her orders were to come to the defense of the Denver, a nearby Galactic Conglomerate warship on the verge of being overpowered. They hadn’t expected to come in contact with an elite Vaerian destroyer as soon as they dropped out of hyperdrive.  
 
    The ding of a bell from Cruz’s station drove Dani’s eyes to the graphics display, where a countdown timer now appeared. Dani frowned. Help was too far out. She had to end this now. 
 
    “Woodworth is down, Captain,” Peterson announced over the comm. 
 
    “Keep on those fighters; we’ll handle the destroyer. You worry about your men, Peterson.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Peterson and his squadron whipped past Alaska’s Vengeance, chasing the agile Vaerian fighters as Jag fired another round at the battleship’s shields. As soon as they were out from beneath the Vaerian ship, it fired on them again, causing alarms to sound. 
 
    “That one took us down to twelve percent,” Cassia announced. “By my calculations they should be around ten or so.” 
 
    “Drop our shields down to five percent and divert the power to weapons. It’s now or never.” 
 
    The border on Dani’s console flashed red as Cassia lowered the shields to critical levels. She circled her ship around, quickly diving under the destroyer that was easily three times larger than Alaska’s Vengeance. Jag fired upon the enemy once more, the orange shields taking the brunt of the energy blasts before the last burst from the guns on Alaska’s Vengeance made contact with the hull of the destroyer itself.  
 
    “Yes!” Jag shouted, pumping his fist into the air as a small explosion erupted near the Vaerian ship’s engines.  
 
    “Bringing us around again. Finish her off, Jag,” Dani ordered as they completed another run beneath the enemy.  
 
    Before she could bank for another pass, the swarm of Vaerian fighters dove at them from their position above the destroyer. Peterson and his pilots were hot on their tails, firing at the one-man ships. The energy blasts from the GC ships converged on the lead fighter, which was gunning straight for Alaska’s Vengeance. The small Vaerian craft burst apart, sections of debris exploding outward. A second Vaerian fighter flew into the debris field and lost control of the craft after a wing was sheared off by a large fragment of twisted metal.  
 
    The damaged fighter barrel-rolled behind Alaska’s Vengeance, then slammed into the engines before Dani could maneuver out of the way. An explosion tore through the aft section of Alaska’s Vengeance, the vibrations echoing across the ship.  On the bridge, the power flickered before going out completely. Not a moment later, the emergency reserve power was up, powering only vital systems and emergency lighting.  
 
    “Shit!” Dani yelled and hit her mostly darkened console with the heel of her hand.  
 
    “The destroyer is powering primary weapons,” Cassia warned.  
 
    Dani clenched her jaw. They were so close. A quick glance at the display of the ship’s systems confirmed her fear. The explosion had knocked their shields and weapons out, and reserve power was only enough to provide life support and communications. She hesitated momentarily before overwriting the power systems to drop life support to minimum function to divert power to the shields. If help arrived when it was supposed to, then they wouldn’t need long-term life support anyway. And if not, well, they’d be dead anyway. 
 
    “Brace for impact,” Dani announced to the ship once more. She bit the inside of her cheek, hoping the shields would take the brunt of the attack, but instead of emitting a blast of energy from their weapons system, an explosion occurred aboard the alien ship.  
 
    A fiery orange blast radiated outward from the primary weapons array. A sizable chunk of the hull sheared away from the rest of the ship. The reptilian-like aggressors choked and froze, floating away from the debris that used to be a Vaerian destroyer.  
 
    Dani stared at the destruction, slack-jawed. Luck was typically on her side, but not usually to this extent. She immediately assumed that there was some kind of malfunction aboard the ship. The explosion in the weapons system caused a chain reaction of smaller, secondary explosions that tore through the Vaerian destroyer. She raised a hand to her lips as the blasts erupted along all sides of the ship. 
 
    “They’re trying to escape!” Jag shouted as he pointed to the cargo bay of the destroyer. 
 
    Sure enough, the doors were sliding open. How the cargo bay remained intact as the ship around it essentially disintegrated was a mystery to Dani, but she didn’t have time to ponder the details. “I don’t know what happened, but it looks like they’re trying to escape. Peterson, what’s your position?” 
 
    “My squadron can handle the few remaining fighters. I’m coming around to take out whoever thinks they can shoot up our ship and get out alive.”  
 
    Dani watched the red-tailed fighter zip out from beneath the destroyer and position itself within firing range of the cargo bay. But what emerged wasn’t a Vaerian escape vessel. Instead, the ship birthed by the bursting destroyer was one that looked like it had been pieced together by someone with a severe lack of resources.  
 
    “Pirates?” Jag asked aloud, as he leaned forward, staring at the screen in bewilderment. “What are pirates doing aboard a Vaerian destroyer?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Dani responded, scratching her head. “But I want to find out. Peterson, hold your fire.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Cassia, open a line of communication,” Dani said as she stood and stared at the screen, stone faced.  
 
    The left side of the display screen filled with a riot of sight and sound. The bridge was a mess of confusion as men and women dressed in clothing that was just as mismatched as their ship darted about. The crew comprised a variety of races and ages from the very old, to the young. There even appeared to be a child carrying a circuit board in the background. 
 
    Amid the chaos sat a dark-haired, blue-eyed man with a large hat and a curious smirk. There was a calmness about him that made him seem out of place in the commotion taking place around him. His eyes lit up with recognition and he stood, slipping the hat from his head and dipping down in a swooping bow. 
 
    “Captain Devereaux, always a pleasure,” he said with a wink as he stood and placed his hat upon his head once more. “Tell me, how is my brother?” 
 
    Before Dani could open her mouth to speak, Jag was at her side. 
 
    “Talon, what the hell are you doing out here?” Jag demanded with all the ferocity of a younger brother who caught their older sibling sneaking in after curfew.  
 
    Dani’s eyes darted between the equally handsome men. The family resemblance was undeniable. She bit her tongue and watched the scene unfold; whenever Jag and Talon had a run-in, things got interesting.  
 
    Talon sighed and flopped back into the captain’s chair, gliding his fingers along the long feather adorning his hat. “Oh, Jag, you seem angry. Are you still mad?”  
 
    Jag’s brow furrowed. “You know the answer to that. What, are you in league with Vaerian scum now? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You always do seem to find the worst possible thing you can do and follow that path.” 
 
    “Oh, little brother,” Talon sighed with a slight shake of his head and a light chuckle. “Perhaps one day you’ll understand.” 
 
    “We do have standing orders to detain any individuals or ships consorting with the enemy, not to mention those engaged in piracy.” Dani set her jaw and stared at Talon. 
 
    Talon turned his head toward a tall woman who stepped up to his chair and leaned down to whisper something in his ear. His smirk fell, and his eyes lingered on the woman’s face a moment before he redirected his attention back to the communications screen.  
 
    “It seems there are more GC ships on the way.” Talon sat back in his chair and drummed his fingertips on the armrest. “I suppose we should probably get going.”  
 
    “You’re surrounded,” Dani said flatly.  
 
    “Tell us what you were doing on that ship,” Jag added. 
 
    Talon’s eyes fell to his console and he quickly tapped a few icons then pursed his lips together. “We’ve come across a bit of technology that would be supremely beneficial to anyone wanting to put an end to this incessantly hellish war.” 
 
    “And, naturally, you went to the enemy first.” Jag rolled his eyes. 
 
    Talon’s smirk returned. “Actually, no. We first approached the Galactic Conglomerate, but those fools are so anti-pirate that they couldn’t see the gift we offered them and instead tried to arrest us.” 
 
    “A gift is something you give without expecting something in return,” Cassia mumbled.  
 
    Talon heard the comment and perked up, leaning forward in his seat. “Was that my dear, sweet Cassia? Come on screen, love. Let me see your beautiful self.” 
 
    Cassia folded her arms across her chest and slumped down in her chair. She clearly had no intention of complying with his request.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Dani spoke for her. “But she does have a point. I doubt you were offering the tech free and clear. I know you better than that.” 
 
    Talon shrugged and sat back once more with an exhale, examining his fingernails. “Of course not. I mean, we do need to eat. But that didn’t matter anyway. GC officials refused to take a meeting with me and advised we would be apprehended. We left at that point.” 
 
    “That’s because the GC doesn’t do business with pirates.”  
 
    “Well, their loss then. Naturally, I had to see who else was interested in the tech, and the Vaerians made a very promising offer.” 
 
    “That might explain why they weren’t using their full power to try to take us out,” Jag muttered under his breath. “If they had something valuable on board, they’d want to wait until they got it back to their home system.” 
 
    “If their offer was so good, why’d you blow up the ship? I know we didn’t cause it to explode from the inside out.” Dani cocked her head to the side and awaited his response. 
 
    “Yes, well…” Talon sighed. “Things didn’t exactly go according to plan. I mean, they are Vaerians, so I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when they decided to hold us hostage and attempt to take the technology for themselves rather than paying for it. But I’d say we all saw who came out on top here.” 
 
    “How did you pull that off, anyway?” Jag folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Talon’s smile grew and he leaned forward in his chair. He could never resist a good bragging opportunity. “Sweet, innocent Jag. You don’t go into these kinds of negotiations unprepared. Our database was rigged with a virus to disable key systems in their ship should they attempt to steal or transmit the data without the proper key. Judging from the looks of things out here, my guess is that they sensed they might be in a battle they couldn’t win and tried transmitting the data to another Vaerian ship. 
 
    “Of course, without my keycode…” Talon’s eyes narrowed and his smile grew sly in nature. “BOOM.” 
 
    Jag sighed. “You realize that they would have just deployed their fleet of fighters after you, right?”  
 
    “Yes, well.” Talon shrugged. “I suppose we owe you one for helping us out there.” 
 
    “I believe that makes it two you owe us now,” Jag corrected him. “Don’t forget the last time we saved your ass.” 
 
    Talon rolled his eyes and waved his hand dismissively. “Very well.” 
 
    Dani looked at Jag. Their last run-in with Talon had been an emotional one for her first officer. Instead of the Vaerians, it was the Rebel Sector who had captured Talon and his crew. Alaska’s Vengeance had been on a reconnaissance mission at the time and had come across the stranded pirate ship, which had been docked by the rebels. What followed was a battle that left the rebel crew clinging to survival as Dani and her crew took the pirates onboard as prisoners. The story they told the GC was that Talon managed to steal a fighter and escape after compromising their navigational system. However, the truth wasn’t quite so sneaky on Talon’s part.  
 
    Despite their ongoing feud, the brothers had a weak spot for one another. Two sides of the same coin, they were unable to turn the other over to their superiors. Dani had mixed emotions about the situation, but she cared for Jag; and Talon hadn’t been an actual threat to the GC, until now. 
 
    “I’m not sure we can just let you go this time, Talon.” Dani glanced down at her console. Weapons and shields had recovered a few percentage points. “If what you’re saying is correct, whatever tech you’re peddling could be dangerous and used against the GC.”  
 
    Dani’s eyes caught Jag’s. He seemed disappointed in her decision, but if he was, he bit his tongue.  
 
    “On the other hand…” She raised an eyebrow and redirected her attention back to Talon. “If we return to the GC with the technology you speak of, then they probably wouldn’t be so upset with your escape.”  
 
    Talon squinted his eyes at Dani. “Why, Captain Devereaux, are you trying to blackmail me? How unlike a GC officer. I like it.” He grinned. 
 
    “Careful,” Jag muttered to Dani through gritted teeth. 
 
    Dani glanced at the countdown timer again. “Of course, we’d need to handle everything before the other ships got here.”  
 
    Talon rubbed his chin and stood before stepping off-screen.  
 
    Dani took the opportunity to let out the breath she was holding and glance at her crew. Jag seemed worried, Cassia looked confused, and Cruz started signing over the partition the moment her eyes caught his. “What if they call your bluff? We have no way to actually apprehend them with so many systems down.” 
 
    Dani smiled and quickly signed back, “He won’t.” 
 
    Talon stepped onscreen again and wordlessly stared at Dani and Jag while he fiddled with his cufflink.  
 
    “You’re stalling.” Dani put her hands on her hips and cocked her head slightly.  
 
    Talon’s gaze darted off-screen for another moment before returning. “I’ll tell you what—” 
 
    Jag let out an exasperated sigh and rolled his eyes dramatically. “Here we go.”  
 
    Talon inhaled deeply, his eyes fluttering at Jag, clearly annoyed. “We will give you a copy of the plans, encrypted, provided you let us leave.” 
 
    “Can you believe this guy?” Jag addressed Dani as he gestured to the screen. 
 
    She looked between the brothers slowly before her attention landed on Talon. Unlike Jag, he was notoriously difficult to read—one of those people who, after a negotiation, leaves you wondering if you either got a great deal or if you just got screwed and just don’t know it yet. “If it’s encrypted, how will we know that it’s the real deal?” 
 
    Talon’s brow furrowed. “Because I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    Jag scoffed, increasing the level of annoyance in Talon’s glare. 
 
    Dani took the moment of distraction to quickly sign to Cruz, “Beacon, now.” 
 
    With a deep, throaty sigh, Talon shook his head. “I’m tiring of this. Do we have an accord?” 
 
    A smile graced Dani’s lips. “Certainly. Please send over the plans.” 
 
    Talon nodded toward someone off screen. “Consider it done.”  
 
    Dani looked at Cassia, who sneered and tapped a few keys with a heavy hand before grumbling, “We’ve got them.” 
 
    “Just one more thing…” Dani trailed off as she accessed a screen on her console. “Looks like we’re all set.” 
 
    “Captain Devereaux,” Talon said, sweeping his large hat from his head and dipping into a deep bow once more. “Always a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine.” Dani replied with a wink. “Speaking of which, we’ve attached a homing beacon to your hull. It was small enough to pass through your shields undetected, so I imagine it’d be equally difficult to spot without going over that rust-bucket of a ship with a fine-tooth comb. If these plans aren’t real, then I will track you down.” 
 
    Talon chuckled with a sparkle of admiration in his eye. “Well played, well played indeed. As soon as your ship is operational, perhaps you’ll pay me a visit?” 
 
    Dani’s smile quickly dissolved and she shared a glance with Jag.  
 
    “You knew the whole time?” Jag asked. 
 
    “Well, maybe not the whole time, but long enough. Take care, little brother, until we meet again.” Talon offered Dani a wink before he blipped off the screen. 
 
    Dani watched slack-jawed as the pirate ship’s nose pointed upward and the engines fired, sending it up and out of view. “Well that was unexpected.” 
 
    “It’s Talon,” Jag said bluntly with a shrug before trotting over to his station once more.  
 
    “Well, yeah, but if he knew our ship wasn’t operational, why would he stay and strike a deal with us?” 
 
    “Easy,” Cruz signed, as he stepped out from behind the wall surrounding the navigation station. The hydraulics in his prosthetic legs were noisy as he walked and not as effective as they once were. He had to take a break from signing as he held onto the wall to support his journey toward the middle of the bridge. Once there, he was able to continue his thought, “He made the deal because, for some reason, he wanted us to have those plans. He wanted the Galactic Conglomerate to have them.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that makes me feel better, or worse.” Cassia left her station and joined Cruz mid-bridge near the holographic display. She accessed the plans on the display and frowned. “This level of encryption is insane. I don’t think I can crack this here. It’s definitely something we’re going to have to send back to headquarters.” 
 
    Dani nodded toward the timer counting down for help’s arrival. “It looks like our backup will be here in just a few minutes. We had better get our story straight for the debriefing. We dropped out of hyperspace and found the Vaerian destroyer, who immediately engaged in battle with our ship. After our ship was disabled, the pirate vessel exploded the Vaerian destroyer from the inside out. At that point, we attempted to apprehend the pirates; however, with our ship out of commission we were unable to do so. Thankfully, Cassia was able to recover a datastream of information, which housed the encrypted plans, just before the pirate ship escaped.” 
 
    “Nothing about the beacon?” Jag asked. 
 
    Dani raised the arm of her captain’s chair and took out a handheld device, handing it to Jag. “No, nothing about the beacon. This is for you. It allows you to track Talon as long as he is in GC space. It’s the same type of beacon on all GC transport and cargo ships, so it won’t raise any red flags with GCHQ. Happy early birthday.”  
 
    Jag stared at the device and grinned slyly. “Thanks, Dani—this is great. Now I can keep track of that ass wherever he goes and make sure he’s staying out of trouble. If not, well, then we know where to find him.” 
 
    “Now if these plans don’t check out, I’m going to need that back.”  
 
    “Of course.” Jag chuckled and tucked the device into the cubby under the weapons station. 
 
    Dani took a deep breath and redirected her attention to the ship remnants floating through space around them as she let it out slowly. “Peterson, you still out there?” 
 
    “That we are, Captain,” he replied through the comm. “Just finished cleaning up the fighters.” 
 
    “Bring your crew in and initiate docking procedures. Be aware, part of the ship back there is extremely damaged, so you may not be able to all dock on Alaska’s Vengeance. Dock anyone whose life support levels are dipping too low. Help will be here soon.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Jag, help guide them to the remaining working docking bays. I’ve got a mechanic to see about an engine.” Dani looked at the shattered Vaerian destroyer once more before leaving the bridge. 
 
    She hurried down the hall and poked her head in to the medical bay. “Dr. Lombardi, please prep your team to examine the pilots. They’ll be docking any moment now.” 
 
    Dani heard Dr. Lombardi start calling out orders as she continued on her way to the engine room. Inside she found Howard Glenn, the finest mechanic she had ever had the pleasure of working with. “Howard, we—” 
 
    “You went and messed up my ship again is what you did,” the old man said with a huff.  
 
    “If it’s too much of a problem, you could always take the GC up on that retirement offer they gave you.” 
 
    Howard turned and waddled over to her as fast as his arthritic body would allow and pointed the butt of a flashlight at her. “I told you to never say that dirty, dirty word to me again. I made a promise to your father that I’d look out for you and keep you safe among the stars, and I plan to uphold that.” 
 
    Dani smiled as Howard’s face took on a shade of red complimentary to the red stubble on his chin. “Yeah, yeah, get to fixing the ship, would ya?” 
 
    Howard chuckled, his belly bobbing up and down, a reminiscent twinkle in his eye. “You know, you’re more like him every day. I miss that guy.” 
 
    “Me too,” Dani said with a sigh. “So how bad is it?” 
 
    “Well, I can probably patch us up well enough to get us home, but I’m not so sure we’re in good enough shape to assist the Denver.” 
 
    Dani exhaled loudly. “Well, shit. I was afraid of that. I’ll have to send our backup to help them out.” 
 
    “Well you go on and skedaddle and do that. I’ve got work to do,” Howard said as he shooed Dani toward the door. 
 
    Dani chuckled to herself as she hurried back to the bridge, rerouting the power from the shields back to life support on her port-con as she went. She got there just as two more GC ships of comparable size dropped out of hyperdrive.  
 
    “The Miami and Atlanta have arrived,” Cassia announced. 
 
    “Get them on the screen,” Dani ordered as she took her place in front of her captain’s chair. 
 
    A moment later, the captains of the two ships appeared on the large floor-to-ceiling display in the bridge.  
 
    “Captain Martin, Captain Price, we’ve sustained heavy damage and will need to report back to our post for repairs. Please continue on to assist the Denver. They’re under heavy fire and need immediate assistance. Transmitting coordinates…now.” Dani quickly entered the coordinates into her console before Cassia sent them to the other GC captains.  
 
    “Understood. On our way.” Captain Price blipped off the screen, followed by Captain Martin. 
 
    “Cassia, do you want to take a peek at the encrypted file and see if you can—” 
 
    “Already on it, Dani.”  
 
    “Great. Cruz, come with me to the medical bay. Let’s see if Dr. Lombardi needs any help while Howard’s working on getting us up and running again.” 
 
    She and Cruz made their way to the medical bay, but it was immediately clear that they were needed, because the line of pilots continued out the door.  
 
    “Peterson.” Dani spotted the lead fighter pilot as he instructed his team on which order they should line up.  
 
    “Dani.” He looked at his team once more before leading her to the side.  
 
    The pilots made way for Cruz to slip into the med bay to assist Dr. Lombardi.  
 
    “Did everyone get docked?” she asked.  
 
    Peterson hesitated a moment before nodding slightly. “We lost a few good men and women out there, the only upside being the rest of us were all able to dock even with the damages to the docking area.”  
 
    Dani nodded solemnly with a knot in her throat. “I’ll handle all the paperwork. Do you want to notify the families this time or would you like me to do it?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll do it again. I know it means a lot to the families.”  
 
    “Of course, whatever you need. I’ll arrange for transport and time off once we’re back at headquarters. Thank you, Jeremy.” 
 
    Peterson offered a tightlipped smile before joining his team in line at the med bay. Dani walked up to the doorway and one of the pilots stepped aside, allowing her to enter. 
 
    “Anything I can do?” she asked Dr. Lombardi as he examined one of the pilots.  
 
    “No, I think Cruz and I can handle it. There don’t appear to be any serious injuries. We just need to clear the pilots for flight in case we need them again before we get home.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Dani turned and left the med bay and made her way to her private quarters near the bridge.  
 
    She stepped through the sliding door and then leaned back against the wall just inside. Dani took a long, slow breath then released it again slowly. She hated losing people. In her line of work as a Galactic Conglomerate Star Captain, it happened a lot. Too often. And there was little room for grief aboard a GC warship. There was always another battle to prepare for unless damages were severe enough to warrant repairs. In that case, they’d return to GCHQ and Peterson would deliver the news to each of the pilots’ families in person. He’d share with them the stories they had and the respect they earned while aboard Alaska’s Vengeance.  
 
    Only after the paperwork was filed and families notified would Dani and the rest of the crewmembers take the time to grieve. It often involved lots of food, drink, and reminiscent tales of adventure of those who had been lost. The next day they’d welcome aboard the replacements and prepare for their next mission.  
 
    The never-ending cycle had gone on for years and it never got any easier. For Dani, the most difficult part was when she collected the fallen soldier’s belongings and prepared them for Peterson to return to the family. There were almost always photographs, video recordings, and usually a handwritten letter. The letters always got her. She never read them out of respect, but instead made sure they made it home to the family.  
 
    No one onboard spoke of their letters, at least not that Dani ever heard. But she knew that most had them. There were a few exceptions, like herself, who didn’t have anyone left at home to write back to. It was almost a relief for Dani. She couldn’t imagine sitting down to write her last words to her family, if she had one. Though, occasionally, she did wonder if her father had ever thought about it before the war stole his life.  
 
    A gentle rapping at her door pulled her mind away from the gloom and back to the present. She quickly wiped away the moisture under her eyes and straightened her uniform before opening the door. Before her stood Jag, concern all over his face. Dani may not have had family waiting for her somewhere on a planet, but her crew was family to her. 
 
    “Holding up?” Jag asked as Dani stepped aside to let him in, the door closing behind him. 
 
    Dani wrapped her arms around him, Jag returning the gesture, and they just stood silently for several moments before he brushed her hair back from her eyes.  
 
    “We can’t stay out here.”  
 
    “I know.” Dani sighed before looking down at her port-con. “Power is slowly regenerating. I’ll go check in with Howard to see where he’s at with the repairs.” 
 
    “I’ll have Cassia run another long-range scan to make sure there aren’t any Vaerians coming to collect what’s left of their ship.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Dani said with a slight smile before opening the door.  
 
    Once outside of her quarters, they both went their separate ways without so much as a sideways glance from any other crewmembers. It wasn’t uncommon for members of the crew to visit her quarters, especially after they’d sustained losses. As difficult as it was for her to listen to them unload their pain, she knew it was worse for them and tried to provide as much support as she could.  
 
    “Howard,” she said as she stepped into the engine room. “Where are we on things?”  
 
    The mechanic poked his head out of a space behind one of the large engine power generators. “Well, could be worse. But we’re ready to head home now. Hyperdrive is operational and the engines should do well enough. Just take it easy on her.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said as she turned and left. She would have loved to stay and chat with Howard, with anyone really. But there was always more to do.  
 
    “How are we looking, Cassia?” Dani asked when she got to the bridge. 
 
    “All clear.” 
 
    “Great. Jag?” 
 
    “Life-support systems look good. We’ve regenerated enough power to set shields to six percent but not enough for weapons, so let’s hope the way is clear.” 
 
    Dani took a seat in her captain’s chair and touched the communications device she wore over her ear. “Attention: Alaska’s Vengeance is heading home. Prepare for a hyperspace jump.” 
 
    She fired up the thrusters and maneuvered the ship into position while selecting GCHQ from the hyperdrive menu. A moment and a flash later, Alaska’s Vengeance warped into hyperdrive. The distant stars became faint streaks around them as the more prominent planets and stars blurred temporarily before everything around them became a current of light. Dani felt the slightest abnormality in the vibration of the ship through the controls, something likely to be missed by most other pilots.  
 
    “Howard, everything holding up back there?” Dani asked through the comm as she flipped through status display screens on her console. 
 
    “It’s a little rough, but my baby’s a tough girl. She’ll get us home.” 
 
    Dani exhaled loudly and glanced around the bridge. Jag was running various systems checks while Cruz calculated their flight time before displaying the clock on the corner of the screen. Cassia seemed to be staring at her screen in bewilderment.  
 
    “What’s up, Cassia?” Dani asked as she stood.  
 
    “I’m not sure what this is, but it’s big.” 
 
    Dani had made her way to Cassia’s station and leaned over her shoulder. “It looks like the schematics for a weapon.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s way over my head.” 
 
    Dani bit her lip. The technology was more advanced than anything she’d seen. “We’ll hand it over to the GC and let them determine the viability of these plans.” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is, I’m glad we have it now and not the Vaerians. I don’t even want to think about what they’d do with something like this.” 
 
    Dani took her seat once more. The abnormal rumble felt amplified at her touch. She mumbled, “Something isn’t right,” then flipped through a few of the systems screens on her console. 
 
    “Does everything look okay to you, Jag?”  
 
    “I’m getting some unusual readings.” 
 
    “Unusual, how?” 
 
    “I think something is stuck to our hull.” 
 
    Dani narrowed her eyes at her display and ran a scan of the ship’s exterior. The system automatically runs an exterior scan after each encounter or collision of any kind. It searches for leaks and assesses any damage, but the scan was clear after the battle.  
 
    A gasp escaped her lips as the scan picked up something foreign mounted just above the bridge. She immediately dropped Alaska’s Vengeance out of hyperdrive to allow for a more accurate scan. She decelerated the ship using reverse thrusters and reran the scan as the rest of the bridge watched her in silence.  
 
    There, nestled just overhead was a device of some sort, Vaerian in appearance with its black metal and crude construction. Dani’s fingertips touched her lips as she leaned forward, eyeing the contraption. She didn’t even notice when Jag, Cruz, and Cassia joined her. 
 
    “What is that?” Cassia asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it looks Vaerian to me. I don’t think it came from Talon,” Jag answered.  
 
    “It most definitely did not,” Cruz signed. “I’ve seen one of these before. It’s a bomb.” 
 
    “A bomb?” Dani’s blood ran cold. “Why hasn’t it exploded yet?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s on a timer of some sort.”  
 
    “Shit.” Dani exhaled loudly. “We have to get it off the ship.” 
 
    “And how do you propose we do that?” Jag asked as he circled around to the other side of the image.  
 
    “Manual removal,” Dani said flatly as she made her way to the space suit storage compartment within the bridge. She carefully removed her space suit and turned around, nearly bumping into Jag. 
 
    “You know I’m not letting you do this alone.” He reached past her and grabbed his suit as well.  
 
    Dani hesitated a moment before deciding not to fight with him about it. The truth was, she might need the help, and if she couldn’t figure out the removal on her own, then the ship was a loss anyway. The pair donned their space suits while Cassia and Cruz stood by and watched.  
 
    “Dani, you be careful out there.” Cassia wore a familiar worried expression. The same one she got every time Dani was about to do something dangerous.  
 
    Cruz took a step closer to Cassia’s side. He, too, looked slightly worried. But his gaze was focused on Cassia rather than Dani and Jag. “Good luck,” he signed before gently placing a comforting hand on Cassia’s shoulder.  
 
    Jag and Dani exchanged their own nervous glances before Dani led the way out of the bridge and down the hall toward the back of the ship. They entered the airlock and sealed the interior door behind them. Dani was getting ready to open the exterior door when Jag caught her arm and pulled her close to him, their helmets bonking together gently. 
 
    “Hey,” he started but didn’t continue. 
 
    Dani studied his face. She could tell he wanted to say something. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I… If we pull this off, then I think a celebratory dinner is in order.” 
 
    Dani’s heart skipped a beat. She’d been over the GC handbook hundreds of times over the years for many reasons. Some of those were to remind herself about the restrictions against fraternization, but she still was unsure of exactly where the line was. Then it occurred to her she didn’t even know what kind of dinner it truly would be. As co-workers, friends, or maybe more?  
 
    Her hesitation caused Jag to release his grip and take a step back. “All of us, I mean. The whole crew. This was the toughest mission we never actually arrived at.” He forced a chuckle. 
 
    “Oh, right.” She was disappointed but tried not to show it, figuring it was best to not complicate things anyway. “Sounds good.” 
 
    With that, Dani turned and opened the exterior door. As she did so, the relative gravity released, allowing the pair to exit the airlock and head the direction they needed to without complication. A gentle kick off the floor before she lost contact sent Dani toward the built-in ladder running across the ceiling and out the airlock.  
 
    They climbed out, following the rails to the exterior of Alaska’s Vengeance. It was quite a climb to the bridge, but luckily the ladder would take them fairly close to where they needed to go. It wasn’t uncommon to lose some of the long-range scanning equipment mounted above the bridge in a rough battle.  
 
    One rung at a time, they continued until they finally reached the precipice of the ship. Each grab of the hand and placement of the foot was done carefully and with purpose. The last thing anyone wanted was to slip away into space. While recovery was possible, it was still terrifying.  
 
    “There it is.” Jag’s voice cracked over the radio linking the two suits and the bridge. Sure enough, the device was before them, not far from the ladder. 
 
    “Let’s go see what we’re working with.” Dani clipped her suit’s tether to a secure point and carefully let go of the ladder. It didn’t matter that she had been on dozens of space walks before; being out here with only a cable holding her to her ship was nerve-racking.  
 
    Jag clipped onto an alternate secure point and the two drew nearer to the bomb.  
 
    The bomb itself was the shape of a pyramid with knobs protruding from the top and the center of each of the sides. Dani thought back to her Alien Weaponry course at the academy. Her promotion to captain a few years prior had required her to take the advanced curriculum. However, Vaerian tech had changed rapidly and the bomb she was looking at now was somewhat different than those she studied before. Yet there were still some similarities.  
 
    “These here look like pressure sensors,” Dani thought out loud while Jag looked on. She leaned down to see how it was connected to the ship. It seemed to have clamped on to a section of their communications system. “Okay, so it’s on our ICC amplifier.” 
 
    “Can you take it off?” 
 
    “Well…” Dani sighed, sitting up. “It might be rigged to explode if it senses me messing with the mounting device. I think it’s best if we remove the amplifier all together.” 
 
    “That’ll severely limit our communications,” Cassia’s voice squeaked through the comm.  
 
    “Better than severely limiting our life-span.” Jag snorted.  
 
    “Right.” Dani started digging around the pack she carried and withdrew a wrench. “Well, I think a communications delay is an acceptable option.”  
 
    “Just as long as we don’t get attacked again,” Jag added. 
 
    Dani sighed and rolled her eyes at him. “Why’d you even say that?” 
 
    Jag shrugged. “Sorry. I’m sure we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Why’d you say that?” She laughed. “Just stop talking before you jinx the bomb into exploding.” 
 
    Jag made a zipper motion across the front of his helmet.  
 
    Dani got to work loosening the bolts that connected the instant communications amplifier to Alaska’s Vengeance. Without it, their instant communications field would be much smaller and there’d be a delay in their ability to communicate effectively with Peterson and the rest of the pilots depending on how far they ventured from the ship. It would also cause a delay in their communications when they announced their arrival into the GC home system per protocol, but Dani figured they’d cross that bridge when they got there. 
 
    “Hey, Jag, I’m going to need some help on this one. It seems to be stuck.” 
 
    Jag slowly made his way over to her, carefully watching his tether to make sure it didn’t come in contact with the device. He placed his hands on the wrench with Dani’s, and the bomb’s exterior triangular plates lifted several inches. A light within began to flash.  
 
    “What’d you do?” she asked frantically. 
 
    “I didn’t touch it!”  
 
    Together they frantically loosened the bolt and made their way to the final one.  
 
    “What’s going on up there, guys?” Cassia asked through the comm. 
 
    “I think it’s getting ready to blow,” Dani grunted as she and Jag wrenched off the last bolt.  
 
    The plate shifted, causing Dani to slam her hands down on the edge to steady it. The pulsing light quickened from within the contraption. Jag went to the other side of the amplifier’s plate and on Dani’s nod they lifted it together. A series of wires ran from the device through connection points before they went down into the hull and through the series of airtight panels. Dani reached in and disconnected the first wire. 
 
    “There’s not enough time for that,” Jag said as he withdrew a knife from his own pack and severed the wires with a quick swipe. He then hoisted the bomb, amplifier, and plate up into the air over his head and kicked himself away from Alaska’s Vengeance before releasing the bomb.  
 
    Dani scrambled to get to his tether and pull him back down to the surface of the ship as the bomb drifted away, spinning slowly.  
 
    The moment Jag was within reach, he grabbed onto the ladder and pushed Dani down toward the ship, covering her with his body. She could see the bomb over Jag’s shoulder as it continued to drift farther and farther away. A brilliant flash of energy emanated from the bottom of the device where it had been mounted to the ship, followed by a shower of debris that burst out, away from Alaska’s Vengeance.   
 
    “Guys?” Cassia was frantic on the comm. “Are you there? Talk to me.” 
 
    “We’re here,” Dani said as she blinked rapidly to free her vision from the bright spot that lingered. She then shifted her gaze to catch Jag’s eye. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said with a smile.  
 
    Her green eyes lingered on his blue eyes for a moment, drinking them in. He always found a way to protect her from whatever threat they faced. She had been on her own since her father’s death following her mother’s disappearance. With no siblings or others to speak of, she often longed for a deeper human connection. So much so that she occasionally wondered what it would be like to throw the rulebook out the window and act on her impulses.  
 
    “Dani, you okay? Your pulse is increasing.”  
 
    “Uh… yeah, I’m fine Cassia,” she answered hoping her cheeks weren’t as red as they felt.  
 
    Jag cleared his throat and rolled off of Dani. The two of them quickly unclipped their tethers and began the climb back to the airlock in silence. Jag helped Dani climb in first before following. Once they were inside, she closed the exterior door, reengaging the artificial gravity before pumping air into the compartment. Dani opened the interior door and removed her helmet, shaking out her dark hair.  
 
    “Dani?”  
 
    She turned to face Jag, who had also removed his helmet. He looked nervous as his eyes caught hers and quickly looked away. 
 
    “Good job out there,” he spit out the words and seemed relieved after doing so. 
 
    Dani smiled at him, not wanting to push the matter, for both their sakes. “You too, Jag. Just another day in the office, right?”  
 
    “You know it,” Jag replied before adding, “Now let’s get this ship patched up so we can kick some Vaerian ass.” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly. GC chatter says they might be targeting PS683 next. I have a feeling they’re going to need our help.” Dani turned and hustled back to the bridge.  
 
    Once back in the familiar captain’s chair Dani ran through the systems checks. She entered the GCHQ coordinates into the system and announced to the ship, “Home is just one jump away. It won’t be long now.” 
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    Sycorax 
 
    By Jenetta Penner 
 
    An arrogant black market space trader, a broken down ship with an attitude, and a beautiful girl trapped on a deserted space station. What could go wrong? Probably everything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the Tempest just coughed. 
 
    My hands fly over her controls, checking that the heading is still correct. The entire ship—who am I kidding? It’s basically a one-man space rowboat—rattles incessantly behind me, but if I get these goods to Taruk’s lair in the Letiri System by tomorrow, I can get her fixed. Again. And have plenty of credits left for me. 
 
    “Come on, old girl.” 
 
     “Ferek, if you call me an old girl again, my life support system may suddenly develop a malfunction.” Tempest’s flat, female voice comes from everywhere and nowhere. 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “I detected that,” Tempest says. 
 
    “Now Tempest, you know I couldn’t do anything without my best girl. Don’t get your thrusters all in a wad. If we don’t deliver this load in time—” 
 
    “I am acutely aware of your need to arrive in the Letiri System by 1600 hours tomorrow.” 
 
    “And you know if we don’t get there it’s…” I raise my finger and swipe it across my neck in a slicing motion. 
 
    “Tardiness is your issue, not mine. In the case of vehicle confiscation, I’ll simply be auctioned off to a new owner. One which may keep me in better working order.” 
 
    “Or sell you off for par—” 
 
    Clunk. 
 
    The Tempest reverberates and lets out a high-pitched whine, settling into a slow glide. I fly out of my seat to manually check the ship propulsion function. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I yell, slamming my hand to the console. “Did you break the hyperdrive on purpose?” 
 
    “Disabling myself would be a poor choice,” Tempest says without a hint of concern. 
 
    “Then get busy performing a scan!”  
 
    Stupid fifty-year-old, stolen, junkyard salvage ship. I read through the diagnostics Tempest feeds me. The propulsion system crapped out again. A vision of my head being served on a platter to Taruk’s new favorite beast hijacks my brain. The last one was aqua blue with stripes and teeth… 
 
    “Ferek? Ferek?” Tempest’s voice snaps me out of my nightmare. 
 
    “What?!” I yell. 
 
    “We are currently on approach to a small moon.” 
 
    “Moon? There shouldn’t be a planet, let alone a moon in this area.” I race back to the pilot seat and engage the viewscreen. 
 
    A white orb. And there, behind it, a reddish planet swirled with orange and yellow gases.. 
 
    I stare at the large bluish craters on the moon. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Analyzing the system’s charts. So far unknown.” 
 
    A beep emits from the viewer.  
 
    “Incoming communication,” Tempest says. 
 
    Ignoring her and cursing under my breath, I ask, “How could it be unknown?”  
 
    “Do not use that word or I will discontinue the scan.” 
 
    The beep sounds again. 
 
    With a grunt of disgust, I throw my hands into the air. “Just play the comm. Maybe that will tell us something.” 
 
    The screen flickers on, revealing a man my grandfather's age. White hair, a little jowly around the mouth. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” he says. “My name is Proden. I see you are in distress.” 
 
    I look around. “You could say that.” 
 
    “We would love to be of assistance,” Proden says, his lips turning up into a smile, revealing a set of perfect white teeth. 
 
    “Stars, that would be a lot of help. I have someplace I need to be.” As I say it, a massive, round, silver and blue space station orbits around the moon toward us. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure. Currently, the Sycorax station has lost its long-range communications. But on board, we have the means to repair a small craft such as yours. Perhaps if you were to return the news of our plight and send someone to help us, Captain—?” 
 
    “Ferek. Just Ferek.” 
 
    “Don’t forget me,” Tempest demands. 
 
    “Oh, and my ship’s AI system, Tempest. And yeah, sure. I’d be glad to deliver your coordinates and send someone to help.” I have no idea if anyone will come, but I have somewhere to be, and this could be my ticket to getting there. On time and not with my head ending up on a platter soon after I arrive.  
 
    The old man smiles again. “We will bring you aboard momentarily.” 
 
    The screen flickers and Proden’s image disappears. The metal of Tempest’s hull shakes and moans as a tracking beam locks onto us. Without a second to waste, she begins to descend into the belly of the Sycorax. 
 
    “Well, that was a stroke of luck.” I lean back in my seat, running my hand through my hair. Wish I had time for a trim before I meet my new best friends.  
 
    "You may make your rendezvous on time after all,” Tempest drones. 
 
    *** 
 
    I straighten my shirt, tucking the back into my pants as Tempest’s metal hatch flies open, revealing a spacious and sterile-white bay. Proden wears an equally white robe that hangs down to his feet and gold rings on three of his fingers. Floating next to him is a metallic, semi-humanoid AI unit. It’s essentially a hovering torso and head with two sets of arms and pincher hands at the end of its limbs. 
 
    “Greetings, Captain Ferek,” Proden says. 
 
    Not sure some eighteen-year-old black-market trader in a flying sardine can with a sawn-off IDN can truly be called a captain, but I’m gonna roll with it. I straighten my shoulders, thumb for the blaster on my hip, and walk directly to him, hand extended. Might as well throw on a pearly white smile, too. 
 
    Proden takes my hand in a firm grip, nods, and releases me. “Welcome to the Sycorax. It’s been some time since we’ve entertained guests.” 
 
    “You know, I can’t stay long—” 
 
    “Oh, no, of course not.” He flicks his gaze from me to the AI beside him. “Ariel, would you please begin the repairs immediately? Captain Ferek has somewhere to be.” 
 
    A blue, glowing sensor on the AI—Ariel—blinks to life. “Yes, Proden.” It hovers toward the Tempest and then out of sight around her. 
 
    Proden places a hand on my shoulder and motions toward the bay exit. As he does, the door dilates and slurps away, revealing a petite girl with long blonde hair falling over her shoulders like ocean waves. Her sky-blue dress billows around her feet as she walks toward us. My heart catches in my throat. Since when do I use a word like billow? 
 
     “This is my daughter,” Proden says.  
 
    I barely hear him. I’m too busy planning our evening. “Huh?” is the best I can muster. 
 
    “I am Miranda.” She presents a dainty, perfect hand to me. “Proden’s daughter.” 
 
    I stand there like a dummy until my brain clears. I take Miranda's hand and it’s the softest skin I’ve ever felt. Like silk. “Capt…. Ferek. My name is Ferek.” 
 
    Her lips turn up at the corners. “Nice to meet you, Ferek.” 
 
    Again, I’m left standing here like a dummy, staring at the way her golden hair falls over her swan-like neck.  
 
    Swan like? What am I thinking?  
 
    I close my gaping mouth. Are the oxygen levels on this station lower? 
 
    “Yes,” I choke out at last and release her hand. 
 
    “Why don’t we allow Ariel some time to repair your ship?” Proden offers. “Would you enjoy a tour, Captain Ferek?” 
 
    My head spins again, but I shake it off. “Sure. It would be a good idea to stretch my legs. Been on board too long.” 
 
    Proden guides us out into the station corridor, long halls branching off and appearing to go nowhere. 
 
    “Where’s the crew?” I ask Proden. Miranda leans her head forward and flashes me a shy smile. A flush travels up my cheeks 
 
    “No crew, young man,” Proden says, the hem of his robe catching the floor as we walk the hall. “This station maintains itself with very little human effort.” 
 
    “Hmm, must be lonely.” 
 
    Proden offers his arm to Miranda and she gingerly takes it. “We have each other, right, my dear? 
 
    “Yes, Father.” Miranda nearly sings. The sound of her voice sends electricity up my spine. If only I could speak with her alone. Hold her. Put my hands where they don’t belong... 
 
    Proden clamps a ringed hand on my shoulder, snapping me from my fantasy. “Young Captain, an old man is not a good companion for two healthy young people. My dear daughter never has the opportunity to converse with someone of her own age. What must you be?  Seventeen, eighteen?” 
 
    “Eighteen,” I choke out, my heart racing like a contestant in a Xotander mule race. 
 
    “Perfect. Miranda is seventeen.” He chuckles and lightly pushes the two of us together in front of him. 
 
    What father actually wants his teenage daughter to spend time with a love-struck— 
 
    Love-struck? Where did that come from? 
 
    Miranda slips her arm in the crook of mine and my mind instantly settles. 
 
    Proden’s muffled voice falls away behind us, calling, “You two have fun!”  
 
    “We have a garden on board,” Miranda coos. “Would you enjoy a visit?” 
 
    “Not much of a flower type of gu—” I start to reply until I glance at her. I dive into the galaxy of her eyes. “Sure, I love flowers.” 
 
    Miranda leads us down several never-ending halls before we finally stop at a door. It dilates, and the scent of roses wafts into the corridor, making my brain spin. Giggling, Miranda clasps my hand and pulls me into the garden. 
 
    Above us, any indication we’re inside a space station is gone. Two projected moons shine brightly down from a starry sky, illuminating a garden stretching as far as the eye can see. 
 
    Miranda releases my hand and skips toward a rose bush, plucking off a large yellow bloom. She turns to me, smiling, and slips the flower behind her ear. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “You’re… um, it’s beautiful.” Heat radiates up the back of my neck. 
 
    She strides up to me and places her arms around my neck. “Really? You think so?” 
 
    I clear my throat. My hands have the urge, as if on their own, to wrap around her waist, pull her in… and…  
 
    Wait. I barely know this girl. I need to get my cargo to Taruk before he blows his top…  
 
    And she’s off again, flying down a path I didn’t notice until now. 
 
    I slap the comm on my wrist. “Tempest?” 
 
    “Yes, Ferek?” Tempest’s voice sounds tinny through the speaker. 
 
    “How’s it going?” 
 
    “I assume you are not speaking of my contentedness and are instead inquiring of the repair? If so, Ariel is performing a satisfactory job of overhauling the propulsion system. We are on track to leave by 1300 hours.” 
 
    I sigh in relief. “Ok, thanks. Ferek out.” 
 
    “Goodbye, dear.” 
 
    I stare at the comm, wide-eyed and unsure if I want to respond to that. 
 
    “Ferek,” Miranda calls. 
 
    She’s sitting on a blanket under a tree now, the yellow flower gone from her hair, surrounded by plates of cheese, fruit, meats, and two huge slices of what looks like chocolate cake. I practically run to join her. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” She pats a spot next to her on the blanket. 
 
    I've got no clue where this feast came from, but the memories of the last week’s bland ration packs spins through my mind. As if on cue, my stomach lets out a grumble. 
 
    She reaches out to me, and without a second thought, I take her hand and allow her to pull me gently onto the blanket. She plucks a strawberry from a plate and holds it to my mouth. I flick my gaze to her, then bite into the juicy, tart fruit. 
 
    “I haven’t had strawberries in forever. Too expensive,” I mumble while still chewing. 
 
    “We have whatever we like here. Replicator system.” Miranda tips her head and gives a close-lipped smile. “Is there anything else you might enjoy?”  
 
    Just you. 
 
    My eyes grow wide. Did I say that out loud? 
 
    “No. No, this is great.” I scan over all the foods, eyeing the cake again. I scoot back and lean against the rough trunk of the tree. Somehow, throughout our meal, I avoid saying anything stupid or crazy out loud. When I’m finally stuffed, I check the time. 
 
    “You should not have long to wait,” she says. 
 
    “No.” I rest my head against the tree, drowsy from a belly full of food. More than I’ve had in weeks. My eyelids sink shut. 
 
    “Ferek?”  
 
    My lids pop open. Miranda, now dressed in a shiny pink gown, giggles as she grabs my hand and pulls me down a green hill toward a gigantic house.  
 
    Where am I?   
 
    My mind spirals, trying to figure out how we got here. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the tall structure was out of some old fairy tale story. One my sister would always plunk me down and force me to listen to when I was five or so. Overhead, an oblong cruiser zips through the air. At least we aren’t back in time a thousand years. 
 
    Miranda slows her pace, spins toward me, and throws her arms around my shoulders. A smile overtakes her lips, making me melt, and before I completely disappear into a puddle, she pulls me into a deep kiss. 
 
    Who cares where we are.  
 
    I snake my arms around her waist and tug her close to my body, my hands sliding from her thin waist to her— 
 
    She yanks back and smacks me on the arm, her lips twisting into a coy smile. “Silly, Ferek. What if the children see?” 
 
    I jump back from her and cough. Children? 
 
    My eyes shoot open and I gasp for breath. The artificial moons hang above us. Miranda, back in the blue dress,, stares at me with a sweet, calm expression.  
 
    “Did you enjoy your nap?” 
 
    I glance around to the moonlit trees and grass and rub my sweaty hands over my pants. “Um, yeah.” 
 
    All the dishes have been cleared. Only the blanket remains. 
 
    “We didn’t...uh...”  
 
    Miranda rises and offers me her hand. “Did not what?”  
 
    I take it and stand. “Nothing, it was a dream.”  
 
    “A nice one, I hope.” She strolls back the way we came, and I follow, gazing at her. It’s as if she’s somehow has grown more beautiful. Skin smoother. Eyes brighter. Lips.... her lips… 
 
    She grabs my arm, pulling me in close. “Can you maintain a secret?”  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Good.” The door to the garden slurps open, and she pilots me into the corridor. “I have another place to show you, then.” 
 
    After walking for about five minutes, she activates a new door, which opens to a large empty room. The outer wall and dome ceiling are transparent. Below us is the red planet, and off to the side, its moon. Open black space, speckled with stars, waits above. 
 
    Miranda leads me to the center of the room. The door closes behind us. “I come here to think.” She raises her hands above her head and spins. “It is my favorite place on the station.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    She slows to a stop and sadness washes over her face. “Because I dream about my home.”  
 
    Everything in me wants to reach out to her, comfort her, but we just met. I hold back. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    Miranda waves her hand and two circles on the floor dilate. From inside, two seats rise, and with a click, move into a slightly reclined position. She gestures toward one of the chairs and I sit. She does the same. 
 
    “I was not born on the Sycorax, you know. Father and I lived on a planet called...” She pauses, and her face takes on a quizzical look. “Let us call the planet, Plenty, because ‘plenty’ describes it perfectly. The correct name is difficult to say in your tongue.” 
 
    “Why did you leave?” 
 
    A tiny crease forms between Miranda’s perfect brows, but it somehow doesn’t spoil her beauty. “We were forced.” 
 
    “Forced?” I sit upright, unexplained anger burning in my chest. 
 
    “Yes, forced. Twelve years ago, we were banished by my uncle.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Taruk crosses my mind. Someone who’s cruel and feeds people to his dogs if he doesn’t like their face that day. 
 
    “To become the new king, of course.” 
 
    “So, you’re a princess of an entire planet, and Proden is king?” I gasp. 
 
    “I was. Father and I barely escaped with our lives. And Ariel, of course. My uncle told the people we were dead, lost in a horrible accident.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. Me? Sitting here with a princess? What are the odds? 
 
    But quickly I snap back to her story, my fists balling as the anger continues to burn up my neck against this uncle of hers. He had no right. 
 
    I leap from my seat and pace in front of her. “Your father is the rightful king of Plenty. Why are you wasting your time out here, alone, when you could be royalty? I know people. People who could help. They might want a little kickback,” I mutter, “but they could help!” 
 
    “Shh!” Miranda waves her hand over the arm of the chair and the back returns to a full seated position. “I told you, this is a secret.” That little crease between her brows returns as she stands and hurries toward me. 
 
    Confusion muddles my brain. “Why? Don’t you want Proden to be king again?” 
 
    “Over the years, my father has grown… unkind.” 
 
    Unkind? That old man wouldn’t hurt a space fly. He’s been nothing but helpful. 
 
    Miranda stretches up on her toes and leans close to my ear. Her proximity makes my breath hitch. “I think the years of near solitude have driven him mad.” 
 
    I’ve met people like Proden before. They can hold it together for a while in front of strangers, but with family? That’s another story. 
 
    “I do not want Father to know I shared this with you. I am afraid he would be furious.” The light dims in Miranda’s deep blue eyes. 
 
    I grab her hand. “Come with me. On the Tempest.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Oh no, I could never do that. Father would be all alone.” 
 
    Miranda is the kind of sweet soul who only thinks of others. I’ll need to take charge. I tap the comm on my wrist. “Tempest.” 
 
    Tempest’s voice echoes in the open room. “Yes, Ferek?”  
 
    “Almost ready to go?” 
 
    “Repairs will be completed momentarily.” 
 
    “Thanks, old girl!” 
 
    “Ferek, I’ve informed you—” Tempest scolds, but I tap off the comm. 
 
    I grapple for Miranda’s hands and spin her toward me. “Tempest will be ready to go by the time we get there. I know it’s crazy, but come with me.” 
 
    The sadness in Miranda’s eyes dissipates. “Really? Do you think we can do it?”  
 
    I nod, and without warning, she throws her arms around me and pecks her lips to mine. The vision of the towering house and Miranda pulling me toward it flashes through my mind again. I push away the kid talk… for now. 
 
    She pulls back. “If you can return me to Plenty, I will reclaim the throne. Father will be unable to follow, as the Sycorax is no longer operational. I know there are people still on my side. I could reward you greatly.” She pauses to think and a broad smile takes over her lips. “We could be married. You could rule with me. Have anything you want.” 
 
    Me? Rule a planet?  
 
    It’s a long shot, but it would be a world better than the errand boy life I’m leading now. 
 
    “Do you love me?” Miranda asks, eyes full of hope. 
 
    Heavens above. The question belts into me like a blaster hit and a wave of something one might call “love” ebbs through my body. “Yeah, I do. I love, prize, honor you.”  
 
    Huh? Honor you? 
 
    Miranda grins and snatches up my hand, dragging me toward the exit. 
 
    “Wait, wait. We need a plan.” I pull her to a stop. “Even if Proden isn’t around, that AI is still repairing the Tempest. It’ll alert your father right away.” 
 
    Miranda shakes her head. “No, Ariel is my friend. We can go.”  
 
    She activates the exit, but I snag her sleeve. 
 
    “If this is going to work, we need a better plan.” Nervousness rolls around in my belly as I scan the hall. 
 
    She huffs and wraps her arms around her chest. “Fine, here is the plan. I will return you to the service bay. You stay out of sight, and I will speak with Ariel. I’ll tell him Proden is in need of assistance immediately. Ariel will listen and do as told.” 
 
    “Then we can activate the bay exit, book it out of here, and Proden won’t be able to follow or call for help,” I say. It’s not a great plan, but the reward for returning a princess to her rightful throne calls.  
 
    I glance at Miranda, and it’s as if she’s glowing with excitement. The sight rockets happiness through my veins, and a flash of her wearing a white dress, complete with a crown and veil, careens through my head. I shake my head to snap out of it.  
 
    Reward. Think about the reward. 
 
    “Okay,” I say. “Good enough.” 
 
    She guides me through a maze of halls. It’s a good thing too, because I’d have no clue where to go without her. This entire station looks the same to me; gray wall after gray wall, no unique markings to discern our location until, finally, we reach what might be the large entry to the repair bay. 
 
    “This is it,” she whispers. “You hide once we arrive, and I will send Ariel to my father.”  
 
    Miranda activates the bay entrance and the door dilates. Inside, she waves me behind a stack of large storage containers. I crouch behind them, ice traveling up my spine and in my mind I'm already spending the money I’ll receive if the princess can regain her throne. Across the bay, Miranda disappears behind the Tempest to find the AI unit. 
 
    I tap my comm and reduce the volume. “Tempest?” I whisper and stick my ear to the tech. 
 
    “Yes, Ferek.” 
 
    “Get ready to roll. And we have a guest.” 
 
    “A guest?” she asks. “My accommodations remain for one person only.” 
 
    “Oh, knock it off. You know two people will work just fine. Be ready.” I tap off the comm. 
 
    “Ferek?”  
 
    I look up to find Miranda with Ariel behind her, the bot's limb extended toward me. Instead of a pincher hand, it has formed into a blaster. I touch the weapon on my hip, but hold back from drawing it.  
 
    No sudden moves. 
 
    Miranda races toward me as the bay door slurps open. A stern-faced Proden, still wearing his white robe but looking years younger and much spryer, storms in, a pulse gun in hand. 
 
    I grab for Miranda and push her behind me, keeping my hand on my weapon. “Look, Proden, we can work this out,” I reason. “Miranda’s tired of living on the Sycorax, and I can take her with me. She wants to come. She’s almost an adult.”  
 
    Sweat drips down the side of my face, but I resist the urge to wipe it away. 
 
    Proden stops a few feet from the door. “That’s not something I can allow, and my guess is that this silly girl told you everything.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, I don’t know nothin’,” I lie, raising my hands. “All I know is Miranda doesn’t want to be here anymore.” 
 
    “You know too much.”  
 
    With the speed of a gunslinger, Proden flicks up his weapon. 
 
    But I’m faster. 
 
    Blaster in hand, I depress the trigger and shoot. The beam's white lights explode throughout the bay. My head goes woozy and my knees buckle, but somehow I stay upright. 
 
    When the smoke clears, the bay has transformed into a small, dark room no bigger than the inside of the Tempest. Proden is gone. Chattering echoes from behind me and I spin to locate Miranda, but instead find something entirely different. 
 
    A creature no less than seven feet tall with olive green skin and four stick-like limbs stands in front of me. 
 
    “Where’s Miranda?” I shout as it stares back at me with buggy, black eyes, located on either side of its head. “What did you do with her?”  
 
    Slower than normal, I raise my blaster, but the alien somehow wrenches the weapon from my hand by flicking one of its four limbs through the air. The metal clacks to the ground and slides across the room. I make to dive for it, but my feet won’t move. 
 
    My mind spins, trying to make sense of what’s happening. Visions of Miranda flip through my consciousness as if I’m changing entertainment channels on the ship’s viewing screen,. A kiss. Our bodies locked. That magnificent face. A fortune and kingdom lost. 
 
    A loud smacking breaks me from my trance. The alien claps with two of its four hands, if that’s what one might call the thin, three fingered, claw-like appendages jutting from the ends of its stick arms. 
 
    Miranda’s sweet voice perplexingly emits from the creature’s insect-like mouth. “That was lovely.”  
 
    “Lovely?” I scoff, confused and still searching for Miranda. “What was lovely?” 
 
    “Why, the show, of course.” It waves a hand again, and in an instant, Miranda returns, wearing the same pink dress from my dream, taking the alien's place. 
 
    “I... I don’t understand.” I work to move my hands, but with no success. 
 
    “Well, of course you don’t.” A knowing look crosses her face and she stalks toward me. Slowly, she stretches up and plants a gentle, lingering kiss on my lips. My body floods with electricity and the desire to hold her. Marry her. Be with her forever. 
 
    She releases me and the desire dies. 
 
    “You tricked me,” I spit, my body released from its frozen state. But for some reason, I don’t try to run. 
 
    She touches her hand to my face, stroking my cheek. “I’m so sorry about that. You are a sweet boy. Greedy, but sweet.” She tsks. “But you see, my race, the Caliban, are solitary creatures. Ariel is my only companion, and you know how dull AI can be some days. It is unlikely I will meet with any of my kind more than once in a lifetime, and then only to breed, lay my eggs, and die shortly after.”  
 
    Miranda paces the floor, hands on hips. “I have been out here for so long. One hundred and twenty-five years is a great amount of time to fill when trying to amuse one’s self. To pass the time, I choose to seek out some entertainment. I bring various species on board by disabling their ships, probe their minds, and discover how each experiences love.” 
 
    She holds my stare, eyes shining. “I found you the most exciting. Human love and attachment is very different than so many of the races which have crossed my path. I find it fascinating how quickly you are able to bond with someone you have recently met and become attracted to. How you trust them. Your willingness to protect a near stranger.” 
 
    “What about Proden? Doesn’t he keep you company?” 
 
    “Proden is a figment of my imagination, one which I shared with you to make our daring escape more interesting. I often construct an illusion of a friend for myself, but in the end...” She yawns and raises her hand to her mouth. “It is as if I am speaking with myself.” 
 
    The urge to run overtakes me and I bolt for my weapon, smacking right into the AI. I sail around to Miranda and slap at my comm. 
 
    “Tempest!” I yell, heart hammering in my chest. I have no idea what my ship’s computer can do for me now, but it’s the only chance I’ve got. 
 
    “Yes, Ferek?” she says through the comm. 
 
    “Uh—” My body freezes once again. 
 
    “Madam?” Ariel locks his two pincher hands onto my upper arms. “I believe your meal is ready.” 
 
    My eyes widen to attention at that.  
 
    Meal? 
 
    Miranda tips her head and tsks. “Yes, Ariel. A little longer to play with it would have been pleasing." She licks her lips, eyeing me up and down. "But, alas, I am famished and must eat my dinner.” 
 
    "Ferek?" Tempest speaks again through the comm. "What is going on?" 
 
    "This uh…" I stare at Miranda in her human form. "This…person wants to eat me. Anyway to get me out of here?" 
 
    "I detect you ten yards from my position behind the wall adjoining the bay I am located in. Please take cover." 
 
    As if I can take cover. 
 
    Blasts come from behind, and the walls of the room reverberate. Miranda loses her balance slightly, and her face twists into a furious scowl. 
 
    "I told you to disarm that ship, Ariel," she shouts. 
 
    "I apologize, madam. I was too busy looking it over for spare parts." 
 
    "Spare parts?" Tempest's offended voice sounds in my comm. 
 
    The blasting sounds double, and a hole blows threw the wall behind us with a pop. Sparks fly through the space. Miranda rounds toward the exit and with the distraction her hold on my body releases. Without a second thought, I throw my right elbow into Arial's face, and his pinchers release me. Pain shoots up my arm from the hard surface of his body, but I don't let it stop me. I dive for my blaster and grab it from the floor. With a flip, I roll on to my back and aim for Miranda. I discharge the weapon, but she is already out the door. A blast of light hits to my side and I refocus on Arial. I discharge again and hit the bot straight in the chest. His AI body flies back and hits the wall with a smack. 
 
    Another blast from Tempest hits the wall, making an opening just big enough for me to fit through. 
 
    "Stop shooting Tempest!" I cover my head and yell into my comm. I'm coming to you. 
 
    I pull myself to my feet and squeeze through the opening, hoping that Tempest heard me. I can picture it now. I avoid getting eating only to be blown to bits by my ship. 
 
    The old clucker waits in the bay looking like glorious salvation. I race toward her open hatch and a blast from behind singes the top of my shoulder. I twist back to still human Miranda, a weapon in hand trained at me. But this time her beautiful face does not affect me. All I see is big bug eyes in my mind. I shoot in her direction, but she dodges the blast. 
 
    I race up the steps to board Tempest, and the hatch closes behind me. 
 
    "Get us out of here," I yell and slam myself into the pilot's seat. 
 
    "Yes, Ferek. I'm doing my best." 
 
    The engine hums to life and Tempest lifts from the floor and rotates toward the closed bay door. 
 
    "Arm weapons!" I yell. "Shoot us out of this place!" 
 
    "I don't think that is necessary," Tempest says in her typical flat tone. 
 
    "Why not?" My hands fly over the controls. 
 
    "Because it appears the bay doors are opening on their own. We must have inflicted enough damage on this station already. The alien is letting us go." 
 
    The bay door opens like a giant mouth leading into space. 
 
    "Well, get going before she changes her mind!" 
 
    "Yes, Ferek." 
 
    With the words Tempest jolts and zooms from the bay. When we are far enough away from the station, I slump in my seat and check the ship's propulsion function readings. 
 
    "You seem to be working better than before," I say. 
 
    "Yes, that Arial, despite him saying he was looking for spare parts he was quite helpful." 
 
    I quirk my eyebrow. "Helpful?" 
 
    "Yes. While you were doing whatever it was you were doing I was able to convince him to repair it. I think he enjoyed my company." 
 
    I glance at the stinging wound on my shoulder. Nothing big, the hole in my shirt is almost worse. Then I recheck our coordinates to the Letiri System and dread seeps into my stomach. 
 
    "Maybe you should have stayed with him then." Now that I think about it getting eaten by an alien might have been better than what's going to happen when I get this shipment to Taruk late. 
 
    "And miss the excitement of our adventures together?" Tempest asks. 
 
    I pat the control console and give her a grin. 
 
    "But Ferek?" 
 
    "Yes, Tempest?" I ask. 
 
    "Don't call me an old girl again." 
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    Warp Three 
 
    By David J. VanBergen Jr. 
 
    Even the best pilot in the galaxy can have a bad day when traveling at three hundred times the speed of light. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Cyrus didn’t remember opening his eyes or waking up, but he was suddenly aware of his surroundings. He was alone in a bright, stainless-steel room, but had no idea where he was or how he had gotten there. In fact, he wasn’t even sure he was actually there, but that didn’t make any sense. How could he see if he wasn’t there? 
 
    Before he could contemplate any further, everything faded away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cyrus Jones stood at attention in the front row with nineteen other IMF starship pilots—at least, soon-to-be pilots. Four more rows of twenty cadets stood behind him. One hundred of the toughest and smartest men and women on the planet. The truly elite of the human race. That was what had been drilled into them for the last eighteen months, at any rate. 
 
    Admiral Ablak himself stood at the podium addressing the cadets, imparting words of wisdom to the men and women who would be the next generation of IMF officers. Cyrus didn’t hear a word the leader of the Intergalactic Military Forces said. His attention was focused on the ship the admiral was standing in front of. 
 
    The Falcon 3W was the fastest ship ever built. According to the engineers, it was capable of warp three, but no one had ever attempted to go that fast before. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Cyrus had passed every class with flying colors. He had successfully completed every simulation and had never crashed, regardless of how difficult the simulations were made to be. His reflexes and hand-eye coordination tested off the charts. Simply put, no one had ever seen a pilot with his ability. He liked to believe the Falcon 3W was built solely for him. 
 
    An elbow in the ribs brought Cyrus out of his daydream. He glanced at the cadet on his right, a blonde woman named Annika. She gestured toward the podium with her chin. 
 
    “The world expects great things from you, the ninety-third graduating class of the Trinity Interstellar Space Academy,” the admiral said. 
 
    The admiral stepped out from behind the podium and came to stand in front of Cyrus. “Graduating at the head of the class,” his voice boomed, “Lieutenant Cyrus Jones.” 
 
    Cyrus saluted as a staffer stepped forward and attached a pin to his collar as the admiral moved to the next person in line. 
 
    And that was it. Cyrus Jones was now officially an IMF officer—and pilot. There was no fanfare or cheering for him like there was for most of the other cadets-turned-officers, but he had grown accustomed to being alone. No family had come to visit, and he had not left the base in the northern California mountains since arriving eighteen months ago. Why should he? Everything he needed to become the best pilot in the galaxy was right there. 
 
    After all the new officers had received their pins, the admiral returned to the podium for a few more words of inspiration then dismissed the new graduates to a night of celebration before they began their new assignments. Most of them would be leaving in the morning for various training facilities around the world to begin their careers as gunship or transport pilots. A few would begin training to pilot low-warp vessels. 
 
    Cyrus would not be joining his fellow graduates in celebration. He was going to begin preparing for his assignment. In the morning, he would begin flying the Falcon 3W. He didn’t know how long it would be before they let him push the vessel to its engineered limits, but he figured it would be soon. He was the best, and you don’t keep the fastest bird in a cage for long. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Cyrus slowly became aware of his surroundings again. The room looked as it had before: bright lights shining on stainless steel. He tried to look around but couldn’t move. In fact, he didn’t even feel like he had a body. It was like he was viewing the room from far away. 
 
    As everything faded away, he saw a severely maimed man lying on a table. It left him feeling queasy as he drifted back to unconsciousness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Something was wrong. It was supposed to be a simple exchange, but they had been gone too long. 
 
    Normally, the IMF didn’t negotiate with hostiles, but word had come down from ITC Command to proceed with caution. They didn’t want an expensive war if it could be avoided. 
 
    In his short time as an IMF officer, Cyrus had learned that profit often ruled their actions. And that the Intergalactic Trading Company, who supplied their ships and had final say on all operations, cared about nothing more than profits. 
 
    Cyrus tapped the intercom button. “Belzaire, energize the warp system,” he directed the Falcon 3W’s warp engineer. 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that warp travel is not permitted in this sector?” 
 
    Cyrus was very aware of that particular regulation. After three warp-enabled ships were destroyed in this sector, the ITC had decided that no ITC or IMF ships could travel at warp speed there. It had taken them weeks to reach this particular cluster of asteroids once they entered the warp-free zone. It normally would have taken a few hours. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    Cyrus knew Belzaire would have the warp field generators ready for warp speed, if needed. He continued scanning the area for anything that might indicate trouble. 
 
    The sensors picked up the high-energy blasts a moment before the distress call came. 
 
    “Cyrus, we’re under attack.” It was Captain Chavez. “Energize the photon cannons and give us some cover.” 
 
    He had already anticipated the need and immediately opened fire on the men pursuing the landing party. Cyrus was careful in his aim, preferring to distract and injure. He didn’t believe in unnecessary killing, and he didn’t know enough to determine if these men deserved to die. 
 
    The moment the hatch to the cargo hold closed, Cyrus took off. By the time the captain returned to the bridge, the Falcon 3W was speeding away from the renegade outpost, but they were far from in the clear. 
 
    “Seven enemy ships in pursuit, Captain,” Cyrus reported. 
 
    “Full power to the shields,” Chavez ordered. “There’s too many to fight. We’ll have to outrun them.” 
 
    “That’s not going to be easy, Captain. We may be the fastest warp ship in the galaxy, but we aren’t designed to outfly Vim fighters at sub-warp speeds.” 
 
    “Do your best.” 
 
    Cyrus knew that even his best couldn’t make the Falcon 3W faster than Vim fighters. They may not possess time-warp technology, but the Vim were masters at everything battle-related. It only took a few moments for the pursuing fighters to close in. 
 
    “The lead ship is nearly in firing range, Captain,” Cyrus reported. “Our only option is to fight or jump to warp speed.” 
 
    “Warp travel is prohibited in this sector,” Chavez replied. “Besides, it’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “So is trying to fight seven Vim fighters.” 
 
    A photon blast shook the ship. “Shields eighty-eight percent,” a computerized voice reported. 
 
    “Captain, we need to make a decision.” 
 
    Captain Chavez was uncomfortable disobeying ITC regulations, but he was even more uncomfortable with the idea of facing seven fighters. “Take us to warp speed, Cyrus,” he said reluctantly. 
 
    That was all that Cyrus needed. “Prepare for warp speed, Belzaire,” he said into the intercom. 
 
    “Ready when you are, Cyrus.” 
 
    The Jabuka warp engineer made time-warp travel possible—there was some genetic trait in the species that allowed them to create a warp field—but it was the pilot who controlled it. Without another word, Cyrus raised the warp field and engaged the engines. The Falcon 3W momentarily froze in time, then disappeared into the asteroid field. 
 
    There was a reason that warp travel was banned in this sector. There were too many chunks of debris that were big enough to destroy a ship. Enough collisions with even small meteorites could destroy a ship. The only chance a ship traveling at warp speed had was to avoid the debris that penetrated the warp field. Even experienced warp pilots rarely made it back from a warp-speed flight without heavy repair work. 
 
    Cyrus wasn’t just an experienced pilot, though. He was the best pilot that the Intergalactic Military Forces had ever trained. Within an hour, they had cleared the no-warp zone unscathed and were flying at warp three toward Earth. 
 
    He had never learned what they had been sent to retrieve, and Cyrus didn’t care. To him, it was just another successful mission on his flawless record. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Cyrus opened his eyes. He wasn’t sure how he knew that he had opened his eyes, because there was nothing to see. The shiny metal room was gone. It was as if he was floating in an endless sea of nothingness. Somehow, this emptiness brought clarity, though. He knew…things. Most importantly, he knew it had been his body he had glimpsed in the stainless-steel room. He was severely injured, maybe even dead. 
 
    He knew that time was of the essence. If he wasn’t dead already, he would be soon. He had to make a choice: live or die. And even if he chose to live, nothing was guaranteed. 
 
    With every ounce of his being focused on returning to that broken body, Cyrus once again let the darkness overcome him. Hopefully, he would awake in his own body next time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cyrus looked across the poker table at the red-skinned man who had put in the initial raise. He wore an IMF uniform, and his race clearly marked him as a Jabuka warp engineer. Cyrus had a similar uniform, but he had chosen to dress more discretely for this little un-approved expedition to the most notorious gambling hall in the sector. 
 
    He looked at his cards—two jacks—then looked at the cards on the table. He had a good hand, but three other people had called the initial raise so there was still a chance he didn’t have the best hand. Cyrus knew if he could get to heads-up with the Jabuka, he would win in the end, though. 
 
    He looked around the table, paying particular attention to the three men who had already called the red-skinned man’s raise. When Cyrus looked at them, he saw something in each of them. The Jabuka had been bullying the table all night and generally making himself the most unlikable man in the room. They no longer cared about whether they won or lost, as long as their antagonist didn’t win. If he did win, there would likely be violence. 
 
    Cyrus looked at his cards again then at the three men. He gave them a huge smile and nod. There was a lot of money in the pot, but unless one of them had the nuts—the best possible hand—it was likely they would all fold if he could convince them he had the best hand. When Cyrus pushed all of his chips into the middle, they dropped their cards before they even saw if their personal nemesis would call. He did. 
 
    Cyrus dropped his two jacks on the table, which matched with one on the board to make three of a kind. He looked up smugly, confident that he had a winning hand. 
 
    “You dirty scoundrel,” the red-skinned man screamed as he jumped up, reaching across the table. 
 
    The gambling hall may have been one of the seedier places in the galaxy, but it was also highly secure. Two blue-skinned Vim bouncers were on the man instantly, pulling him away from the table. “You dirty cheat! I’m gonna get you!” 
 
    Cyrus completely ignored the commotion as he scooped up his winnings. He had just finished putting them into a leather bag when a firm hand grabbed his shoulder and another one took his coin-filled pouch. “I will need you to come with me,” the stern voice of another Vim informed him. 
 
    *** 
 
    This was not going as planned at all. Cyrus had won big within the two hours he had allotted himself, but now he’d been stuck in solitary for over an hour. His chances of returning to the base undetected were dwindling by the moment. 
 
    When the door opened, he looked up to see one of the oddest men he had ever seen. Cyrus couldn’t decide if the man had green skin with brown patches or the other way around. He wore what appeared to be a vintage Earth tuxedo, complete with bowtie and cummerbund. 
 
    “I would like to thank you for visiting my establishment, Mister Jones.” 
 
    So this was the infamous entrepreneur known simply as Mozzie. 
 
    “I am sure you know why you’re here.” 
 
    Cyrus most certainly did not know why he was there. At least he was pretty sure that Mozzie didn’t know, so he wasn’t going to admit to anything. “I won a lot of money and you are here to personally congratulate me?” he offered with a smile. 
 
    The green and brown man instantly went from gracious host to vicious predator. “If you think this is a joke, Mister Jones, you have another thing coming.” 
 
    Cyrus swallowed hard, unsure what to say or do next. 
 
    “You see, I don’t particularly care who frequents my establishment,” Mozzie continued, calm once more, but deadly serious. “For example, I don’t care if a young officer in a stolen IMF ship wins—or loses—a lot of money…as long as it is done fairly. 
 
    “But if it were to get out that I allowed anyone, even an IMF officer, to cheat in my establishment,” he continued, “my business would be ruined.” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat!” 
 
    “I know that, at least not in any way that my other patrons can, or will, detect,” Mozzie agreed. “But I think it would be best for both of us if you didn’t return…for a very long time.” 
 
    The proprietor of the most infamous establishment in the galaxy tossed Cyrus’s bag of coins on the table. “Here’s your winnings, Mister Jones. I wish you the best of luck returning to the base before they realize you have taken the most valuable ship in the galaxy for a joy ride.” 
 
    Mozzie turned to leave. Before he went through the door, he turned back and said, “I do expect we will meet again, someday, but please make sure it is some time down the road.” 
 
    Cyrus scooped up his bag of winnings and rushed out the door. He would have to push the Falcon to its limit if he had any chance of getting back to the base before the next watch started and it was discovered that the ship wasn’t in the hangar. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cyrus sat in the pilot’s chair fidgeting anxiously as he stared at the ship’s front view screen. They were already an hour and a half behind schedule, and he couldn’t leave without his warp engineer. “Where are you, Belzaire?” 
 
    As if summoned by the cry of frustration, Cyrus noticed the red-skinned man from the poker table storming toward the ship’s open ramp. He jumped up and raced down to the entrance to meet the man. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Cyrus screamed. 
 
    “Locked in a cell.” 
 
    “Well, you did attack me,” Cyrus quipped. 
 
    Belzaire just glared. 
 
    “The good news is nobody suspects we were together,” Cyrus said. “But seriously, what took so long?” 
 
    “Those muscle-heads went over the video for our entire night of poker,” Belzaire told him. “They kept telling me they knew I was up to something and they were going to prove it. They were just starting over from the beginning when this strange looking fellow came in—” 
 
    “Brown and green skin?” Cyrus interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah, but anyway, he told them to let me go.” 
 
    “That was Mozzie.” 
 
    “The Mozzie?” 
 
    “Yep,” Cyrus confirmed. “Told me he knew I was up to something and I shouldn’t come back for a very long time.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “Gave me our winnings, though,” Cyrus said cheerfully. 
 
    “That’s not going to mean much if we don’t get back to base, pronto.” 
 
    “Agreed. How fast do you think we can go with your modifications?” 
 
    “Probably three-point-five,” Belzaire said. “Maybe more, but I wouldn’t push it.” 
 
    “Fifty lightyears faster than designed,” Cyrus cooed. “Not bad, my friend.” 
 
    “Just don’t hit anything.” 
 
    “Got it,” Cyrus said as they parted ways—one to the cockpit and one to the warp room. As he left, Cyrus called back, “Belzaire, what did you have on that last hand?” 
 
    “Pair of twos.” 
 
    Both men laughed as they prepared to race back to base at three hundred fifty times the speed of light. 
 
    *** 
 
    The flight back to base was fast—faster than anyone had ever traveled before—and thankfully uneventful. Cyrus actually thought they had gotten away with it as he guided the ship into the dark hangar. As he set the Falcon down, however, the entire warehouse lit up and he could see dozens of security officers through the view screen, surrounding the ship. 
 
    “Crap,” was all he could mutter before a command blared over the intercom. 
 
    “Jones, Belzaire, outside now!” 
 
    At least they weren’t storming the ship with guns drawn. 
 
    Cyrus and Belzaire met at the ramp and walked out together, both feeling way more confident than the situation should have warranted. Cyrus was the best pilot in the fleet, bar none, and knew they wouldn’t do anything other than make his life uncomfortable for a while. Belzaire was one of the few people in the galaxy that was capable—due to his heritage— of generating a warp field. He already viewed himself as an indentured servant, but a very valuable one, so he knew there wasn’t much they would do to him either. 
 
    Vice Admiral Spiraculi was waiting for them at the bottom of the ramp, surrounded by half a dozen security officers. 
 
    “Belzaire,” the vice admiral nearly spat (Cyrus had always wondered why Jabuka never had last names). “You are complicit in the theft of an IMF spaceship. The fact that you were not flying does not excuse your willingness to participate. Effective immediately, you will be re-assigned and have no further contact with Mister Jones.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts,” Spiraculi interrupted. “Officers, confine him to his quarters. He is to have no visitors until he is re-assigned.” 
 
    The vice admiral turned to Cyrus. “Mister Jones, you are a talented pilot, but you are not above the law. Due to your previously spotless record, I am inclined to show lenience. I cannot, however, completely ignore this transgression. You will be formally censured and demoted one pay level. Gather your things and report to Captain Chavez. You will be leaving on a deep-space assignment in two hours.” 
 
    And that was it. His night of fun was over. And so too, apparently, was his only true friendship. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Cyrus woke again in the same bright room. This time, he could sense his body, even if he couldn’t feel anything. He still couldn’t move, but he realized he could blink. Maybe I didn’t die after all. 
 
    There was movement in the room, but he couldn’t actually see anyone. As he struggled to move his head and get a better look, he alerted…someone…to his consciousness. He soon felt a presence directly above him, but still couldn’t see anyone. 
 
    Whoever was in the room was talking quietly. He couldn’t understand anything being said, but he got the impression the speaker was trying to comfort him. A moment later, a gloved hand brought a mask down over his face. 
 
    Everything faded away once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Warp three. The fastest a human being had ever traveled—except Cyrus and Belzaire, but nobody else knew that. Cyrus had flown at three hundred times the speed of light so many times it was second nature, and he was now the only pilot in the IMF certified to fly at that speed. 
 
    Too many ships had been destroyed and the Intergalactic Trading Company had started regulating who could fly their fastest ships. Cyrus wasn’t sure if the ITC was more upset about the money or the loss of life. Probably both, because it took both a niakrim warp generator and a Jabuka warp engineer to fly at warp speeds. Both were extremely rare. 
 
    It wasn’t that Cyrus didn’t care about his fellow pilots, he just didn’t worry about things that didn’t directly affect him. As long as he got to fly the Falcon 3W, he didn’t really care if no one else was allowed to. 
 
    “Bring us out of warp at the next star system, Cyrus,” Captain Chavez interrupted his thoughts. “It’s been a long day and you need some rest.” 
 
    Another one of the ITC’s pointless regulations, as far as Cyrus was concerned. He didn’t need anyone telling him when to stop flying. 
 
    Cyrus wasn’t ready to stop flying for the day and figured the captain didn’t know the star charts well enough to realize he could stop any time he wanted. He kept on flying. 
 
    Nearly an hour passed before the captain spoke up again. “How are we coming on finding a place to stop and rest?” 
 
    He could hear the accusation in Chavez’s voice. “Next system is only a centi-year away, Captain. Should be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Cyrus turned back to the captain with a smile, meaning to reassure him. It was the first mistake Cyrus had ever made as a warp pilot. The look of terror on Captain Chavez’s face told him all he needed to know. 
 
    The asteroid was nearly on them by the time he turned back. Even with the delayed response, Cyrus almost avoided it, but it was too close. The asteroid tore through the ship’s shields and smashed into the port-side wing, destroying the warp field generator on that side. The ship nearly tore itself apart before Cyrus could shut down the starboard engine. 
 
    Cyrus regained control of the ship and quickly began diagnosing the ship’s condition. The port-side wing was gone, but the ship was otherwise in tact. With engines on only one side of the vessel, travel would be difficult, but not impossible. He was already formulating a plan when he was interrupted by a cry of terror. 
 
    He looked up just in time to see a large asteroid smash into the ship. The bridge exploded around him. 
 
    Everything went black. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    There were bright lights and people rushing everywhere as Cyrus was pushed down the hallway on a stretcher. Things were happening too fast for him to comprehend. The nurse walking at his side was saying something, but he couldn’t make out the words. Based on the look of pity in her eyes—or was that disgust—she might have been trying to comfort him. 
 
    Cyrus tried to move, but all he got for the effort was shooting pain from head to toe. He felt like he had been crushed by a ten-ton boulder. As he tried to recall what had happened to him, he realized that wasn’t far from the truth. The last thing he remembered was smashing into a huge asteroid. He had no idea how he had gotten here. Was this Earth? That was hundreds of lightyears from where he had crashed. 
 
    The medical team pushed the stretcher though stainless-steel double-doors into a huge operating room. Equipment of every kind was arrayed around the room. Above the room, behind a large glass window, a gallery full of people looked down on him. Cyrus saw one woman cover her face and turn away. He also saw several men wearing military uniforms. Was that Vice Admiral Spiraculi? 
 
    A face suddenly appeared in front of Cyrus. A doctor by the looks of it. He was asking him something, but Cyrus couldn’t make out any words. All he heard was a jumble of sounds. The doctor finally relayed everything he wanted to or just gave up. A moment later, a mask was placed over his face. 
 
    Again, Cyrus slipped into unconsciousness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cyrus woke in a hospital bed. He was propped up and had tubes and wires connected to his arms, head, and chest. He lay still for a moment, afraid to move. He wasn’t sure what he feared most: the possibility of being unable to move or the possibility of extreme pain when he tried. Before he could muster the courage to try, a doctor walked into the room carrying a shiny metal clipboard. 
 
    “Ah, Mister Jones,” the doctor said. “I am so glad you are finally awake.” 
 
    “Where am I?” His throat was dry and his voice was very weak, but he was thankful he could at least form words. Not to mention being able to hear and understand what the doctor had said. 
 
    “New York,” the doctor said. “You’re in the ITC Hospital of Bio-Robotic Medicine.” 
 
    “Bio-Robotic?” 
 
    “Yes,” the doctor replied. “We specialize in using robotic technology to save—and extend—human life.” 
 
    “Why…” 
 
    Cyrus never finished his question. He saw his reflection in the doctor’s shiny metal clipboard. He knew he shouldn’t be able to see his reflection clearly, but it was like looking in a mirror. 
 
    He screamed in agony—and despair. 
 
    “I will give you some time to yourself,” the doctor said sympathetically. “I will come back in a while to answer your questions.” 
 
    Cyrus didn’t even notice the doctor leave. 
 
    Why couldn’t they just let me die? 
 
    *** 
 
    For eight days, Cyrus didn’t let anyone into the room other than the floating robots that brought him medicine and food. He had regained some strength and could now walk around the room with the aid of a walker. 
 
    As he looked out the window, he could see a faint reflection of himself. What he saw both disgusted and intrigued him. He moved his now-robotic right arm. Other than being metal, it was almost no different than his left arm. Cyrus could actually feel with his fingertips. He had even tried stabbing himself with a needle he found in one of the drawers. The needle had bent, but he felt a sharp pain when he had done it. He had no idea bio-robotic technology had advanced so far. 
 
    During his days of isolation, Cyrus had come to terms with his robotic arm. If he wore long sleeves and a glove, no one would even know it wasn’t real, and there were definitely going to be advantages. His robotic arm was infinitely stronger than any organic limb. On top of that, it was faster and more precise—he had literally plucked the wings off a fly as it buzzed around his head. 
 
    What he hadn’t come to terms with—and probably never would—was his face. Or what was left of it. His right eye and nearly a quarter of his face and skull were gone. In its place was a metal skull and robotic eye. There would be no way to hide that. 
 
    As amazing as the robotic technology in his arm was, Cyrus knew the technology in his head was far superior. When he could push the self-loathing aside, he had explored some of the capabilities of his robotic eye. He could see perfectly at virtually infinite distance, almost like looking through a telescope. It had taken some time to get used to focusing, but now he could instantly change his focus from right in front of his face to a hundred kilometers away. He had also learned how to see heat patterns, which allowed him to see in the dark better than any night-vision goggles. 
 
    Cyrus knew it was crazy, but he almost felt smarter. His focus was sharper than it had ever been, and he seemed to be able to think through problems virtually instantly. He could recall things he didn’t remember knowing. Unfortunately, he still didn’t know how he had gotten to Earth or what had happened since he crashed into the asteroid. 
 
    One thing he did know was that this technology was far more advanced than anything he had ever heard of. 
 
    “It’s time to get some answers,” he muttered to himself as he hobbled back to his hospital bed and pressed the call button. 
 
    He only had to wait a few minutes before two men walked into his room. 
 
    “Lieutenant Jones, good to see you walking around,” a man wearing an IMF uniform said. 
 
    A doctor, the one who had visited Cyrus when he first woke, stepped in front. “There will be plenty of time for military questions later,” he said. “Our first concern needs to be taking care of Mister Jones’s medical needs.” 
 
    The doctor was clearly not intimidated by the IMF officer. That was a rarity nowadays, and Cyrus was impressed. “Thanks for your concern, Doctor,” he said. “I am actually feeling fine and all I really need right now is some answers.” 
 
    Cyrus turned toward the window and looked outside for a minute to compose himself. When he turned back, he was resolute, determined to learn the truth—even if the truth was hard to hear. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Cyrus asked, gesturing at his robotic arm and skull. “And why?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” the doctor said plainly. 
 
    “We were actually hoping you could tell us,” the IMF officer added. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You wandered into the emergency room at New York General, babbling incoherently, barely conscious,” the doctor said. “They did their best to stabilize you, then called us.” 
 
    “And you gave me the arm and put this thing in my head?” 
 
    “No. You already had the robotic arm and brain implants.” 
 
    “But how?” Cyrus asked, confused. 
 
    “We don’t know,” the doctor told him. “It’s beyond any technology we have ever seen.” 
 
    “You had this on you,” the IMF officer said, holding out a small circular object. “We have been trying to decode it, but there is nothing like it in any of our databases.” 
 
    Cyrus took the disk, flipping it over in his hands. One side was smooth like glass, the other was covered in symbols that he had never seen before. It felt familiar somehow. He studied the disk, but nothing came back to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t remember anything.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll get to the bottom of this,” the IMF officer assured him. 
 
    Cyrus knew the IMF officer was telling the truth, and he was pretty sure it wasn’t going to be for his benefit. 
 
    The doctor helped him back to the bed. “You get some rest now,” he said. “There will be plenty of time for more questions later.” 
 
    The doctor half-pushed the IMF officer out of the room. As he left, the officer glanced back with a look that sent shivers down Cyrus’s spine. It was a look that said, I’m going to get to the bottom of this no matter how unpleasant it is for you. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The following days were filled with interrogations, tests, neural scans, and more interrogations. In most circumstances, it would have been pure torture, but Cyrus was just as determined as the IMF officer to find out what had happened to him. Unfortunately for both, no revelations seemed to be coming. 
 
    He had finally been informed that he was cleared to return to active duty and was waiting in a small conference room for details on his new assignment. He was studying a chart on the wall when he heard the door slide open. Before he could turn around, a booming voice called out, “You scoundrel.” 
 
    Cyrus turned just in time to be enveloped by a large, red-skinned man with flowing black hair. 
 
    “Belzaire!” Cyrus exclaimed. It was the first time he had seen someone he knew from before the accident. That wasn’t surprising since most of the people he had known were in the ship when it crashed. That sudden realization sucked all the life out of him, and he felt himself collapse into Belzaire’s embrace. He quickly gathered himself and disengaged. If the other man had noticed the collapse, he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “How have you been, my old friend?” Cyrus asked. 
 
    “Better than you, by the looks of things.” Coming from anyone else, that would have been cruel, but Belzaire had always been a true friend, maybe his only true friend. One who cut straight to the truth of things. 
 
    “Time appears to have been rough on you as well,” Cyrus countered. Not to be cruel, but because his friend truly looked like he had aged many years since he’d last seen him. 
 
    Belzaire exchanged looks with the other man in the room. Cyrus hadn’t even noticed him until that moment, but once he did, he recognized that man as well. 
 
    Mitch Cooper had been in his graduating class at the academy. He had been middle of the class but had always carried himself with an air of authority. Cyrus had pegged him to be captain of a ship someday…or a career criminal. Based on his uniform, the former had happened, but there was no way that should have happened yet. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Cyrus asked, dreading the answer that he already knew, deep down. 
 
    “This is Mitch Cooper, Captain of the Krim Sprinter,” Belzaire said. “I believe you attended the academy together.” 
 
    “I remember him, but no one in our graduating class was even close to being a captain last time I checked. And certainly not Mitch Cooper. No offense.” 
 
    “A lot has changed since your accident,” Mitch said with a smile, clearly not offended by Cyrus’s remark. 
 
    “But how?” 
 
    “With the rapid expansion of the fleet over the last five years, many who might not have been…captain material have been promoted out of sheer necessity,” Mitch explained. 
 
    The man definitely wasn’t self-conscious, but that still didn’t explain what was going on. “Rapid expansion?” 
 
    “With the development of niakrim scanning technology, the resources needed to build warp-enabled ships have become more plentiful,” Belzaire jumped in. “About the only limiting factor for warp travel now is the number of Jabuka warp engineers. That makes me quite the hot commodity,” he added with a grin. 
 
    “Niakrim scanning technology?” 
 
    Something was clearly wrong. Cyrus had never cared much about technological advances, unless they affected him, but surely he would have known about something that important. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Mitch exclaimed. “They never told you.” 
 
    “Told me what?” Cyrus asked, a cold feeling spreading from the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “How long ago do you think the accident was?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cyrus admitted. “I never really thought about it. Clearly, I underwent a lot of medical procedures, so I’m sure it’s been quite a few months, maybe even a year, I suppose.” 
 
    Mitch and Belzaire looked at each other before Belzaire spoke up. “It’s been nearly ten years, Cyrus. You were missing for over seven years, then two more years in a medically-induced coma while they tried to figure out how to help you.” 
 
    He managed to direct his body into a chair as the world he thought he knew was pulled out from under him. Cyrus looked from Belzaire to Mitch, his mind filling with a thousand questions, yet each of them was instantly dismissed as unimportant. It was almost scary how fast he accepted what should have been life-shattering news. Maybe it was everything he had already been through. Maybe it was neural implants of unknown origin. Either way, Cyrus was filled with a feeling of cold practicality. It really didn’t matter what year it was. He was alive, the only friend he had ever cared about was standing in front of him, and he had been cleared to fly again.  
 
    Cyrus stood up, to all outward appearances, completely recovered from his collapse. “So, when do we start?” 
 
    Mitch and Belzaire exchanged glances again before the captain spoke up. “If you’re up for it, we leave in the morning. We have a few low-warp missions lined up to help you get back in the groove.” 
 
    “No need to worry about me,” Cyrus said confidently. “I’m feeling better than ever.” 
 
    “You don’t know how much I wanted to hear that,” Mitch said with a smile as he wrapped his arm around Cyrus’s shoulder. “It’s been a long time since anyone has hit warp three, and I am greatly looking forward to captaining the fastest ship in the galaxy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Back in his room, Cyrus picked up the object he had been carrying when he showed up at the hospital, near death. It was the only link he had to what had apparently been ten years of his life. He knew this small disk was the key to unlocking at least some of what had happened to him. 
 
    As he studied the symbols one more time, Cyrus suddenly blacked out. 
 
    Images flashed in his mind. Hundreds…thousands of images. He couldn’t decipher any of them individually, but somehow, he understood them on a deeper level. He glimpsed images of himself, injured and dying. He glimpsed himself on a table being operated on robotically. And he glimpsed things he knew he had never seen before—or done—and knew he was now capable of incredible things. All in the time it took to fall to the floor. 
 
    Cyrus half-expected to be back in the stainless-steel room when he opened his eyes, but he was still in his hospital room. He glanced at the disk still in his hand, afraid it would trigger another episode yet also longing for more information. The surface of the disk was burned black. All traces of the symbols that had triggered the event now obliterated. 
 
    “I guess that’s all I will ever know,” he muttered. 
 
    But there was one more thing, in addition to all the images. In the moment before Cyrus had opened his eyes, he had sensed an unmistakable message. A message he would never share with anyone; one that would likely haunt him for the rest of his life. 
 
    You are in our debt. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    A Little Surprise 
 
    By P.R Adams 
 
    Military plans never survive first contact with the enemy, but sometimes those disastrous changes can come with a little surprise. 
 
      
 
    “All right, everyone, listen up!” 
 
    Staff Sergeant Gerhardt’s voice always made me cringe. Unfortunately, drop was imminent, and everyone was crowded around the entry to the Catapult drop bay, so there was no shutting off my earpiece to avoid him. Normally, when he gave his little preamble, I’d mute his ass and stare at an imaginary spot just behind him. 
 
    Not today. With Travis—Sergeant Desai—still in the hospital thanks to me, I was the ranking private. 
 
    “You’re Sergeant Wilson this mission.” Gerhardt had said that with all the enthusiasm of a recruit on latrine detail after the platoon overdosed on the Burrito Surprise buffet. “Don’t screw it up.” 
 
    Yay, me. 
 
    So there I was, running Travis’s squad, the squad I’d been in since we’d signed up. Hating life. Feeling guilty for laying him up. Feeling worse for how it happened. 
 
    How else was I supposed to feel? We’d volunteered for the raid on Azure, our home world. And we’d seen what the Leviathans had done to it—the complete devastation and hopelessness. And we’d watched our comrades die by the dozens using weapons that Special Section 6 had assured us would turn the tide in the war. 
 
    But there was no tide turning. Just retreating. And dying. Lots and lots of dying. 
 
    We’d fallen back to one of the few standing buildings, somehow been skipped over by one of the Nightcrawler beasties the Leviathans used as stormtroopers, and then made a run for an exfiltration site. 
 
    Except we got separated in the fields of towering rubble, our Battlefield Awareness Systems tangled by the strange ripples of reality disruption the Leviathans leaked. 
 
    “Not supposed to be possible.” That’s what Control had said in the pre-mission briefing. “You’re immune. Those upgrades to your armor will protect you. The shielding’s the best we can do.” 
 
    Wrong answer, Control. Wrong. Answer. 
 
    Gerhardt’s voice drew me back. “Five minutes to drop! Sergeants, gather your teams and get them into their torps.” That’s when his hands went to his hips. Always. “And remember: trust your training; trust your gear; trust your fellow soldier. You’ll make it out of this.” Hand clap, then, “Let’s go!” 
 
    Virtuoso performance! Bravo! 
 
    I checked my BAS, picked up the signals from the patchwork squad I’d inherited from Travis. 
 
    Private Madsen. The big Dane with his blue eyes and high-and-tight wheat-colored hair. He was the fearless one, the one who held Travis’s wounds against me. Fair call. Madsen was actually more experienced than me, just not with the Elite Response Force. Now he was one of my acting corporals. 
 
    It didn’t take a psychic to realize that Gerhardt would’ve preferred a fellow macho Aryan over someone like me. I was too dark—Mom’s Angolan skin sort of ran roughshod over Dad’s British-Euromutt-Chinese pale gold. And I was definitely too feminine for the Testosterone Troop they envisioned. 
 
    Private Preen—the last piece of the remaining trio of our original group. He was older, smarter, and maybe just a little too timid, even by my standards. The crazy thing was that he was fit enough and taller than most. Plus, he had this wavy brown hair and a cleft chin that seemed more appropriate for a stoic movie hero. But…timid. He’d completed training alongside Travis and me with a bang. Like us, he was another colonist but from Bermuda colony. Maybe that’s what made him so hard to figure. A lot of folks from Bermuda were hard to make sense of. 
 
    And then there were the remnants we’d picked up from squads that had been mostly wiped out. 
 
    Private Beyers, the quiet former Marine. 
 
    Quiet Marine. That’s a unicorn, from what everyone else said. 
 
    Shifty hazel eyes, warm copper skin, and body language that always seemed on the edge of psychotic violence. A survivor. He’d been off Earth when the Leviathans attacked, and he’d signed up with the ERF the second he’d managed passage to the headquarters on Plymouth colony. The “elite” part of the ERF concept had been compromised by then. We were looking for anyone who could hold a gun. Someone a few years out from two tours? Move to the front of the line, sir. 
 
    And now he was my other acting corporal. 
 
    Private Dong. Nobody would have believed he would be the lone survivor of The Rough Raiders, one of the more experienced ERF platoons. Wiry, always smirking, with big, expressive eyes. He was the last to risk his butt for anyone else. No one called him a coward, but no one wanted him covering their back, either. 
 
    And finally, Privates Sklar and Thompkins. Wide-eyed, middle-aged, soft, barely graduated from boot camp. You could tell them apart by the shaved head—Sklar—and the perpetual five o’ clock shadow—Thompkins. Both of them were family men who’d lost everything back on Earth while traveling the stars. Their hearts were in the right place, but if folks in the platoon were cynical enough to run a dead pool, good money would be on one of them going first. 
 
    I had $50 on Thompkins, because he’d had a flare-up of gout during boot camp. And before you think I’m reprehensible scum, I had $20 on me (to be paid out to Travis if I “won”). 
 
    It wasn’t the same quality team Travis had led onto Azure. Then again, I had been his best soldier, and I’d caught him with a grenade. 
 
    Some teammate. 
 
    Gerhardt thumped armored gloves on my armored shoulders. “Sergeant Wilson. You with me?” 
 
    “Never left, Sergeant.” 
 
    “I need you in this. Focused. SS6 says we’ve got the shielding problems licked. This weapon’s gonna be the thing that—” 
 
    “The thing that turns the tide of war. Yeah. I think we heard that same briefing before our drop on Azure.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s different this time. Earth. We’ve got a little surprise for the enemy. Turn the tide here, we—” 
 
    “Sergeant Gerhardt, I get it.” 
 
    His blue-gray eyes squinted; his pink skin turned bright red. But he pulled his hands away. “I need better from my non-commissioned officers. Hear me?” 
 
    You’re an NCO now, Wilson! “I hear you.” 
 
    “The human race. Just remember we’re fighting for our survival.” 
 
    How could I forget? This was the world that birthed us, even if I’d only ever seen it on a few visits in my teens. I was supposed to feel something for it. Did I? 
 
    I marched the squad into the drop bay, lined them up in front of their individual torps, had them put their helmets on and check their atmosphere readings, then got them secured inside. 
 
    Thompkins smiled anxiously as I closed the lid on his torp. “Like a coffin, huh?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Three meters long, tapering to a rounded point at the front, with long fins halfway back and at the rear. Made out of a clear glass-like material that supposedly could pull off the dual purpose of evading Leviathan detection systems and converting heat into battery power. We would plummet in these at terminal velocity until five hundred meters off the ground. That’s when we’d go into a guided descent, using embedded propellers running off the batteries to decelerate. 
 
    The torps worked. I’d ridden in two on Plymouth for training. I just didn’t buy the SS6 line that they were immune to detection. 
 
    Yeah, they were a lot like coffins. 
 
    I climbed into my own little death device and Gerhardt sealed it shut with a final glare that told me just how little confidence he had in me. 
 
    “Trust your instincts, Sergeant Wilson.” That had been his answer when I’d asked him how the hell I was supposed to run a squad that had no experience working together. 
 
    But I had no instincts. Not anymore. Not after Azure. He didn’t care. 
 
    We waited. 
 
    Not for long, but it seemed like it. 
 
    Then the bay door opened, revealing gloomy sunlight reflecting off dark gray clouds below. Not fat with rain but choked with smoke. Nearly a year into the conquest, and the Leviathans were still finding things to burn and wreck. 
 
    Down dropped the fronts of the torps, and our BASes disconnected from the Catapult’s network. I could eyeball my squad’s descent, and that would be about it until we rejoined on the ground and created our own little Grid. There wasn’t anything left of Earth’s Grid to connect to—power, telecommunications, networking…all gone. 
 
    A timer popped up on the faceplate of the helmet of my Juggernaut armor: 10…9…8…7… 
 
    I swallowed, tried to twist around to check on Thompkins, then… 
 
    We dropped. Plunging through clouds, seeing nothing but gray, collecting fine water pellets and finer grit on the clear skin. The water tracked away. The grit clung for a bit. 
 
    Face down, speeding like a missile. You can’t feel much more powerless than that. 
 
    Terminal velocity. We reached that in no time. The fins kept us straight, headed unerringly down. But if the propellers failed to deploy, neither the torp nor our armor would be enough to keep us from turning into paste. 
 
    I broke through the clouds into a butterscotch haze. Columns of black smoke rose lazily from the charcoal smear of Cincinnati far below. 
 
    Our target. 
 
    There were three torps to my left, three to my right. No sniper in the squad. Kind of pointless with weapons that didn’t affect most of the aliens. 
 
    The torp to my left suddenly picked up a little wobble. 
 
    Thompkins. 
 
    His helmet came around toward me as the wobble intensified. The Juggernaut’s optics were good enough that I could make out a sweat bead passing through the shadow of his whiskers and the twitch of his eye that asked, “Hey, Sarge, is this normal?” 
 
    Then the slight wobble turned into a crazy bucking, and the torp started hopping, like a dolphin breaching. 
 
    Until the midway fins tore away. That’s when it began to spin. Around and around. 
 
    For a couple seconds. 
 
    The tail fins went next, and the torp went into a tumble, end over end. 
 
    I twisted to watch it as I shot past. “Eject! Use your parachute!” 
 
    As if he could hear me without me transmitting. We had to follow radio silence until we hit the ground or risk being detected. 
 
    We’d gone over it about a hundred times. Nothing’s going to happen to your torp. Nothing. It works. It’s proven tech. 
 
    But. 
 
    If something did happen to it, punch the ejection button. 
 
    We weren’t hauling backpacks down because our armor had a parachute packed for emergencies. Everything we’d need for the mission was being dropped separately. 
 
    Trust your gear. 
 
    The torp flipped and flopped, then disappeared from sight. 
 
    In theory, we wouldn’t be in anyone else’s path as they descended. That assumed a fairly straight drop, though. 
 
    Down one. 
 
    Even if Thompkins pulled his shit together and ejected, he was going to be dozens of kilometers off course. Hundreds. 
 
    We lanced through the air, closing on our destination. There were as many as twenty-five of us per Catapult, and four Catapults. Nearly a hundred soldiers, their gear, and our secret weapons dropping over fifty square kilometers. 
 
    The odds of running into each other in the air should be negligible. 
 
    I caught sight of something speeding beneath the clouds. At first, it was like the sun glinting off milky glass. Then I made out the wispy little contrail coming off it. 
 
    A Marauder. Two of them. Three. 
 
    The Leviathans loved their twisted little experiments, introducing their science that was closer to eldritch wizardry to our comparatively primitive minds any time we showed a hint of figuring them out. Marauders were how they maintained air superiority. 
 
    Eight meters long, with a wingspan three times that, they were like giant ravens. If ravens were made of glass. And had lizard bodies. 
 
    And snail heads. 
 
    It was the snail heads that would get you. Four pair of antennae, and a mouth that could open wide enough to swallow someone in Juggernaut armor. I’d actually seen that happen on Azure. 
 
    But the biggest threat the head had was its ability to project a force that was best described as, well, concussion. Devastating concussion. 
 
    If they turned that thing on you, you were dead. 
 
    Two of the Marauders banked and came toward us. The third angled toward the last place I’d seen Thompkins. 
 
    They obviously saw us, despite SS6’s assurances. 
 
    We were still six kilometers up. We had speed. We had distance. 
 
    The Marauders closed like we were standing still. 
 
    Options. 
 
    One, ride it out and see if we could slip past them. 
 
    Two, eject and hope the Juggernaut’s parachute could handle 150 kilograms of armor hurtling from the sky at terrible speeds. 
 
    Three…? See option one or two. 
 
    I went with one. The squad stuck with me. 
 
    The first Marauder skimmed over us, sensor stalks wiggling as it passed. Maybe it didn’t see us. It looked hopeful. 
 
    Until the second Marauder approached. More wiggling eyestalks, but as it drew nearer to Sklar, its neck craned around curiously, and its mouth opened. The slick skin rippled like a pond disrupted by a big rock striking center. 
 
    Sklar’s torp just…crumpled. The Juggernaut armor that was meant to survive a railgun round collapsed with the same ease, and blood splashed along the inside of the torp before it tore apart. 
 
    The Marauders swept up into the clouds. 
 
    My heart pounded, and sweat tickled my armpits. Had we survived? Were they done with us? 
 
    Of course not. 
 
    They fell from the clouds and came at us again. 
 
    Staying in the torp was suicide. They could sense the things as easily as any other tech we had. At least the Juggernaut was smaller and offered some actual chameleon effect stealth. 
 
    I slammed my hand against the eject button, and the torp split in half like a peanut shell, the two pieces wildly spinning away. The Juggernaut armor extended my arms forward and straightened my legs until I was a diver, streamlined and aiming for a graceful landing far, far below. If the Marauders pursued me, I would only know in the millisecond of agony when they blasted me. 
 
    But that agony never came, and seconds later, the armor’s limited maneuvering rockets had me inverted, feet pointed to the ground. More accurately, it was a concrete courtyard between buildings north of an ugly, brown river. 
 
    My chute deployed, yanking hard against me, killing my momentum, changing my direction. I shot past the courtyard, headed right for the building front off to my left. The glass facade was gone, nothing but sparkling blue shards on the cracked pavement now. The Juggernaut compensated, but this was an emergency measure, not the primary means of getting to the ground. Finally, the armor just detached the parachute. 
 
    What was worse: falling against concrete at high speed from ten meters up or crashing into steel and concrete at an equally high speed? 
 
    I was about to find out. 
 
    I hit the pavement hard and dropped into a roll that took me into the field of glass. I skidded across with a deafening scraping. The Juggernaut sucked up most of the energy, but my ankles, feet, and knees still throbbed from the impact. 
 
    Instinct told me to just lay there for a bit, moaning and rolling around and having a good cry over the experience. 
 
    Military training is a little different. No time for crying over pain. 
 
    Get up! Go! Sit still and you die! 
 
    I popped my faceplate and filled my lungs with some good old Earth air—rotten, sulfuric, like a giant, ruptured intestine. 
 
    The world was dead. 
 
    I closed the helmet and hobbled into the building for cover, noting as I passed through the lobby the warped girders and cracked concrete columns. Ceramic tile had been shattered and blown clear of thick concrete slabs where troughs had been gouged out. 
 
    I was sitting at ground zero of a Leviathan attack. 
 
    Signals popped up on my BAS—Preen, Beyers, Dong. 
 
    No Madsen. Apparently, Marauders gave zero shits about how badass you thought you were. 
 
    The closest signal was Beyers, nearly six hundred meters east. 
 
    I did what I could to close that distance quickly while sticking to cover. Out of one ruined building shell, into another, audio cranked to its fullest, watching the gloomy sky. On splintered concrete, the Juggernaut was anything but quiet. 
 
    Other signals began rolling in as I drew into range of my fellow soldiers and our personal Grid expanded: more soldiers, some gear cases. 
 
    I hit one of the gear cases about midway to Beyers. Unopened, sitting on a crushed utility vehicle roof in a parking lot. I retrieved a CAWS-5 and magazines of armor-piercing rounds and Porcupine explosive rounds. 
 
    I checked Beyers’s signal again. He hadn’t moved. His vitals were all over the place—up, down, up again. 
 
    I grabbed two more assault carbines and the grenades—frag, incendiary, and smoke. 
 
    Beyers had gone down in a field. It was about twice the size of a futbol pitch, level, overgrown with crazy weeds that didn’t care at all that there were aliens crawling all over the world that had birthed us. I didn’t like the idea of being out in the open, but Beyers was out there somewhere. 
 
    I settled on sprinting to his position. 
 
    About thirty meters out, I stopped and dashed back to cover. Beyers must have abandoned his torp around the same time I did and tried the parachute. 
 
    His hadn’t deployed. 
 
    He was planted in the field, knee-deep in the dirt. 
 
    Sort of. His leg armor had telescoped maybe thirty centimeters, meaning his legs had done the same or worse. He was alive, but he was in shock and without medical help, he was dead. 
 
    We didn’t have even a medic with us, and certainly no hospital to get him to. 
 
    Far overhead, something circled: a Marauder. 
 
    The next closest signal was someone I didn’t recognize: Private Hopkins. Not even from our platoon. 
 
    One hundred twenty meters northwest. I could either risk a sprint through the field under the Marauder’s watchful eyestalks, or I could double back to a complex of buildings and make my way through those. 
 
    An easy choice. 
 
    The buildings had suffered extensive structural damage at some point. It looked like something had fallen in through the roof. Going was slow, but there was a positive sign: Private Hopkins was moving toward me. Slow, indirect...it seemed like we had the same idea. 
 
    Then I stumbled out of the last building and saw Hopkins in the shadow of a retaining wall and realized it wasn’t caution or cleverness that led to the slow movement but a horrible injury. The left leg of Hopkins’s armor looked like it was made of cloth instead of super materials. From about mid-shin down, the armor was flattened and…folded. At a forty-five degree angle. How the hell anyone could hop around like that was beyond me. 
 
    Unlike Beyers, Hopkins wasn’t in shock and dying. I couldn’t run away. 
 
    So I hurried to the retaining wall and offered a hand. “Shit, Private, how’re you even standing?” 
 
    A nervous laugh preceded the soldier—a young woman with pale, puffy cheeks and big, dark eyes—taking my arm. “Had some stims with me. The armor’s doing the rest.” 
 
    And it was. Sort of. The armor had gone completely rigid below the knee. She could walk on it and put almost no pressure on the damaged part of her leg. 
 
    Still, she had to be in a lot of pain, even if the armor numbed the ruined flesh and bone up with the embedded local anesthetics. The sweat trickling down her face said she was. 
 
    I hooked an arm around her. “See you found a gear case.” 
 
    “CAWS-5. WP and frag grenades. Smoke.” She put her weight against me. “We the only ones?” 
 
    “I’ve got two more signals from my squad. Moving. Half a klick from here.” 
 
    “Half a klick. I can do that.” 
 
    It was tough work, the sort powered armor didn’t help all that much with. I was sweating just as bad as Hopkins by the time we reached Preen’s signal. He was somewhere on the raised street above where Hopkins and I had been hopping along. I found some steps and added a new experience to my resume, at first springing along with Hopkins, then carrying her. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, we stopped. She needed to administer another stim, and I needed to come to grips with what I saw fifty meters away: one of our special weapons crates, the whole point of our trip down to the surface. 
 
    Midnight blue, twice the size of the gear cases, supposedly much sturdier. 
 
    But this one was cracked in half on the roof of a sagging building, guts sprayed down the front and mingled in with the carpet of broken glass. 
 
    Hopkins hopped over to me. “That one of the weapon crates?” 
 
    “Was.” 
 
    She twisted around. “You had somebody in this area?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I pointed toward the building opposite the one with the weapon crate on its roof. “In there.” 
 
    “Alive?” 
 
    “Good vitals.” I didn’t tell her how Beyers’s vitals had looked good at first. Good enough. 
 
    Preen didn’t respond to radio or texts. I nearly abandoned him, but the vitals…it looked too good to pass up. 
 
    I left Hopkins in the building lobby, hidden in a lift car caught halfway between floors. I could’ve used a lift about then. Preen’s signal was coming from eight stories up, not something I would’ve enjoyed on the best of days. Dust and grime covered the cracked stairs, and that gave me some hope, because there were boot steps leading up. 
 
    Fresh boot steps. 
 
    And since the Leviathans and their minions didn’t have feet or wear boots, that left Preen. 
 
    The door to the eighth floor was gone, blasted from its twisted hinges. The sun was lost behind clouds, and the light filtered through the strange haze. I switched to infrared and started pinging Preen’s armor for a clean signal. For some reason, it was denying my connection requests, but I still had a good idea where it was. 
 
    Out of all the doors I’d seen since exiting the stairwell, only one was closed. Preen’s armor was behind that. 
 
    I raised a hand to knock, then reconsidered. If he was alive, he was seeing my signal just beyond the door. If something had somehow taken control of the suit, as SS6 feared might be possible, then it probably knew where I was, too. 
 
    No knocking. 
 
    Optimistically, he could be out cold. Or some of his control systems could be broken. Or… 
 
    I kicked the door in and ducked around the side. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I poked my head in, weapon ready. 
 
    Preen lay on the floor, faceplate up, gasping, tears pooling around his washed-out green eyes, lips quivering. His concentration was locked onto something only he could see. 
 
    “Steven, right?” I squatted beside him, caught the slight nod he managed. “Anything broken?” 
 
    “No.” Soft as a breeze. 
 
    “You eject?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Smart move.” I shrugged a CAWS-5 off my shoulder and sat it on the floor beside him. “It’s just you and Dong now.” 
 
    Those green eyes slowly tracked over to me. “Dong’s an asshole.” 
 
    “He is. That’s why I’m going to need you.” 
 
    “Mission’s a bust.” He swallowed. “Three of us and our carbines. No match.” 
 
    I held up a grenade. “We’ve got fireworks.” 
 
    “That what you took Sergeant Desai out with?” 
 
    Ouch. Travis might have chuckled. “I’ll be more careful this time. Give it a little extra to be sure it goes where I mean.” 
 
    Preen blinked the tears away. “Weapons systems broken. Across the street.” 
 
    “Saw that. SS6 sent down enough crates to build ten of their little Avengers.” That was our secret test weapon: Avengers. “I’ve got signals for five more.” I only had three, but he didn’t know that. 
 
    He groaned. “Hopeless.” 
 
    “It’s not over yet, Steven.” 
 
    He held a hand up, and I helped him into a sitting position. He considered the weapon. “I saw a pack of Hyenas on the way down. Fifty. A hundred.” 
 
    Hyenas were the most numerous of Leviathan minions, strange predators about the size of the Earth animal of the same name. The Leviathans’ little monsters had the same low backend and thick necks. Their weird lope was also similar to their namesake, but that was where the similarities ended. Because the Leviathan Hyenas were more like lizards, with big, shiny scales and razor gums rather than fur and teeth. Their claws were like miniature scythes that could actually penetrate the Juggernaut armor with time, and it enabled them to climb damn near any surface. Their razor gums were even worse. 
 
    Twenty would be trouble. A hundred? “Where were they?” 
 
    “East. I think. Southeast. Headed this way. Like they knew we would fall here.” 
 
    “That’s the way it is with the Leviathans, all interconnected.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    I stood. “Found a wayward soldier. Smashed-up leg. I could sure use some help with her.” 
 
    He picked up the gun, then got to his feet. “Can I have a grenade?” 
 
    “Sure.” One frag, one incendiary—enough to get a fluttering smile from him. 
 
    Preen took over hauling Hopkins around for me. I focused on moving us ever west, away from the Hyena pack. Before long, the two of them were chattering mindlessly. She knew Dong and held the same opinion of him: useless. 
 
    That made it easier when I picked up a good signal from a weapons crate that was north, away from Dong’s location. “We’ve got a functional crate. That way.” 
 
    Preen glanced back the way we’d come. “They’re closing, you know.” 
 
    “Let’s get that weapon up and running.” 
 
    I felt exposed crossing a big street, but I couldn’t rightly yell at the two of them to hurry. They were doing what they could. 
 
    The crate dangled about six meters off the ground, its parachute cabling hung up in a deformed antenna on the roof of a low building. I jumped up to the roof, bunched the cables in my left hand, and cut them with the Juggernaut’s embedded blade, then went for a ride across the rooftop. The armor had the strength to lower the crate gracefully, but there was no grip. I let go of the cables a couple meters short of the edge, and a deafening crack rolled up from below. 
 
    The crate signal still showed green. 
 
    SS6’s weapon could have passed for a radar dish. In a sense, it was. I was anything but a weapons expert, but the way I heard it described, the idea was to use the Leviathans’ macabre nature against them. They communicated using something analogous to extremely low frequency—ELF—that enabled them to transmit everything over great distances. Even thoughts. It was believed to give them something of a hive mind, for good and bad. Sending a new signal over the same frequencies should cause disruption. How intense that disruption would be…well, we were the guinea pigs. 
 
    I set the weapon up in the crook of one of the mangled antenna’s support legs. Everything showed green when I flipped the switch, but the world didn’t suddenly revert to what it had been before. No Leviathans appeared and burst into flame. 
 
    We supposedly needed three of the things running for them to work. Three. 
 
    I snorted. 
 
    Then I saw the Hyena pack—a black wave washing over the area we’d just left to the south. 
 
    “That’s a hundred. Easily a hundred.” 
 
    I jumped down and waved to Preen. “Move it!” 
 
    Three of us wouldn’t be enough. We needed to find Dong. We needed to get onto a rooftop or near a natural chokepoint that gave us at least a slim chance to funnel the things into overlapping fields of fire. 
 
    About two hundred meters east, we found Dong. He’d survived the drop unharmed. 
 
    Physically. 
 
    He was struggling to carry three bodies. 
 
    Parts of three bodies. Torsos, mostly. The armor was offline, so there was no way to know who the people had been. 
 
    Dong dropped his gory cargo when he saw me. “Great job, Sergeant Wilson!” 
 
    The Hyenas were close. Their reptilian musk reminded me of walking through a fish market, but one that just happened to have a bunch of crocodile corpses. 
 
    “Dong—Jerry. We’ve got Hyenas coming. We need to get to cover, lay—” 
 
    He laughed and kicked one of the torsos. “We’re dead! Just like them!” 
 
    “You’re not dead yet. You don’t snap out of it, we will be. All of us.” 
 
    “Already are.” Dong dropped to his knees. “Already are.” 
 
    Preen groaned. “He’s snapped. Leave him.” 
 
    Trust your fellow soldier. 
 
    “Can’t do that.” I got a hand around Dong’s shoulder and pulled him along. “There’s a building over there. Only a small open front, some solid-looking stone. It gives us a shot.” 
 
    The building wasn’t quite what I’d hoped, with a modest, open lobby and a spiderwebbed glass wall farther in, but the stairwell looked directly onto the lobby. 
 
    It gave us a start. 
 
    I set Dong on the first landing, halfway up to the second floor and had Hopkins watch him. She was pasty, short of breath, and rapidly blinking. But she was another gun, and she tried to talk to Dong. And she seemed to get through a little. 
 
    Preen joined me at the stairwell door, which I had halfway open. “Lob a frag into the lobby?” He pointed at an ideal spot. 
 
    “Yeah. If we get the chance.” I nodded at the hallway to our right. “They break through the windows and come around this way, we won’t get but one throw. Maybe two.” 
 
    “Think they’ll climb to the floor above?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m hoping they can’t figure the doors out.” 
 
    “You sure the door’s closed up there?” 
 
    I bolted up the stairs, leaping over Dong and Hopkins. The door was closed, but a quick check of the third floor revealed a damaged door, off its hinges. They’d be able to knock it in faster than I’d hoped. Would they know to go to the third floor? No one knew exactly how clever the Hyenas were, just that they were clever. 
 
    I got back to the bottom floor to find Preen swallowing hard. The reptile smell was thick. I could see dark forms rushing across the street. And then I heard it: scraping, like fingernails over a chalkboard. 
 
    His eyes drifted up slowly. “Headed up.” 
 
    “We make this count, we’ve got a chance.” 
 
    He held up a frag grenade. “Remember what you said about your throw.” 
 
    “Right in the middle of the pack, don’t worry.” I pulled my own grenade and sealed my helmet. 
 
    Glass shattered off to our right just as the main body charged into the lobby. They were coming at us three abreast, packed tight. That was the only positive. I’d wanted them to fill the space. 
 
    Preen lobbed his grenade toward the back of the pack; I aimed for the middle. 
 
    Another group raced toward us from the right, these only a couple abreast. I had just enough time to toss another grenade toward them. 
 
    The explosion roared. Shrapnel whistled. Bodies flailed and twisted. 
 
    We fell back, up a few steps, and let the first ones come through the door. Porcupine rounds were ideal for these things. Their scales weren’t quite as good as Kevlar, so AP punched through without passing along all its energy. Porcupines? They detonated on impact, tearing away gory chunks that affected even something as nasty as the big lizards. 
 
    Bodies quickly piled up in the doorway, slowing the others. We stuck to controlled bursts, conserving ammo, the boom of gunfire and dying hisses of the lizards too loud to hear the dropped magazines clattering off the concrete steps. 
 
    The charge abruptly stopped. 
 
    With my audio intake ratcheted back to peak, I caught the scrape of claws on the steps above. “They’re coming down! Preen, watch the door!” 
 
    I jumped over Dong and Hopkins and pressed into the corner of the landing. The hideous things scampered and slithered over the stairs. They dropped down from far above, landing hard on railings, not even letting out a little hiss to acknowledge the pain. 
 
    Hopkins opened fire first, blasting one that had hurled itself ahead of the others. 
 
    But they were on us almost immediately, so close that even the short delay of changing out a magazine seemed too much. 
 
    It was for Dong. 
 
    One of them clamped onto him and hauled him back up the steps, where others latched on and pulled him higher, out of sight. To his credit, he spared us pointless pleading and screaming. And he probably bought us time, drawing away several of the scaly monsters at a critical point. 
 
    And then it was over. The last of the lizard things to die were gore-spattered, but not with their own green blood. 
 
    I took the magazine from Dong’s dropped weapon. He’d already flatlined, so I didn’t need to go looking for him. 
 
    “We need to move.” 
 
    Wading through all the broken corpses was a gory, joyless task that took precious time. Outside the building, I selected our next signal—another gear case. We’d used up ammo, and our resupply was on the way to the next weapons crate. Hopkins and Preen were pretty quiet the entire way, taking the magazines and grenades I offered without a word. They hadn’t been injured during the engagement, which left only one worrisome reason for their deflation: They believed Dong was right, that we were dead and everything we did was pointless. 
 
    The problem was that I believed the same damn thing. 
 
    In the year since the Leviathans had shown up to wipe out our species, humans consistently experienced only one thing: the failure of leadership. Government collapsed in the first months, then the military stepped in. 
 
    Our leadership became the Special Section. SS1—Control as we called it—was a mix of generals and senior Intelligence Bureau types. They were the voices behind the stern faces of the last remaining bureaucrats. 
 
    SS6 became their greatest asset. Technology. Research and Development. Engineering. They pushed the envelope with our arsenal, always promising a solution but never delivering. It broke the human will, all the failures, watching comrades and innocents die because you don’t have what it takes to win the war. 
 
    And maybe that was what was killing us even quicker—giving up. 
 
    Well, I didn’t feel like giving up right then. We’d just wiped out a pack of Hyenas we had no right to stand against. We’d stood up a weapon that SS6 said might be effective. And I wanted to see Travis again. 
 
    Plus, I’d won the dead pool. That was going to be a sweet chunk of money. 
 
    So I pushed them. Gently. “Hey, guys, just another hundred meters or so to the weapons crate. Good signal. And I’m getting more signals out there. More people. A Vaulter extraction ship. We’ve got each other, right? We can do this.” 
 
    Preen scowled, but Hopkins nodded. 
 
    That was good enough. 
 
    When we reached the weapons crate, I spotted a fairly intact van that looked like it might be functional. The tires were good; it looked like it was one of the hybrid types of vehicles that ran on high-priced petroleum and electricity. I could jump it to life if I had to. 
 
    Unfortunately, I also started picking up another signal: Gerhardt. Almost a klick northwest, away from the Vaulter. 
 
    Tell Hopkins and Preen, or ignore the signal and climb into the van to make a run for the extraction ship? It was about twelve kilometers north. Finding a fourth person should lift spirits and increase our odds of success. 
 
    But Gerhardt? 
 
    The choice was made for me while I was setting the Avenger up in the shadow of a rooftop air-conditioning unit. 
 
    Preen laughed. “Would you look at that! Gerhardt’s alive!” 
 
    I checked the BAS. Gerhardt was a green square, half a klick out and closing. I hurried through the last couple steps to bring the weapon online. “We can’t wait for him. Twelve klicks to get to the Vaulter. We can take that van over there—” 
 
    “Weren’t we supposed to get three of these weapons running?” 
 
    The console showed green all the way. “We got two up. That’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Private Preen’s right.” Hopkins’s voice was a hollow whisper that might have been the wind whistling, except there wasn’t even a soft breeze right then. “They need at least three for it to do anything.” 
 
    They’d gone from throwing in the towel to worrying about the mission succeeding. People were impossible. “Might be another weapons crate on the way to the Vaulter.” 
 
    “We should hook up with him, I think.” Preen sounded a lot more insistent. 
 
    I wasn’t going to budge them, and I had no justification for trying. I joined them in front of the building. “All right, we hook up with Gerhardt. If we can find another weapons crate, we get a third Avenger online. If we can’t, we come back here and make a run for the ship and try to get out of here.” 
 
    Preen cocked an eyebrow. “Gerhardt’s call, isn’t it?” 
 
    And that right there was why I’d hoped to avoid Gerhardt in the first place. I knew when it was time to bug out. He might be one of those “bitter end” sorts. 
 
    We managed a modest pace, taking a couple rests for Hopkins along the way. The pain was getting worse, the stims and anesthetics becoming less effective by the minute. 
 
    Gerhardt was hunched over a weapons crate when I spotted him, CAWS-5 leaning against the cracked shell. He had tossed aside a few pieces of what looked like wrinkled sheets of tin foil. I could hear him hissing and cursing, apparently completely oblivious to our approach. 
 
    I left Preen and Hopkins and jogged toward our leader. “Sergeant Gerhardt?” 
 
    He snatched his gun up and spun around, wild-eyed. His faceplate was cracked, his helmet dented, and there were scorch marks on his chest. “Wilson?” His eyes tracked to my two wards; he lowered the weapon. “Shit. Next time, yell.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He glanced down at the black streaks on his armored torso. “Found some new pets. Something that spits napalm. Looked like a sloth almost.” 
 
    “We—” I pointed at Hopkins and Preen. “—got a couple of the Avengers running. There’s an extraction ship about eleven klicks north of here.” 
 
    “Go on, then.” He dug through the ruined crate, then held up a pouch and snorted. “I guess these really are indestructible.” 
 
    Batteries. They were supposed to be the sturdiest piece of the systems, yet SS6 insisted on packing extras. “The second you assume you have enough power, you’ll find out you don’t.” That was their argument until we asked for more grenades and explosives, then mass became the most important part of their calculations for putting the drops together. 
 
    I gave the crate a closer look. The rest of it was mangled junk. “One of the other squads’ll get one running.” 
 
    He straightened, then tapped his helmet. “We’re all there is.” 
 
    “Your helmet’s a mess. You couldn’t possibly know. You didn’t even hear us coming up on you.” 
 
    “No. Before I took this damage. Casualty reports from the rest of the company. Eighty percent fatalities. The Leviathans knew somehow.” 
 
    Eighty percent! “The gear wasn’t good enough.” 
 
    He shook his head. “The gear worked. They just…knew.” Despite the words, there was a hint of doubt. 
 
    “That still means some others made it. Let them do their part.” 
 
    He stood. “You want to get out of here, you make a run for that ship. There’s got to be another crate around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Two klicks southwest.” I glanced back the way we’d come. “We ran into a Hyena pack back that way. Big pack. I think there’s worse coming from there.” 
 
    “Who you got with you? Is that Preen?” 
 
    “Yeah. And Private Hopkins. She’s the one with the mangled leg. We found Dong, but the lizards got him.” 
 
    “Hopkins was in Cortez’s platoon.” He dusted his hands off and headed southwest. “Get them out of here.” 
 
    I followed. I would be an ass if I didn’t at least try to change his mind. “You can’t make it. It’s thirteen klicks, assuming you even survive getting the dish set up. They know we’re here, and they’re coming for us. We can’t wait that long.” 
 
    “So don’t wait.” 
 
    Hopkins and Preen’s eyes said they weren’t leaving Gerhardt. Thirteen klicks. Heading back into the city where we knew the Leviathans had things looking for us. 
 
    I fell in behind Gerhardt and waved for them to do the same. 
 
    Gerhardt slowed his pace without a word and changed his course, taking us along a shielded sidewalk that had suffered surprisingly little damage. Hopkins stumbled a couple times, but Preen kept her upright; the two chattered like birds at sunrise. Their words were carried away on a breeze that picked up suddenly and tossed the detritus of a dead world at us—rustling paper, crinkly plastic. Our shadows grew longer and dimmer as the sun tracked west, and the haze thickened. 
 
    I caught up to Gerhardt. “This weapon. The whole idea that we’re the only ones with a chance to make a difference. You believe that?” 
 
    He stared straight ahead. “It’s the mission.” 
 
    “Sure. But do you believe it? Because I’m getting the sense that maybe you think we’re dead either way.” 
 
    His steady gait became a little less steady. “You’ve got to trust your instincts.” 
 
    “Okay. Are your instincts telling you the Vaulter’s a dead end?” 
 
    His eyes drifted along the building fronts. “We need to get our shit together if we want to make it, Wilson.” 
 
    “Not an answer.” 
 
    “How long you think it would take to cover thirteen klicks?” He glanced back at Hopkins. 
 
    “She’s doped up. We’ve already covered a lot of ground.” 
 
    “Preen’s mostly carrying her.” 
 
    “So we’d have to abandon her? Is that it?” 
 
    “We—” 
 
    I saw it on my BAS at the same time he caught it with his eyes. An armored form staggered out of a storefront, glass scraping beneath its boots. Blood tracked down the front of the Juggernaut torso, which had been cracked like an eggshell right below the sternum. Each step was a grating, twisting sound that almost drowned out the soldier’s wheezing. He was a younger guy, black hair, bronze skin. He should have been dead, crushed by whatever had broken his armor. The blood caked around the corners of his mouth sure hinted at internal bleeding. 
 
    He waved. “Private...Rodriguez.” 
 
    “Shit. Junger’s platoon.” Gerhardt squinted at the kid. “You mobile, Private?” 
 
    “Won’t win any...track meets.” 
 
    Hopkins seemed to cheer up at no longer being the reason for the slowdown. We all knew Rodriguez could drop at any moment. Even he joked about it. 
 
    “If I get slower, don’t...wait for me.” That came out after a fit of vomiting that was mostly dark blood. “Just want a...chance to contribute, right? Watch all your buddies…get blasted from the sky…can’t help but…” He wiggled a middle finger skyward. 
 
    Winged shadows flitted overhead, and the raised finger came down. Croaking, like bullfrogs in heat, bounced inside the concrete valley. 
 
    I’d seen the things on Azure. Scouts. “Croakers. There must be a Leviathan in the area.” 
 
    Gerhardt glanced back at the others. Hopkins nodded, then Rodriguez. We picked up the pace. Preen was gasping before long, and Rodriguez sounded ready to collapse. He didn’t stop to cough up blood but spat it out onto his cracked chest plate. We took a side street, losing the Croakers for a moment. Buildings in the area were mostly squat and square, nothing more than three stories. I passed a brilliant copper racing motorcycle and wished for a second I could just ride it away from all the hopelessness. 
 
    “Weapons crate must be through that alley!” I headed across the street, deserted except for a rusty old fuel truck. It looked surprisingly intact. 
 
    The others followed, but halfway across, I froze. 
 
    Reality twisted. Angles warped and wandered off into infinity. Light crept under shadow, and the ever-present stench of death took on an even nastier texture, like sulfur run through a few fresh flavors—ammonia and chlorine. It was strong enough to bring tears to my eyes and to burn my throat. 
 
    I sealed up and backpedaled across the street with the others, searching for the dark bulk of the Leviathan. It rose up about seventy meters to our right, at the far end of the side street, like a slab of shadow riding on a train of knobby, corpse-white tentacles. The CAWS-5 and grenades felt horribly inadequate. 
 
    Rodriguez held out a hand. “Incendiary!” 
 
    “Won’t do much to—!” I could see by the frown that he didn’t care; I passed him one of my incendiary grenades. 
 
    He staggered toward the fuel truck. “Get to...the Avenger!” 
 
    Gerhardt opened fire on the giant alien. “Hurry!” 
 
    I helped Preen with Hopkins, who seemed ready to pass out. While Rodriguez climbed into the fuel truck cab, Gerhardt laid down enough fire to irritate the Leviathan. The Porcupine rounds were like fireflies sparking on the alien’s impenetrable skin. We had just gotten into the alley when the truck’s engine roared to life. A year after being abandoned, it still worked. 
 
    Gerhardt sprinted into the alley as we exited onto the street with the weapons crate. It showed a pale green on my BAS, but a good look at the crate wiped out any optimism I’d been feeling—cracked, crushed. There was no way the weapon system had survived. 
 
    I scuffed an armored boot over the crumpled concrete. “Busted!” 
 
    That didn’t slow Gerhardt down. He raced past and grabbed the crate’s handle. “Get them inside that building.” 
 
    The only building that looked like it was still structurally sound was the one on the left side of the alley we’d come out of. I waved Preen and Hopkins in through the shattered glass door just as the Leviathan let out another wave of its crazy. 
 
    Shadow washed over everything, sucking away detail and substance. A cold like nothing I’d ever experienced settled in my gut. Nausea doubled me over. 
 
    Then the fuel truck engine roared again and tires chirped. 
 
    Rodriguez! I thought he had died. 
 
    I fell against Preen, who pushed Hopkins forward, into shadow. 
 
    He stopped, blinking dumbly. 
 
    I put a shoulder into his back. “The door’s there. Go!” 
 
    Gerhardt bunched in with us just as the sound of a giant hunk of vehicle crashing into an even larger hunk of alien madness ricocheted outside. Metal twisted with a horrible screeching sound. 
 
    But that was it. 
 
    There’d been enough distance between truck and Leviathan to pick up some speed. Not enough to hurt the beast, but maybe enough to get its attention. 
 
    I glanced at Gerhardt, barely making him out as he tugged the weapon out of the crate. “Was it empty?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Full.” 
 
    “You think there’d be an—” 
 
    Explosion. 
 
    Not the bone-shaking sort you get with actual explosives. This one was more heat, but there was a definite concussive force as the vapor flash-detonated. Rodriguez must’ve still been alive for a couple seconds, holding down the lever of the incendiary grenade. 
 
    What glass remained in the building shattered, and a moment later the shadows receded. 
 
    Then the unthinkable happened: The Leviathan shrieked. 
 
    There was no other way to describe it. I felt something deep in my head, like an ice pick digging around where skull and spine met. That was almost immediately replaced by a horrific, baby-like scream. If the baby was thirty meters tall. 
 
    The sound twisted the building, warping it into a “U” where the gap was a black hole sucking everything toward it. 
 
    I dropped to my knees. Fighting the Leviathans invited insanity, and it was coming at me like a train hurtling forward at full speed. Rational notions evaporated, burned away by alien thoughts. My awareness became the corrupted impressions it pushed out: desolation, ruin, consumption. 
 
    Someone screamed at me. 
 
    Gerhardt. His eyes…the madness was getting to him, too. He stared at something clutched in his hands, as if it couldn’t exist. 
 
    “Gerhardt! What is it?” 
 
    He couldn’t answer. I took the thing from him and concentrated. A battery. Cracked. 
 
    I glanced out at the street. “The pouch? What about the spare battery pouch?” 
 
    “Crushed.” 
 
    So much for being indestructible. The weapon was intact but powerless. How crazy was that? The mission was a bust because we’d found the one weapon system where the batteries had been destroyed! We’d just seen one where— 
 
    Spare batteries! 
 
    The weapon crate we’d found a couple kilometers back. Nothing had survived. Nothing but the spare batteries! 
 
    Gerhardt seemed stuck in a loop where his mind struggled with such an impossible failure. Preen was curled in a fetal ball, alternately laughing and sobbing. Hopkins’s eyes had rolled up in her head. 
 
    For whatever reason, I was able to handle the Leviathan madness better than most. SS6 called people like me “gifted.” Technically, we had “agile minds.” It meant I got to see the horrors the giant aliens inflicted without going into shock, even without the shielding SS6 had supposedly devised to protect us all. 
 
    Not so great a gift, really. 
 
    But it gave me a chance to do something. The Leviathan would be moving soon, coming for us. I felt its presence growing closer. 
 
    We needed the spare batteries. 
 
    I sprinted for the back of the building, ignoring the curved appearance, running a gloved hand along the wall. 
 
    “Hallway. Straight hallway. Lobby to elevator.” 
 
    The hallway ended in a little indoor courtyard that a bunch of offices opened onto. I shook my head to clear the alien presence telling me it was hopeless. Through an open door, I spotted a destroyed office, and at the back of it, a steel door. 
 
    It had to be open. Had to be. 
 
    I dropped my shoulders and barreled into it. The door came off the hinges. 
 
    For once, the Juggernaut armor lived up to its name. 
 
    I stumbled into the street outside. There were flames everywhere, most of them small and dying out already, but there was no mistaking the black smoke rising from the Leviathan and no missing the way its black mass shivered and its tentacles skittered the bulk away from the smoking wreckage. 
 
    Outrunning the thing wasn’t an option. As big as they were, they could manage twice what I could. 
 
    The motorcycle. 
 
    I ran across the street, through an alley, then another. The motorcycle was there. A HuCorp Mongoose. Fast. No sign of damage. The tank sloshed. 
 
    Travis and I had enjoyed taking bikes onto the mountain trails on Azure. This was more of a performance machine, but I had the basics down. I turned the key, squeezed the clutch— 
 
    Rumbling. The Leviathan presence. It knew I was out in the open. 
 
    I kicked. Nothing. I kicked again and got a little burp. 
 
    The rumbling again. The Leviathan was coming toward me. 
 
    I rolled the bike forward, turned it around, away from the Leviathan. Kicked again. 
 
    Sputtering. It was something. 
 
    Beneath my armored feet, the world shook. 
 
    Don’t look. 
 
    I kicked again, and the engine growled. Oh. My. It growled. 
 
    I put it into gear and let the clutch out and rolled forward. 
 
    Power. So much power. I fought to keep the thing from accelerating too much, leaned into a turn, and nearly wiped out. 
 
    And behind me, the Leviathan seemed to catch on that I wasn’t going to just sit around and wait for it. It surged after me. 
 
    Cat and Mouse. That was the game we played. 
 
    I shot down alleys, or when I was feeling stupid and reckless, I accelerated down ruined streets. 
 
    The Leviathan slithered after me, anticipating what streets I might take and cutting off my options. 
 
    But I tricked it, got onto a straightaway, and opened the engine up. 
 
    Eat my exhaust! 
 
    It was pure luck that I didn’t wipe out when I spotted the ruined crate. My body was vibrating inside my armor, already begging for me to get the bike back onto the straightaway and to test just how fast it could go. 
 
    I grabbed the battery pouch, checked that the spares were inside, and climbed back aboard. The Leviathan was a giant red triangle on my BAS. 
 
    There was no going back the way I’d come. I took the bike down another street, sped a few blocks over, and went back into Cat and Mouse mode. Now that I had a feel for my little suicide machine, I was able to stay a couple steps ahead. 
 
    When I reached the others, Gerhardt was waiting, eyes blinking. “Where the hell’d you go?” 
 
    I held up the battery pouch. “I thought you wanted to wreck this thing?” 
 
    He smiled. “Help me get this up there.” 
 
    We got to the rooftop without issue. But instead of feeling like celebrating when he slipped the battery into place, my heart sank. 
 
    The Leviathan was speeding toward us, crawling down the wide straightaway I’d taken to lose it. Tentacles fluttered from its inhuman head, and unreality rippled all around it, rearranging the shape and size of the buildings as it approached them. 
 
    Gerhardt set the weapon against the rooftop air-conditioning unit and flipped power on. “How long do you think?” 
 
    “A few minutes.” 
 
    “We need to lure it away, or it’s going to crush us.” 
 
    “There’s a van a few klicks back, where I set up the second Avenger.” 
 
    He glanced past me. “Won’t make it back in time.” 
 
    “But I could get it to chase me. You could lead Hopkins and Preen—” 
 
    “Hopkins is about ready to go into shock.” 
 
    She was. “What then?” 
 
    Gerhardt brushed his gloves over his armor. “System’s green. I think it’s searching for the other systems. You sure you had two up?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Doesn’t mean they’re still up.” 
 
    “We need that thing about five kilometers past here.” He pointed west, to where a bunch of cars had been piled up and burned at some point, probably some failed attempt at defense. A couple huge, mangled metal husks were parked near the charred piles. “Those look like tanks. One of them might have a live shell or two.” 
 
    “Didn’t seem to stop whatever broke through the defensive line.” 
 
    “But it might piss the bastard off. Like the fire did.” 
 
    “So what are you proposing, Gerhardt? Because I’m not in the mood to play chicken with that thing. I can draw it away with that Mongoose, but lobbing an artillery round at it isn’t on the menu.” 
 
    “Armor-piercing anti-tank, not artillery. And I’m not asking you to do anything with the tank.” 
 
    “You’re going to draw it away? How?” 
 
    “Grenades.” He held out a hand. “Give me what you’ve got.” 
 
    “Smoke’s useless, and a couple incendiaries and frags aren’t going to do anything.” 
 
    “Get its attention. That’s all I need.” 
 
    I led him down and gathered the remaining grenades. Before Hopkins or Preen could ask, I raised a hand. “Sergeant Gerhardt’s going to draw the Leviathan off. While he’s doing that, I’m going to make a run for that van, and you two need to head east with me. I’ll swing back and pick you up with the van, then we’ll get Gerhardt and make a run for the Vaulter.” 
 
    Gerhardt cocked an eyebrow and smirked. He had no illusions about needing a ride to the extraction ship. 
 
    Hopkins was too dazed to protest. She took Preen’s hand and leaned against him. 
 
    I led Gerhardt out to the Mongoose. “This thing’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ve ridden motorcycles before.” 
 
    “Not like this one. It wants to go fast.” 
 
    He patted the gas tank. “I’ll handle it.” 
 
    The shadows grew darker and deeper; the Leviathan was close. 
 
    I kicked at the scaly asphalt. “These roads are a mess.” 
 
    “I appreciate you caring about me, Ma.” He climbed aboard. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Your radio’s out. When I get back in range, I’ll fire my weapon.” 
 
    The engine roared to life, and he snorted. “Don’t come looking for me, Sergeant Wilson. I mean it.” 
 
    “Look, I know we haven’t necessarily gotten along, but the ERF needs good NCOs.” 
 
    “They do.” He winked. “And I think they found one.” 
 
    He accelerated down the street and hooked a left, then stopped long enough to fire a burst from his CAWS-5 at the approaching alien. Its fury washed out over the landscape, a sensation like dipping your face into a sewage trench. The Mongoose sped west, and a second later, the earth shook with the Leviathan’s pursuit. 
 
    I cut southeast, away from the monstrosity and the suicidal staff sergeant. The Juggernaut had enough juice in it that I could sprint and make some pretty impressive leaps of my own, even without the Mongoose. Apparently, the Croakers were interested in something to the north. I held out hope—just a little—that it wasn’t the Vaulter and that I could make it to the van. The battery pouch banged against my armored hip. I would have the power to get the vehicle running. It just needed to be operational. 
 
    When I reached the van, it didn’t look like Hopkins and Preen had even moved. Their vitals were still green, but they weren’t moving very quickly. 
 
    The van had rammed into the side of a building and suffered minor cosmetic damage to the fender. I checked that there was still a fob in the dashboard, then pushed the vehicle back onto the street before punching the spiderwebbed driver-side window and front windshield out. Even though I was wearing armor, I wiped glass out of the seat, then let myself in. Surprisingly, the vehicle had fuel in it, but the batteries were drained. I found the universal adapter port and slid an Avenger battery into place. 
 
    I tried the engine. 
 
    It turned over. 
 
    Finally, something was going right. 
 
    I pulled onto the road and got it pointed north, toward the Vaulter. It hit me then how easy it would be to just drive on, get to the Vaulter, and go. 
 
    Save yourself. 
 
    Chills ran down my spine. The mission was a disaster. Too many good people had died for no good reason. Earth still belonged to the Leviathans. The human race was doomed. All we could hope for was a slow retreat that bought small groups of people a chance to find someplace else to hide for a year or two. Even living aboard starships seemed improbable. We had been targeted for annihilation, and nothing was going to stop it. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to make that annihilation easier. 
 
    I turned the van around and headed west. 
 
    The thing drove like an armored personnel carrier—sluggish, with no acceleration whatsoever. It still moved faster than I could manage in the Juggernaut, and more importantly, it would get Hopkins off her feet. 
 
    Preen seemed to figure out I was coming for him; his signal moved toward the street I was on. 
 
    Somewhere to the west, a grenade exploded. 
 
    Gerhardt. Still fighting. 
 
    I stopped when I spotted Preen. He was carrying Hopkins, who had passed out. 
 
    We got her into the back. 
 
    He slid into the passenger seat and glanced west. “Heard that grenade.” 
 
    “Me too.” I traced a gloved finger along the curve of the steering wheel. 
 
    “He didn’t draw that thing off, we—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Nearly a hundred of us had dropped. For nothing. Escaping Earth with three would be a poke in the Leviathans’ eyes. Four? 
 
    I put the van into drive and headed west. A flash of a smile spread over Preen’s lips, then disappeared. Would he smile when the Leviathan crushed us with one of its tentacle-legs? 
 
    Another explosion boomed west of us, and I caught the obsidian bulk of the Leviathan to the right as it changed direction, cutting onto our road several kilometers ahead. 
 
    I braked as the thing curled back on itself and its face tentacles undulated in our direction. 
 
    Preen doubled over and gagged; I felt a pressure in my head. 
 
    It had seen us and changed its mind. 
 
    I put the van into reverse, punched the accelerator… 
 
    And the engine died. Drained. Wiped out. 
 
    The Leviathan. 
 
    It charged toward us. 
 
    Not four escaping Earth. Zero. I’d bungled the one positive from the mission. 
 
    Preen sat up, tears trailing down his face. “I can’t feel my soul.” 
 
    I didn’t believe in a soul, but I knew what he meant. The thing was in our heads, twisting our perceptions, stealing our lives. 
 
    My BAS flickered. The dashboard lights flashed—on, off, on, off. 
 
    The monstrous alien stumbled. Its knobby tentacle-legs gave, and it crashed into a building front. 
 
    Not appeared to crash into the building by warping our perceptions. 
 
    Crashed. 
 
    Stonework collapsed and rained on its sleek, black skin. 
 
    It made another of those pitiful screeching noises. 
 
    The armor-piercing tank round? One of the incendiaries? 
 
    The dashboard lights flickered again but this time stayed on. My BAS display took on a sine wave distortion, then straightened back out. 
 
    I gasped. “The Avenger! Shit!” I cackled. “SS6 got something right!” 
 
    I leaned out the window and fired my CAWS-5. “Gerhardt! Let’s go!” 
 
    The Leviathan thrashed inside the ruined building. 
 
    There was no time to wait. I started the engine up again and drove around the giant beast. Preen moaned as the twitching tentacle-legs whipped past. Concrete dust mixed with the foul, alien stench and the strange wind chime warbling coming from the thing. It was all I could do not to open fire on it in that moment, but waking it from whatever state it was in would guarantee we weren’t going anywhere. The van wasn’t outrunning anything. 
 
    A motor growled ahead of us, and the Mongoose shot into view, braking a car length ahead of us. 
 
    Gerhardt glared at me. “I told you not to come looking for me.” 
 
    “You told me to trust my instincts, too. So I did.” 
 
    His lips twisted as he scowled at the convulsing alien. “I guess we have some good news for SS6.” 
 
    “We do. Now let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I turned the van around and pushed it as hard as I could. Gerhardt hung tight behind. He didn’t need to. The Leviathan didn’t pursue. 
 
    We drove past the shuddering flock of Croakers that had apparently fallen from the sky. Black ink that might have been blood leaked from open wounds. And at the Vaulter, we found a small pack of Hyenas waiting for us, black eyes rolled up, revealing a rim of green. 
 
    The weapon didn’t kill, but it incapacitated. For however long the batteries lasted, the gigantic aliens and their nightmarish servants were rendered ineffective. That was something—a start, a chance. 
 
    We crawled into the extraction ship and buckled in. And as the rockets roared to life, I realized with more than a little surprise that all the death and terror hadn’t been for nothing. We’d found something in the blasted ruins of the planet that had birthed our species, something I hadn’t even considered possible. 
 
    Hope. 
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